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Virtue in Business

The virtue approach to business ethics is a topic of increasing importance
within the business world. Focusing on Aristotle’s theory that the virtues
of character, rather than actions, are central to ethics, Edwin M. Hartman
introduces readers of this book to the value of applying Aristotle’s virtue
approach to business. Using numerous real-world examples, he argues
that business leaders have good reason to take character seriously when
explaining and evaluating individuals in organizations. He demonstrates
how the virtue approach can deepen our understanding of business ethics
and how it can contribute to contemporary discussions of character, ratio-
nality, corporate culture, ethics education, and global ethics. Written by
one of the foremost Aristotelian scholars working in the field today, this
authoritative introduction to the role of virtue ethics in business is a valu-
able text for graduate students and academic researchers in business ethics,
applied ethics, and philosophy.

edwin m. hartman was Visiting Professor of Business Ethics and co-
director of the Paduano Seminar in Business Ethics at the Stern School of
Business in New York University until his retirement in December 2009.
Before joining Stern, he taught for more than twenty years in the business
school and the philosophy department at Rutgers University, where he was
founding director of the Prudential Business Ethics Center at Rutgers. He is
the author of Substance, Body, and Soul: Aristotelian Investigations, Con-
ceptual Foundations of Organization Theory, and Organizational Ethics
and the Good Life (named Book of the Year [2003] by the Social Issues in
Management Division of the Academy of Management).
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Foreword

Ed Hartman has brought Aristotle to life for the business world of the
twenty-first century. This book leaves no doubt about the relevance
and importance of Aristotle’s wisdom for today’s executives and man-
agement thinkers. And Hartman shows that it is not just a matter of
the importance of virtues and the golden mean. He shows in detail how
understanding the strengths and weaknesses of Aristotle’s worldview
enlightens how we can think about business today.

There is very little certainty in today’s business world. There are
breathtaking technologies that change everything from life spans to
how we see each other. And there seems to be an increasing short-
age of “common sense.” Hartman navigates these waters with an
Aristotelian sense of what is important and what is not. He does not
founder on dichotomies such as “normative vs. positive” or “business
vs. ethics” or “science vs. philosophy.” He shows how a modern-day
pragmatist in the spirit of both Dewey and Rorty can read Aristotle as
contributing to the theoretical conversation in business ethics, and as
yielding practical insights into how organizations need to be managed
in this new world.

Hartman brings a career of philosophical training, teaching in busi-
ness schools, and work as a management consultant to the task. He
has studied with some of the best philosophical minds in the world,
and has worked with senior executives from industry and education.
He has given us a new interpretation of Aristotle that is both philo-
sophically deep and practically relevant.

For instance, in Chapter 4 he makes Aristotle relevant to those
behavioral theorists who question our ability to deliberate and improve
the kinds of decisions we might make. Chapter 5 has much to say to so-
called “new institutionalists” who want to work only at a very abstract
level in organizations. Yet Chapter 7 is quite relevant to the policy ana-
lysts who want to prescribe how issues such as globalization should
unfold with the help of mediating institutions, including businesses.

ix



x Foreword

Aristotle had a remarkably comprehensive view of his own world,
and Hartman follows suit, but he is able to make Aristotle speak to
others who do not share or even understand Aristotle’s worldview. Yet
perhaps some of the most remarkable passages in the book are the
stories of people from Hartman’s own consulting experience. He then
goes on to interpret how Aristotle would see these situations, not in
terms of the world of Ancient Greece, but in our modern terms. These
passages bring Aristotle to life for business in a way that has never been
done.
It is a pleasure to publish this book in the series on Business, Value

Creation, and Society. The purpose of this series is to stimulate new
thinking about value creation and trade, and its role in the world of the
twenty-first century. Our old models and ideas simply are not appro-
priate today. Hartman’s interpretation makes Aristotle a citizen and an
important voice in this new world. We need more new scholarship like
this that builds on the work of our intellectual heroes yet offers the
alternative of a world of hope, freedom, and human flourishing.

R. Edward Freeman
University Professor and
Elis and Signe Olsson Professor
The Darden School
University of Virginia
Charlottesville, Virginia, USA
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Introduction to Aristotle, virtue
ethics, and this book

An overview of Aristotle’s philosophy

Aristotle is widely thought to be the philosopher of common sense
par excellence. According to Aristotle, what intelligent adults believe
about the world is true on the whole, though their opinion needs some
refinement, or occasionally some alteration.1

Socrates, by conspicuous contrast, has little respect for the opinions
of distinguished citizens, or any other opinions for that matter, about
ethical issues. His method is to show that people are ignorant where
they – unlike Socrates himself – claim to know. Plato goes from there
to claim that real knowledge is not about the world of space and time
at all. What is truly real, the object of certain knowledge, is the eter-
nal Idea. Here as elsewhere certainty has a powerful grip on philoso-
phers. Throughout much of the history of Western philosophy there
have been thinkers who asked howwe could have certain knowledge of
anything, other than perhaps the contents of our own minds, or math-
ematics. And if that sort of knowledge was hard to find, it was harder
still to find some basis for ethics, some sound answers to the questions
“What ought I to do?” and “What reason have I for doing what I ought
to do?” These questions seemed beyond the reach of human opinion,
even of science. Only philosophers could handle them, according to
some philosophers.

Aristotle does not think this way. He does not demand ironclad cer-
tainty; he does not worry greatly about our knowledge of the external
world, or of ethics. He typically begins his investigations in ethics and
elsewhere by looking at some commonsense views that we, or at least
the wise among us, share. These he calls ta koina – common things.
But though he begins with common things, he does not regard our

1 Almost any interpretation of Aristotle will be controversial. My views, which
owe something to many commentators, are in the mainstream of recent critical
work, I think.
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apprehension of them as an immutable foundation on which all knowl-
edge is built. On the contrary, his method tidies up common sense and
makes it coherent. His conclusions – his views on form and matter, his
definition of the soul, his conception of well-being – are subtle but not
radical. For example, his notion of a person of good character sounds
right and insightful to us, as it must have to his contemporaries. He
does not put forward altogether new conceptions of courage, justice,
or friendship. He does not in the least suggest that becoming a good
person is a superhuman achievement, though it is neither easy nor very
common. The effect of the Nicomachean Ethics is not to undermine
our ideas about ethics but to sharpen and rationalize them. He also
brings his findings on biology and psychology to bear on ethics, as
each of his studies builds on what he has learned earlier.

The development of Aristotle’s philosophy

First and most basically, Aristotle addresses the idea that there are indi-
vidual material objects in space and time and that we can have some
knowledge of them. That may seem obvious, but Aristotle wants to
defend the position against some attacks. Heraclitus challenged it in
claiming that everything is changing all the time, with the result that
identification and reference are impossible. Plato challenged it from the
other direction by arguing that secure identification and reference are
indeed possible but require Ideas as their real objects. But it is not clear
how Plato’s view shows that we can do what we ordinarily want to do:
talk meaningfully about an actual river continuing to exist, remaining
the same over a period of time, if the water is constantly changing.
Aristotle solves the puzzles by distinguishing between the form (or

essence or, occasionally, nature) of a substance and its matter or acci-
dents. A thing may appear to be a combination of form and matter, but
it is in fact identical with its form: it always has matter, but not neces-
sarily the same matter permanently. So when we say that a thing has
lasted over a period of time, we are in effect saying that its form has
lasted, while its matter or some of its accidental characteristics (weight,
color, etc.) may have changed. The Ohio River remains the same river
even though the water that constitutes it is constantly changing. A tree
remains the same tree even as its leaves come and go and it grows new
wood. (As it happens, the Greek word hyle means both matter and
wood.)
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Aristotle sometimes uses artificial objects like a discus or a lintel as
illustrations. In the former case, the shape is the form; in the latter,
the position above a door or window is the form. But artificial objects
present hard questions. If over time we replace all the boards in a ship,
does it remain the same ship? And if it does, what can we say about
the ship that could be constructed out of the discarded boards? Fringe
cases of this sort do not worry Aristotle, particularly when they involve
artificial things. He believes that one cannot always draw bright lines,
but that discourse is not impossible for that reason. In any case, only
natural things are true substances.

Substances have primacy over qualities and similar items in the sense
that the latter are modifications of substances, and may attach to sub-
stances for a time but then go away while the substances persist. These
modifications, or properties, of substances depend for their identity
and persistence on the substances that they modify. Time and space
too are parasitic on substances, according to Aristotle, since he defines
both of them by reference to substance, in particular by reference to
the movement and change of substances.

One of the capacities of natural substances is the capacity to change,
and in particular to grow tomaturity. Oneway of explaining what hap-
pens in the world is to note that an animal has the capacity to move
(and more), or that an acorn has the capacity to become an oak tree.
In this way events in the world are dependent on the substances that
participate in them. Thus far Aristotle remains consistent with com-
mon sense, for better or worse, though his elaboration and his defense
of his position are sophisticated. His task becomes more complicated
when he turns to the nature or essence of the human being.

The substance that has a soul

By the time he writes the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle has in his
pocket not only common opinion but some views about substances
from the Metaphysics and about persons that he has reached in De
Anima by a dialectical process similar to that used in the mature
books of the Metaphysics.2 He also brings some findings from the
Physics; those support and are supported by his metaphysical work. So

2 About Aristotle’s progress I agree largely with the account of Irwin (1988,
chapter 1).
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Aristotle begins his ethics with a certain view of humankind. A human
being is a substance, and what makes a human a substance rather than
just a pile of flesh and bones is the set of capacities that we call a soul
or mind. What makes a person a person in particular, as opposed to
a dumb animal, is the characteristically human ability to reason. You
can reason abstractly in sophisticated ways, and even design a life for
yourself as a member of a polis – what we now call a city-state – and
a participant in its governance. From this it is no great leap to the
claim that what makes a human being excellent – the word arête can be
translated as virtue or excellence – involves sociability and, distinctly,
rationality. To act accordingly is to live well. The life that you are able
to design for yourself should take into appropriate account your own
rational capacities. It should also attend to your limitations and your
opportunities, including those associated with your being necessarily
a sociable creature – a citizen, a friend, and a family member.

Aristotle and Newton: science and persons

So Aristotle embraces the commonsensical rather than the other-
worldly and unattainable. But he also embraces the commonsensical
rather than the scientific, in our sense of the word, and there will be
problems where science and common sense diverge.
Aristotelian science is radically different from, and less successful

than, the modern conception of natural science. We need to consider
whether Aristotelian ethics is inferior to modern ethics for the same
reasons.
Aristotle is not wrong in taking humankind to be a part of nature. It

makes sense, too, to explain some events in the world by reference
to substances, including persons, actualizing their potential or not.
When botanists, of whom Aristotle is one, talk about plants, they
seem ready to say on the basis of careful observation what causes
this or that species to flourish and what counts as flourishing for the
species. Facts about nutrition and growth form the basis of their judg-
ments about which plants are faring well andwhich are not.McKinnon
(2005) discusses this point at length and draws an analogy, as Aristotle
does, between the flourishing of plants and animals and that of human
beings. One can speak intelligently about whether young Andrea will
fulfill her potential, though this does not sound like the sort of language
that can support an exact science.
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When Aristotle says that one event or one thing is the efficient cause
of another, he is not presupposing, as most modern philosophers do,
that there is a law of nature linking the first with the second. He does
believe in final causes, and therefore in teleological explanations – that
is, explanations that indicate the purpose that something serves or the
end that it achieves. Teleological explanations make sense in a universe
in which there are natural movements of natural objects towards nat-
ural final destinations. Aristotelian science, based on neither careful
measurement nor highly systematic observation, does not contemplate
a universe that works according to universal and immutable laws that
support causal claims; still less does it countenance laws linking unob-
servable entities. Aristotle seems to believe that some relationships hold
only most of the time and that, in part for that reason, our understand-
ing is sometimes only approximate.

Newton, improving on Descartes and Leibniz, takes a different view,
which on the whole prevails today. Nature is rational just in the sense
that it is law-governed. The point of Newtonian science is to use uni-
versal scientific principles to explain particular events and states, as
opposed to things, and it has been successful in the sense that it can
predict future events and states and explain past ones. Aristotelian sci-
ence has never known that kind of success; so we have reason to infer
that the differences between Aristotle and Newton are in Newton’s
favor.

We may also be inclined to infer that what makes one sort of sci-
ence better than another would also make one way of thinking about
ethics better than another – that ethics too ought to be based on uni-
versal principles, that what is primarily right or wrong is a particular
act (i.e., an event) according to whether or not it is consistent with a
universal ethical principle, rather than a person (i.e., a thing) according
to whether the person achieves his or her natural end. In the Newto-
nian universe things and events do not proceed towards their natural
ends. How useful are explanations and justifications of human behav-
ior based on the notion that people proceed in that direction?

The place of persons

The Newtonian view of the universe does pose a problem for us.
What place in this universe has the human being, a willing, feeling,
creating organism? One answer, offered by Descartes and others, is
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that the human being is not a merely physical being subject to the laws
governing physical beings. A person is primarily mental; the body is a
vehicle, a repository for the mind. Some philosophers see the body as
something of an encumbrance, since it implicates us in emotion, selfish
desire, and all manner of evil. Rationality, the faculty characteristic of
the mind as opposed to the body, is good. Moral goodness requires
that we overcome the body and its ways.3

Some philosophers, including Spinoza (and Democritus, one of Aris-
totle’s predecessors), reduce mental activity to physical activity. They
see no special kind of substance of which mental events are made,
no exemption from physical laws. According to Kant, the greatest of
the Enlightenment philosophers, freedom of the will requires that our
rational will, uncaused by physical states and directed only by rational-
ity, causes our actions despite the otherwise law-bound inexorability of
nature. Our thoughts should obey the laws of reason, the rule-maker
in the realm of the mental, which are even more reliable and inexorable
than are the laws of nature. Morality too is based on reason, according
to Kant.
Kant and many other Enlightenment philosophers take rationality

to be the savior of humankind, with respect to both science and human
good. Without it we cannot solve our scientific problems or build
anything that requires engineering. Without it we cannot organize
our lives. When it is absent or overwhelmed by emotion or desire, we
cannot think usefully, together or on our own, about what there is
or what we ought to do. We might look to religion for guidance, but
not all of us will look to the same religion. We may then be plunged
into murderous religious conflicts because we have no rational way of
reconciling differing accounts of religious truth or, therefore, of moral
truth. That is the lesson that some Enlightenment figures drew from
the horrors of the Thirty Years’ War (see Toulmin, 1990, especially
chapter 2). We may be inclined to think that the philosophers of the
Enlightenment were unduly optimistic about the power of reason,
but theirs was perhaps an understandable reaction to the spectacle of
Christians killing one another en masse over transubstantiation.4 We

3 I shall not try to distinguish morality from ethics. Many different philosophers
have drawn the distinction in many different ways.

4 In truth, in some religious conflicts the combatants are motivated more by
hatred of the other than by religious conviction. But the absence of reason is a
problem in any case.
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might infer that ethics ought to concern itself with reasonable prin-
ciples applicable to all.5 In the absence of any detailed conception of
the good life, whether based on religion or philosophy, Enlightenment
philosophers typically enshrined the individual’s autonomous choice
in this and other areas.

Positivism: facts and evidence

At the very peak of the modern age, during the brief flowering of pos-
itivism in the late nineteenth century and the first half of the twen-
tieth, the reconciliation of science and human values was effected by
some no-nonsense philosophers in a way that Descartes and others had
resisted: science just took over. All meaningful propositions were, it
was argued, logical or empirical propositions, the latter being testable
in the court of experience. Propositions about morality were neither.
Kant had made a similar distinction between analytic and synthetic
propositions – those true or false by virtue of the meaning of the words
expressing them and those true or false by virtue of describing the
world. “All bachelors are unmarried” is an analytic proposition: the
predicate is contained in the subject, and the sentence is an analysis
of the concept of bachelor. “All bachelors are happy” is a synthetic
proposition, which brings together the notion of bachelor and the log-
ically separable notion of happiness. It purports to tell us something
about the world, and it can be tested by reference to experience. The
distinction has come under heavy fire, most famously by Quine (1980,
chapter 2), who argued that susceptibility to the court of experience
is (to oversimplify) a matter of degree, and that meaning proves on
inspection to be a slippery notion. Others have joined Quine in reject-
ing the claim that our empirical knowledge can be built up from imme-
diate acquaintance with foundational bits of knowledge. Today there
are few philosophers who will claim that our knowledge starts from a
perfectly certain foundation of immediately observable facts, with no
implicit or explicit reference to any background, theoretical or other-
wise. Far more philosophers hold that our ability to describe what is
readily observable, including some mental events, requires us to have
learned a public language.

5 But some Enlightenment philosophers, such as Hume and Kant, took virtue
seriously.
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Positivists typically dealt with mental entities by reducing them to
dispositions to act. They did not believe that science left any room for
freedom of the will, or therefore for ethics. But no matter: the proposi-
tions of ethics, being neither analytic nor synthetic, were nothing more
than the expression of emotion, with no truth value. According to a less
radical view, since no normative statement could follow from a state-
ment of fact, normative statements were primarily prescriptive rather
than descriptive. R. M. Hare, a postpositivist, argued (in Hare, 1952,
for example) that “Murder is wrong” does not mean “Yuck! Mur-
der!” but instead entails “Do not murder.” But can I not know that
some act is wrong and yet encourage you to do it, and do it myself?
Not quite, Hare would respond. I shall argue in Chapters 1 and 2
that Aristotle would probably say that anyone for whom a virtue does
not have a positive emotional connotation lacks knowledge of that
virtue.
Aristotle had seen humankind and human purposes as part of the

natural world in part because he had a teleological view of the world.
Descartes and Kant had separated humankind from nature in some
important ways. The empiricists of the twentieth century readily assim-
ilated humankind to the natural world because they had a reductionist
view of human nature, as of ethics, history, and much else. Their views
have had a not altogether fortunate impact on social scientists, includ-
ing scholars of management.

Where we are today

Now we find ourselves in an era that combines some of the character-
istics of previous eras. We still regard science as providing outstand-
ing examples of knowledge, but we are no longer sure that the world
is quite as ready-made for a unified scientific theory and language as
Newtonians believed. We do not believe that all questions worth try-
ing to answer are scientific questions or that all of science, including
biology, reduces in any important sense to physics. As Aristotle says, it
is a sign of erudition not to demand more precision of a subject matter
than it admits of, and ethics does not admit of geometric precision –
or, we would add, the kind of precision we now expect of science. In
drawing distinctions in ethics we find ourselves asking, “But where do
you draw the line?” Sometimes that question is impossible to answer
in a straightforward way even when the distinction is worth drawing.
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It is conceivable that humans might be subjects for natural science
in a sense that Kant would not accept, but there is no present prospect
of that. We believe that there are ways of explaining and criticizing
human behavior that do not fit the standards of natural science, even
less austere natural science as we understand it now. In particular,
we have reason to believe that human behavior is explicable by refer-
ence to reasons even though humans often act unreasonably, and even
though psychology is not strictly a natural science (Davidson, 2001).
And while we find psychology and sociology and therefore organiza-
tion theory and organizational behavior useful, we do not – or at any
rate we should not – suppose that either individuals or organizations
are suitable subjects for natural science alone. In fact there are moral
reasons for avoiding reductive social science.

We do not regard mind and body as separate substances, but that
gives us no reason to stop talking about the mind. We believe that
mental events and their related actions can be described and explained
in ways that do not apply to standard physical events. Aristotle has
a similar view: he claims that mental events and physical events are
not separable, but are related as form to matter. Recall that the form
or essence of something is what makes it what it is; the matter or acci-
dents of the thing may change while the thing persists. The soul is what
makes flesh and blood a human being. Aristotle allows that a particu-
lar physiological event within a certain context can be a sufficient con-
dition of a psychological event. (For further discussion see Hartman,
1977.)

Many of our explanations of human behavior we state in terms that
are to some degree normative. A common sort of explanation for why
Jones did something is a reason that Jones had for his action: it indi-
cates what Jones was trying to bring about. In most cases the expla-
nation succeeds only if you understand that the desired outcome was
in some way good for Jones. If I tell you that Jones broke into the
hardware store because he wanted to drink a can of varnish remover,
you will probably think that I have failed to give you a satisfactory
explanation.

Virtue vs. principles

We would expect followers of Newton, who believe that the universe
runs according to universal laws, to believe that ethical actions are
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ones done according to universal principles, such as those based on
utility, fairness, and rights. We identify some property of an act that
makes it right or wrong because (here is the principle) all acts that have
that property are right or wrong as well. In Aristotelian science, on the
other hand, it is substances that are primary. In Aristotelian ethics, as
Chapter 1 details, the good human being is the focus of ethics, what
explains and justifies human behavior. A good act is something that
a good person does; a good person has a certain character, a set of
virtues rather than vices. Virtues are prior to good acts, which they
cause.
Aristotle accepts principles as an important part of ethics, but the

principles that he contemplates admit of exceptions and are consis-
tent with his emphasis on relationships like friendship and citizenship.
Some of them are in effect definitions of virtues. Aristotle focuses on
the particular, the specific, as well as on what states and events have in
common. So a generous person, for example, must be attuned to the
features of a situation that will make an act of assistance more or less
appropriate. He sets great store by emotions and habits as well as rea-
son. He takes the context of acts seriously, and stresses our duties to
our friends and fellow citizens – obligations following from our socia-
ble nature.
Enlightenment ethics, on the other hand, characteristically values

humankind in all times and places. According to Kant, for example,
one must act on principles that can be made universal, and must treat
humanity in all its forms as an end in itself and not merely as a means
to one’s own ends or another’s. Smith’s “impartial spectator” treats
humanity in all its forms without favoring any form, or any human.6

This sort of principle embodies a noble sentiment, but I shall argue that
it does not guide our actions any more clearly than does virtue-based
advice.
Principle-based theorists can argue that what is wrong with virtue

ethics is just what is wrong with Aristotelian science: there are no reli-
able rules. Virtue ethics does not even aspire to perfect reliability. It
demands that we act from virtues like justice and courage, but it seems
at first look to offer little help in distinguishing good acts from bad
ones, and still less in justifying the basis of the distinction. It seems

6 But Smith is a virtue ethicist, similar in some ways to Aristotle. See Calkins and
Werhane (1998) and Werhane (1999).
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to offer feeble guidance for action. Do what a good person would
do in this situation, Aristotle seems to say. But how do we know
what that is, unless we adopt some principle? Hence the point of
the old satire Aristotle on Golf: “ . . . the virtue of a good golfer is to
hit well and according to reason and as the professional would hit.”
(https://stpeter.im/journal/639.html). I argue in Chapter 2 that virtues
can indeed guide actions and help us evaluate them. If someone advises
you to be honest or generous in a certain case, you need no translation.

Teleology and the good life

If, as Aristotle claims, a person is a substance with a certain purpose
and therefore a certain excellence (an alternative translation of arête),
it makes sense to advocate a kind of ethics that represents the most
that we humans are by nature capable of attaining, given that we can-
not demand divine perfection of ourselves. To say that we fulfill our
nature in being people of good character implies that we are born with
the capacity to be virtuous. This is less daunting than the doctrine of
Original Sin and more plausible than Plato’s view. Virtue is worldly
also in the sense that it is a way of living well in the world – specifically,
in a polis – rather than forsaking the world and aiming at something
beyond it.

Aristotle clearly bases his ethics on a teleological view of science,
which includes animate and inanimate entities. There is today no una-
nimity on the question whether a scientific view of the world can allow
even enough teleology to countenance desires and similar states, which
do not figure in anything like a scientific theory. Some organization the-
orists (see, e.g., Pfeffer, 1982) have gone so far as to deny that desires
and rationality have any place in the explanation of behavior. David-
son (2001) argues that reasons are causes in a way that is compatible
with our scientific view even though reasons are not postulates of any
scientific theories. Equally persuasively he argues that we can explain
human behavior by reference to rationality even though people are not
always rational.

Untroubled by the modern notion of causality, Aristotle sees human
beings as rational deliberators according to what his interpreters call
the practical syllogism.We begin with premises that express some value
(e.g., dry food is good for you), move on to premises that express a
particular fact (e.g., the stuff in this bowl is dry food), and conclude

https://stpeter.im/journal/639.html
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by eating what is in the bowl. Thereby we both explain and justify
an action. The process depends on our ability to describe states and
events correctly – to frame them appropriately, as we now might say.
Sometimes we do not.
Many find Aristotle’s practical syllogism unconvincing as an account

of how we actually think, as I note in Chapter 2. We are not so ratio-
nal, argue Haidt (2001, 2006, 2012) and others. We have no grounds
for postulating states like values and virtues as generating anything like
first premises of practical syllogisms, argue Doris (2002) and others.
Virtues are fixtures of folk psychology rather than postulates of a rig-
orous theory for explaining behavior. Behavior is better explained by
the agent’s immediate situation.
We see in Chapters 2 and 3 that Aristotle is aware of the fragility of

our rationality and the weakness of our will that undermines virtue,
and yet he invokes rationality and virtue as explaining and even justi-
fying our behavior, much as Davidson does. But he arguably goes too
far in claiming that statements about the ends of human beings state
scientific facts about them and that what is natural determines what is
moral. Most moral philosophers today are skeptical of any claim that
some event or state of affairs is right or wrong because it is natural or
unnatural. So, for example, even if one believes that homosexuality is
unnatural – a claim that is not as easy to prove as it may appear to be
– it does not obviously follow that gay sex is morally wrong.7 Aristo-
tle claims that part of being a flourishing human being is a matter of
not only having desires but having natural desires, which in the case of
human beings are rational desires. I argue in Chapter 3 that his claim
embodies some important insights.

Good and bad desires

Aristotle implies that there is something incomplete about utilitarian-
ism, and standard economic theory as well, insofar as they describe
the good life as being about the fulfillment of one’s preferences. The
good life – flourishing – is instead about the fulfillment of the prefer-
ences natural to a rational and sociable creature. It follows that you
have good reason, just from your own point of view, to be a virtuous

7 There was a time when psychologists classified homosexuality as a pathology.
One can see why the classification was disputed.
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person, truly rational and sociable, a good citizen of a good polis, and
a good friend.

Frankfurt (1981) makes a well-known distinction that applies to
Aristotle. Normal people have second-order desires – that is, desires
to have certain first-order desires. For example, I may wish that I did
not desire fattening foods so much; I may want to become the sort of
person who likes going to the opera. If you are a rational person in this
sense, Aristotle says, you can develop second-order desires that deter-
mine what your first-order desires are; you can come to be the sort of
person who wants to eat healthy food, associate with faithful friends,
be a good citizen.

It is altogether unrealistic to suppose that one can just decide to have
and to act on good desires rather than bad ones. Most of us are born
with the potential to lead rational and sociable lives, but you do not
achieve a good life without cultivating that potential. I show in Chapter
4 how Aristotle argues that over time, by habituation, you can indeed
make progress towards becoming the sort of person who enjoys doing
good things – that is, a person of good character. You achieve virtue
by developing the correct desires, attitudes, and emotions and then
acting accordingly. Your parents have something to do with it, but your
community plays a decisive role.

But habituation is not the whole of the process. Once you have gen-
erally good habits, you must develop the capacity to reason about
how to act with practical wisdom in complex situations. This requires
what Aristotle calls dialectic, a process of reasoning aimed at creating
a coherent body of principles and intuitions that stand one in good and
defensible stead where there are no readily applicable rules.

Aristotle’s position raises two questions, both about freedom. First,
do we want to say that freedom is just a matter of acting according to
approved desires? Can I not freely do something wrong? Second, if I
am a creature of my environment, political or otherwise, how am I a
free agent?

Freedom and virtue

Consider Jones’s decision to break into the hardware store because
he wants to drink a can of varnish remover. Unlike Hume and other
philosophers who think that rationality is purely a matter of fitness of
means to ends, Aristotle would say that Jones is thinking and acting
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irrationally because he is aiming at something that cannot be part of a
good life. For us the claim that Jones was motivated by his desire for
a drink of varnish remover would not count as an adequate explana-
tion. Our standard explanations of behavior presuppose some limits
on what normal people want. Desires beyond those limits require fur-
ther explanation, often involving pathologies of some sort. If Enlight-
enment philosophers and their modern successors believe that human
freedom is a matter of doing whatever one wants for whatever moti-
vation, they are wrong.
In particular, when philosophers like Rousseau claim that man is

born free but is everywhere in chains – in effect, that humans are first
of all individuals who can and should be unfettered by any society –
Aristotelians reject this form of radical individualism by replying that
the very notion of a human being unconnected to any community and
unmotivated by communal considerations makes no sense.
Those who believe that nature does not tell us what ends to pursue

argue, against Aristotle, that we are and ought to be free to create
whatever lives we prefer to live without abiding by limitations set by
what Aristotle or anyone else claims to be our nature. Yet Aristotle
speaks to our intuitions. Whatever we may think of teleology, however
expansive may be our view of what sort of life one may justifiably live,
we think of certain lives as impoverished even if they are enjoyable.
We do not envy contented people of very low intelligence. We do not
admire those who fail to fulfill their potential. We may believe that the
way we are – for example, that we are rational and sociable – at least
limits, if it does not determine, what is good for us.
The problem with Aristotle’s position, from the point of view of the

Enlightenment and of modern libertarianism, is that it seems to make
human liberty a matter of living according to some fairly narrow con-
ception of the good life. It is no coincidence that Aristotle does not talk
about human rights in the way we do,8 and that his follower Alasdair
MacIntyre (1985) hardly countenances rights. Yet Aristotle holds that
tyranny is unjust, and that acting on the basis of one’s own rational
deliberation is a good thing in itself.
Some philosophers hold that no descriptive statement about a per-

son can imply a normative one. They maintain a sharp distinction

8 But Miller (1995) argues convincingly that Aristotle does have a conception of
rights, stated primarily in the language of justice.
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between what is the case and what ought to be the case. Just as a
matter of logic, the sentence “Jones regularly gives alms to beggars”
does not imply that Jones is a generous person or even that he reg-
ularly does something morally good, absent a premise linking alms-
giving to morality. Putnam (2002, chapter 1) does not agree that we
can always cleanly separate is from ought. He argues that this sepa-
ratist view owes much to the positivists, who had a certain conception
of facts: a paradigmatic fact was something immediately observable,
with no implicit or explicit reference to any theoretical or other sort of
background. So “Jones is brave” and “Jones is a psychopath” may be
shown by evidence to be true or false, though some have considered the
statements problematic as factual claims. Aristotle does not have that
problem with them, nor do many respectable psychologists, especially
personality theorists, who postulate functional states and pathologies
whose description has a normative element. To call a psychological
condition or a desire that it generates a pathology is to say that there
is something unhealthy or otherwise wrong with it, and it states a
fact.

Autonomy

The discussion so far suggests, and Aristotle believes, that if you are a
virtuous person you have considerable control over yourself. You can
not only decide where to take your life, you can decide what sort of
person you will be. It is natural and appropriate for you to aspire to
what reflection, including reflection on your capacities and needs and
limitations, leads you to consider the good life to be. That is a life of an
autonomous person of good character. That broad notion accommo-
dates a wide range of possible lives – wider, probably, than Aristotle
contemplates. Such a degree of control over one’s moral development
is hard to achieve. It may be more difficult than becoming the sort of
person who is motivated primarily by the promise of great wealth, for
example.

I have suggested that some are skeptical of Aristotle’s view of ratio-
nal deliberation, which he considers essential to human beings and
therefore central to ethics. Newtonian science raises further questions
about whether it makes sense to explain human action by reference
to rational deliberation. This is a problem for Enlightenment philoso-
phers as well as for Aristotle, and we discuss it in Chapter 4.
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In a Newtonian universe events are determined by prior causal
conditions. The expression “for the most part,” one of Aristotle’s
favorites, has no place. Nor is there any teleological explanation: ends
and purposes have no part in explaining events. According to many
philosophers, such a deterministic universe makes free will impossible.
How can a decision, whatever sort of event it may be, change the course
of nature? Is not a decision itself the result of some causally sufficient
conditions? If I know in advance what these conditions are in your
case, I can predict what you will decide, because it is determined what
you will decide. Your will cannot change things. So goes the argument,
which philosophers like Democritus and Lucretius found challenging
long before the Enlightenment.
According to this argument, science simply eliminates deliberating

and deciding. There is just no point in talking about good or bad or
responsible decisions, for a decision that is fully determined by prior
conditions is not really a decision at all. A person can be ethical in the
sense of acting according to ethical principles (though not voluntarily),
but cannot be virtuous in the sense of acting on the basis of rational
deliberation.
On the other hand, we might accept universal causality but argue

that it has no bearing on the freedom of the will, which we might
say is a matter of being able to act on the basis of accurate informa-
tion and good reasons. Having this ability – which, according to many
social psychologists, is not as common as most people think – may
be a result of good luck, and it appears to be a matter of degree, but
it is compatible with causal determinism. One’s practical wisdom is a
sufficient causal condition of one’s action, other things being equal.
Thank God for the preexisting sufficient conditions of my practical
wisdom!
If this approach is right, then the problem of free will is still a practi-

cal problem, and one of the questions it raises for managers and others
is where to find the sufficient conditions of ethical behavior. According
to Aristotle, the answer lies in the virtuous or vicious character of the
agent. According to some social psychologists, it lies in one’s immedi-
ate environment.
There is at least one more sense in which Aristotle differs from many

modern philosophers, not entirely to his disadvantage. Aristotle is not
concerned about epistemological questions.
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Cartesian epistemology

Many philosophers since Descartes have supposed that one is immedi-
ately aware of the contents of one’s own mind – pains, thoughts, sense
data, etc. – and that from this sort of knowledge one makes inferences
about the world of space and time. It may seem plausible to say, as
Descartes did, that you know that your mind exists, hence that you do.
Anyone who thinks this way may then find it a bit exasperating that
Aristotle ignores the epistemological mystery: how do I get from my
(certain) knowledge of my mental contents to my (inferential) knowl-
edge of the surrounding world?9 Although Aristotle does at times claim
that there are facts that we can know without inference, he does not
offer these as the basis of all knowledge.

Descartes is an epistemological foundationalist and an individualist,
and he probably could not be the first without being the second. Aris-
totle does not think he has found an entirely firm basis for all empirical
knowledge within his ownmind. He is neither an epistemological foun-
dationalist nor an individualist in the way Descartes is. Without ever
arguing the point, he assumes that the kind of thing the individual can
know is just what others in the community can know. Aristotle starts
from where we are – not where I am.

The status of pleasure

If you are a Cartesian in epistemology, you are more likely than is
an Aristotelian to assume that the factors motivating your behavior
are your individual internal states, such as pain, fear, hunger, desire,
and so on. You are also more likely to believe that being well off
is a matter of experiencing good feelings and satisfying your desires.
According to Cartesian epistemology, we are not immediately aware
of external objects; instead we infer on the basis of internal objects of
immediate awareness that there are trees and houses and other peo-
ple around us. According to Cartesian moral psychology – here we
must extrapolate a bit – the immediate objects of my enjoyment are
my mental states, which in turn may be caused by external objects
or states. This too is very different from Aristotle’s view. Aristotle

9 Most philosophers today would consider this question a bad one. Our
knowledge does not begin with knowing mental states.
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appears to believe that pleasure is not always a feeling distinct from the
pleasurable experience, and he does not describe the experience itself
as taking place purely in one’s mind. In fact he takes no great interest
in the subjectivity of mental states generally.10 This idea that pleasure
is not purely a mental state in that sense makes it easier for Aristotle to
accept the notion that one might take genuine and immediate pleasure
in the prosperity of one’s community or the success of a friend without
inferring that what really pleases one is some internal experience of
one’s own that is a result of one’s noticing that prosperity or success.
There is controversy about Aristotle’s views on pleasure, but it seems
safe to say that he holds that pleasure is not always distinct from the
pleasurable activity. So you can directly enjoy a friend’s success or your
own virtue. (SeeNicomachean Ethics (hereafterNE) II 3 1104b4f. and
X 5 1174b32f.)
That very inference is oftenmade by psychological egoists, who char-

acteristically claim that one’s own interest is the only motivation of
one’s deliberate acts. Charitable acts are not counterexamples: the giver
of alms who seems to be motivated by the beggar’s happiness really
craves the warm glow of self-satisfaction that charitable people expe-
rience. The evidence for this view is weak, but the theory survives by
trivialization: any conceivable counterexample is consistent with the
theory. Whatever it is worth, which is not very much, the theory would
not have occurred to an Aristotelian philosopher. Aristotle holds that
the agent’s intentional act is typically, though not always, good for
the agent. He even believes that we usually do what gives us pleasure;
but since he holds that pleasure is not a state distinct from natural
and unimpeded activity, he would not regard the claim as a significant
insight about human motivation.
Surely Aristotle’s view is a sensible one. When I say that I get great

pleasure from gardening, I do not mean that gardening causes me to
have sensations of pleasure; I mean, roughly, that gardening is some-
thing that I readily do when I can do whatever I want to do and do
not have to do anything in particular. We can see why Aristotle does
not consider the moral person the one who fights against either plea-
sure or self-interest generally and in favor of duty, in the way Kant
describes. The proper goal – often not achieved, to be sure – is to see

10 See Hartman (1977). I am simplifying Aristotle’s view, but the details of it do
not affect my immediate point.
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to it that interest and duty are on the same side. It does not follow from
the Aristotelian position that one’s best interests always coincide with
the ethically good thing to do, though that is possible and would be
desirable, because it would make one a good person.

Aristotle’s minimal interest in subjectivity helps explain his concep-
tion of flourishing (the Greek is eudaimonia, which is usually translated
flourishing, but sometimes happiness or well-being) as being a matter
of achieving natural human characteristics to the highest degree. Those
to whom subjectivity is a critical feature of mental events are more
likely to believe that a happy life is one that is full of good feelings,
without regard to fulfilling one’s potential.

In yet another, related sense Aristotle differs from the Cartesian tra-
dition. Descartes is well known for considering the mind and the body
separate but interacting spheres. Aristotle does not regard the soul and
the body as separate in that way, as I have noted. The Cartesian sep-
aration, perhaps reflecting his Christian education, made it easier to
think of the person as an arena of competing forces: the flesh and the
spirit, and so on. This un-Aristotelian view goes some further way
towards explaining why the Cartesian tradition would not immedi-
ately see how self-interested action could encompass morally good
action.

Aristotle on business

An Aristotelian approach to business ethics poses a special challenge.
Aristotle himself doubts that a businessperson can be truly virtuous,
because he believes that businesspeople take money to be an end in
itself rather than a means to some good end and that the jobs that
most of them have do not grant space for autonomous, virtuous action.
Making a lot of money does not amount to living well and accord-
ing to one’s sociable and rational nature. In Chapter 5 we consider
MacIntyre’s argument that Aristotle’s ideas of virtue and the good life
are in radical opposition to the whole spirit of business and business-
people, whose overriding objective is financial gain. That employees
make money and produce goods that meet consumers’ demand will
not impress an Aristotelian very much. Living well for employees is
a matter of enjoying exercising the virtues, not making money. For
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customers, living well is not a matter of buying a lot of stuff, though
it is good not to be poor.
But it is one thing to say that a firm must make a profit; it is quite

another to say that making a profit is the overriding purpose of every
firm and by extension of every employee. There are other purposes,
and there are opportunities to learn and exercise certain virtues and
to live well, even in a profitable organization. It is true, however, that
not all employees in organizations or stakeholders of organizations
have much interest in being virtuous. Not all organizations are good
communities; and as Aristotle says, bad communities do not make their
citizens good. It is not my purpose to make the case for optimism, but
instead to suggest what virtue in business looks like and to argue that
it is possible, not that it is probable.

Efficiency vs. virtue

As the industrial revolution was in full swing, Frederick Winslow Tay-
lor and others argued for a kind of scientific management that in effect
made people cogs in a machine. The good news for the employees was
that they shared in the profitability of efficiency; the bad news was
that their work had no value beyond its contribution to corporate and
therefore personal profit. Taylorism is no longer the dominant model of
management of people, in part because most jobs are different now, but
MacIntyre and other critics of capitalism argue that because employ-
ees’ work is still designed with profit in mind, there is no room for the
kind of activity that might be virtuous. Aristotle takes a similar posi-
tion in arguing that leisure, which farmers and shopkeepers do not
have, is necessary for living a good life.
The notion that business ethics is an oxymoron is not hard to under-

stand. I shall not claim that most firms are highly supportive of ethics,
but it is not true that just being a firmmakes an organization the enemy
of virtue. In many businesses, in fact, social capital is supportive of
financial success, as therefore is ethics. Aristotle does not believe that
most people are entirely virtuous, but he does believe that every person
has good reasons for being virtuous. We can extend his argument to
businesspeople, in whom ethical excellence and excellence in business
may overlap to a significant degree. Unfortunately we cannot ignore
the ways in which business sometimes undermines our best values in
favor of those related to acquisitiveness.
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Teaching business ethics

Among the arguments against the very possibility of teaching business
ethics, two stand out. First, as Aristotle himself says, one becomes vir-
tuous over a long time, not overnight. How much can be done, or
undone, in one semester, particularly for students who are acquiring
a business mentality? Second, according to some social psychologists,
we are creatures not only, or even primarily, of our upbringing but
of our immediate environment. Your virtues, if they exist at all, have
little or no effect when you are in the grip of a powerful corporate
culture.

Chapter 6 addresses these questions. A good business ethics course
sharpens and improves students’ moral intuitions, principally through
case studies. These intuitions are not usually pathological ones, for
most students have been habituated, as Aristotle would say, reason-
ably well. What more is needed is, as Aristotle says in his discussion of
moral development, a dialectical discussion of these intuitions and the
principles that ought to be consistent with them. This will not guar-
antee future virtue, but the toxic effects of bad cultures can be mini-
mized if students are aware of their susceptibility to them and can thus
withstand these effects or take care to avoid such cultures in the first
place.

Multinational concerns

Capitalism is spreading globally, and it will be dominant for the fore-
seeable future. How this fact should lead us to think about busi-
ness ethics, and the virtue approach in particular, is the subject of
Chapter 7. Capitalism’s dominance is in some ways good news, and
not only from the point of view of prosperity. A kind of justice, too, is
served where employees and others are judged by their ability to con-
tribute to the firm and therefore to the economy rather than by their
gender or race. But executives will need to come to terms with certain
traditional moral views, which are not about what we would call util-
ity and justice so much as about solidarity and purity. Our courses in
business ethics should be helping produce globally oriented executives
who can contend with that way of thinking about morality.

Here the cosmopolitan morality supported by the Enlightenment
would seem at first look to be just what we need, for it takes
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all of humankind as its subject matter. Traditional views, and even
Aristotle’s ethics, look partial and parochial by comparison: the
emphasis on community makes virtue seem to be what distinguishes
Us from Them, the cannibals and other barbarians. How can we in
liberal capitalist democracies converse usefully with citizens of nations
whose ethical traditions are so different from ours? Aristotle’s ethics is
not very cosmopolitan, and we must consider whether the virtues that
he and we take seriously can be extended to new places and new times,
as the scope of Us is broadened.
But Aristotle is no unsubtle traditionalist. His views represent a kind

of mean between traditional and modern conceptions of morality. He
claims that humans, characteristically rational, can get beyond their
habitual ways of thinking when new situations arise. He offers dialec-
tic as an adaptive way in which rational people can address ethical
issues. He does not address whether people can participate in dialec-
tical conversations across cultural lines, but what he does say offers
some suggestions about how it might be done.
In the end our contemplation of global ethics vindicates Aristotle in

at least one important sense. You become morally fitted for a multi-
national and multicultural world not by learning the great principles
that unite all humankind, but by first becoming a good citizen of some
smaller community – it could be a firm, or part of a firm – that serves
as a necessary mediating institution between you and the rest of the
world. Even as we contemplate global ethics, we can profit from Aris-
totle’s claim that the polis is the cradle of virtue.

A summary of the argument

� Chapter 1: Aristotle rightly emphasizes the virtues of character in
explaining and justifying behavior. A person of good character is
rational and sociable, and consistently has appropriate emotions
and the ability to recognize crucial details. Principles, especially the
utilitarian principles that underlie much of economics and manage-
ment theory, are of limited help in making ethical decisions. What is
required is practical wisdom, which is not reducible to any principles.

� Chapter 2: Talk of virtues can guide action: you may usefully tell me
to be courageous or generous. But one can go wrong as a result of
weakness of will, which is often a matter of framing one’s situation
incorrectly. Much the same can be said of strategic decision-making.
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Corporate culture may have such a strong effect on one’s actions that
some psychologists question whether it makes any sense to postulate
character, or for that matter rationality, as a cause of behavior. Aris-
totle tries to account for our lapses in rationality, but arrayed against
him are many who doubt that we typically think rationality.

� Chapter 3: Humans are not motivated as the homo economicus
model and agency theory suggest. Aristotle makes the case that the
good life is not about satisfaction of any old preference, as some
economists believe, but of preferences of the sort that are worthy
of what human beings are: rational and social creatures. We have
good reason to try to acquire such preferences, which generate social
capital among other goods. Aristotle’s views about the good life
may seem unduly narrow and based on contestable views of human
nature, but even liberal theorists will grant that there are natural lim-
its to what can be considered a good human life.

� Chapter 4: Aristotle argues that virtues are in the first instance habits
learned in one’s community, and thereby he raises problems about
autonomy. Mature virtue requires rationality in preferences and
actions; it is rare and difficult to achieve. We make ethical progress
by means of dialectic, which seeks to reconcile our principles and our
intuitions. Since these may be called into question by new situations,
dialectic is an ongoing educational project.

� Chapter 5: Though Aristotle does not admire businesspeople, the
virtues that he advocates are supportive of effective organizations
and productive markets, contrary to the claims of MacIntyre and
others. In particular, the goal of profit does not undermine inter-
nal goods any more than the goal of the safety of the polis under-
mines martial courage. Organizations thrive with loyalty to the sort
of leadership that encourages social capital, though in some cases
loyal organizational citizenship can be exploited. In a similar way, an
organization may thrive externally by developing mutually advanta-
geous relationships with those in its supply chain and other stake-
holders, though here too it does not always work out that way.

� Chapter 6: The Socratic approach to teaching ethics may make
students moral skeptics, but the Aristotelian character-oriented
approach may meet some of their concerns about ethics and expose
some of the questionable assumptions implicit in the vocabulary
that business students typically learn. Teaching business ethics can
play a role in character development: students can improve their
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moral intuitions, learned early in their lives, through case studies and
through reflection on their values. And they can learn to deal with
ethical issues through dialectical conversations. They can also learn
to recognize the dangers of bad corporate cultures and other threats
to their rationality, and to cope with them or avoid them.

� Chapter 7: Multinational business requires managers to deal with a
range of issues that reflect serious differences about what is ethical,
even about the nature of ethics. Between the modern and traditional
views of ethics Aristotle offers a conciliatory position that enriches
both views, and his dialectic suggests a way for their proponents to
converse usefully about contested issues and about new questions
raised by technological progress. Aristotle’s emphasis on community
as the school of ethics is reflected in the way in which ethics learned
in mediating institutions, such as organizations, may eventually cross
cultural boundaries.



1 Virtues and principles

Principles and their problems

Moral philosophers have long held that ethics is about principles that
an agent can apply in choice situations to find the right action to per-
form. A utilitarian, for example, will hold that one ought to act to max-
imize happiness. A moral philosopher concerned with justice might
argue that we ought to act impartially, or in support of a certain sort
of equality in the distribution of goods or opportunities. A libertarian
will argue that the overriding rule is that we ought to respect peo-
ple’s rights by not interfering with their autonomous actions so long
as those do not harm others. A subtle utilitarian might argue that we
should act on certain principles of justice and rights because doing so
will maximize happiness in the long run, whereas focusing on maxi-
mizing happiness in considering each act that we perform will defeat
the purpose of utilitarianism. A Kantian will demand that we act on
principles whose universal application we can support.

Principles seem to perform better than virtues in telling us how to
act, as we may think ethics ought to be able to do.1 If you tell me to be
generous or courageous and to act accordingly, I may wonder exactly
what I am supposed to do and whether it is possible for me simply to
decide to be courageous or benevolent if I am not already.2 I might
think that I would be better served by advice to follow some moral
principle: do not lie; treat people alike unless there is good reason to
treat them differently; make people better off.

But there are some problems with the notion that morality is about
principles. To begin with, the advocates of principles often too read-
ily presuppose that the world presents itself to us in ways that readily

1 This is not self-evident, however. Annas (2011, pp. 32–34) argues that ethics
should not tell adults what to do in any detail. They should work it out for
themselves.

2 These two issues are the topics of Chapters 2 and 4.

25
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accommodate the standard theories. For example, Kantians appear to
assume that we can readily identify the maxim of a certain action, the
principle on which it is based, but often we cannot. In situations of
ethical import there are so many descriptions and therefore possible
principles applying to a particular case that it may be difficult to deter-
mine which one deserves to be called the maxim. If I lie to the secret
police to save a friend, am I acting on the maxim that lying can be
universalized, or that lying to the secret police to save a friend can be
universalized? In fact Kant himself (1981, p. 3) says that we need “a
power of judgment sharpened by experience” to connect maxims to
the particular case (Kupperman, 2005, p. 204). Utilitarians are in a
similar situation: they often assume that we know which of the prob-
ably numerous consequences of an act matter to its moral quality, and
how much, and which do not. Koehn (1995, p. 534) notes that stan-
dard moral theories slight the context of an act, in part because they
focus only on certain of its outcomes and other features.3

Critics raise the issue of incommensurability against utilitarians,
especially economists, who typically presuppose that goods can read-
ily be compared on some common scale and that therefore calculating
benefits and harms presents no serious problems. If morality were like
profitability, moral evaluation would in principle be no more difficult
than working out how much various employee accomplishments con-
tribute to stockholder wealth – not in itself an easy task. We might
then be able to “prove” that the lives of rich people are worth more
than those of poor people because rich people regularly pay more than
poor people on safety to reduce the probability of their death in auto
accidents and elsewhere; so we must presume that poor people them-
selves hold that their own lives are of less value than those of owners
of Volvos rather than compact cars.
We have reason to abandon utilitarian principles in cases that would

maximize happiness but violate justice and rights. But if we agree that
justice requires us to handle cases similarly if they are similar in rele-
vant respects, how do we decide what the relevant respects are?
We do not make sound moral judgments by beginning with a cer-

tain notion of fairness or any other standard and then applying it to
business or politics or any area of life, for the notion of fairness has

3 For more along these lines, see Kupperman (1991, especially pp. 74–89 and
115) and Sen and Williams (1982).
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little substantive content if it has no connection to any of these areas.
Suppose we say, plausibly, that it is unfair to treat people better or
worse according to personal characteristics that they cannot help hav-
ing. Then we would have to agree that talented people should not be
paid more than untalented ones. But most of us believe that it is fair to
pay employees according to what they contribute to the bottom line,
and will therefore reject a conception of justice that rules otherwise,
perhaps on utilitarian grounds. On the other hand, those whose talent
lets them contribute more to the economy surely do not deserve more
votes. We cannot settle these issues by invoking a prior and widely
acceptable principle of fairness.

The difficulty of using principles is evident to everyone who begins a
business ethics course by talking about various ethical theories that
are to be applied to actual or possible situations. Is justice about
income distribution at all?4 How do we decide what rights employ-
ees have? How do we – people who are trying to do the right thing,
and not just philosophers – choose among the available principles?
Should we try to find principles that govern the application of these
principles? Then further principles for applying those, and on into
infinity?

Application issues aside, we cannot be certain that a consensus on
moral principles is possible. Intuitions differ, and there seems to be
little prospect of agreement between utilitarians like Peter Singer and
libertarians in the mold of Robert Nozick. The easier it is to reach
a consensus on a principle, the vaguer and less useful the principle
is.

A defender of principles might argue that we have some rough and
ready ones that we can use for all practical purposes. But do we? There
are few ethical issues interesting enough to merit discussion in a firm
or a business ethics class that can be solved by the application of a
rough and ready principle. We can sometimes do what Socrates did:
we can show that some proffered moral argument suffers from inco-
herent premises or counterintuitive or appalling consequences.5 What
we cannot do is bring to bear a principle that will both gain universal

4 Matson (2001) argues that justice is about earning and owning, and not about
equality. He rejects Rawls’s (1971) attempt to split the difference.

5 In Chapter 4 we introduce dialectic, Aristotle’s more elaborate version of
Socrates’ method. We revisit Socrates in Chapter 6.
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acceptance and settle an argument about whether, for example, to
make a substantial grease payment.6

A comparison with management

These difficulties should come as no surprise to any manager. The
relationship between ethical principles and complex reality resem-
bles the relationship between management theories and practical
effectiveness.7 Theoretical work on span of control, for example, is
unquestionably valuable. But even if a newly minted Master of Busi-
ness Administration (MBA) convinces Smith, an experienced manager,
that competent research on span of control shows that Jones ought to
be able to handle more subordinates, Smith might remind the MBA
that Jones is in some relevant respects not a very good manager, or
that the subordinates have unusually diverse jobs or are physically sep-
arated by a significant distance, or something of the sort not addressed
in the literature. MBAs who have not yet discovered the limited appli-
cability of what they learned in business school may be surprised to
discover how accurately an experienced manager with no discernible
knowledge of theory can predict whether another manager will be suc-
cessful. MBAs with business experience will understand some of the
difficulties of applying the best theories, even as they acknowledge their
value.
Virtue ethicists do not claim to make ethics very precise. On the

contrary, Aristotle says that ethics is not like geometry. It is more like
medicine (at least the medicine of Aristotle’s day) or comedy, he says
(NE IV 8 1028a23–34); and I would add management or performance
evaluation. There are rules, but they are not as definite as those of
geometry (NE I 7 1098a29–34), and they are more difficult to apply
to the real world. You have to develop a feeling for it. But this does
not imply relativism: that management is unlike geometry clearly does
not mean that there are no right or wrong answers to questions about

6 Kohlberg’s (1981) famous account of moral development takes universal
principles to be the highest stage of morality. He does not consider arguments
against principles.

7 Arguably management theories are easier to apply than ethical principles
because many of the latter do not have clear statements of purpose behind them.
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management. Nor does it show that there are no useful management
principles, no good or bad managers.8 And so with ethics.
Virtue ethicists do claim that talking about virtues is more useful

than talking about right actions. Suppose I am a senior executive look-
ing for a replacement for Smith, who has just left the company. I solicit
your view of Jones as a successor. If you say that Jones is a bad man-
ager, I am likely to ask for more information. Is he poor at strategic
thinking? Unable to motivate his people? Lazy? Not technically com-
petent? If you respond to questions like this by saying that he fails to
add value, you will not be helping me. Similarly, if I ask you whether
Jones is a good person, you will not satisfy me by saying that he usually
does the right thing, or even that he usually does the productive thing,
or that he discriminates only on the basis of relevant attributes. You
will be much more helpful if you tell me that he is kind but demanding,
courageous, patient but not too patient, level-headed but not unfeeling,
and honest.

Wemight object that virtues are unobservable, but Dyck and Kleysen
(2001) argue persuasively that certain virtues are, and that they allow
us to classify managers’ abilities and behavior usefully. Horvath (1995)
makes a similar point. We should be careful not to take the point too
far. I can often know by observation that Jones is angry, but Jones
can sometimes conceal his anger. But not always; and in any case, it
is a mistake to narrow the field of observables to those things and
events that can be easily observed without inference or knowledge of
background.

Some will find talk about Jones’s virtues rather than about his doing
the right thing more credible as well. I may be something of a skep-
tic about morality; so if you tell me that Jones is a moral person, I
may wonder whether you and I have the same moral standards, or
whether there are any that are solidly enough grounded to guide us
all. But you can give actual evidence that when Jones speaks his mind
he is motivated by courage rather than by a propensity to make a fuss.
Virtue ethics uses normative terms in factual explanations; I see no
problem about that. Stalin killed vast numbers of people because he

8 But Pfeffer (1982) and Rosenzweig (2007) are among the management theorists
who believe that external events and states determine a company’s fate more
than does good or bad management.
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was evil. That is no more problematic than saying that someone made
an egregious mistake because he is stupid or suffers from attention
deficit disorder.

The current state of play

Most of what I have said thus far is not very original, for in recent
years virtues have again come to the fore in moral philosophy and in
business ethics as well. MacIntyre (1985) is perhaps the best known
of the virtue ethicists among business ethicists. Anscombe (1997) and
Foot (1997) were pioneers. Williams (1981, 1985), Slote (1983, 1992,
2001), Kupperman (1991, 2005), Annas (2011), McDowell (1997),
Hursthouse (1999), and Russell (2009) have been influential as well.
Solomon (1992), Koehn (1992, 1995, 1998), Weaver (2006), Klein
(1995, 1998), Alzola (2008, 2012), Jackson (2012), Sison (2003,
2008), Shaw (1995), Walton (2001), andMoore (2002, 2005a, 2005b,
2008, 2009, 2012) emphasize virtues and character in business ethics,
as do some others named in the Bibliography. Audi (1997, 2012)
was influential in virtue theory before he began to apply its lessons
to business ethics. There have long been professors in Catholic uni-
versities (DesJardins, Duska, Moberg, and Cavanagh, for example)
who have attended to virtue ethics, thanks in part to the tradition of
Aquinas.
These virtue ethicists, often following Aristotle’s Nicomachean

Ethics, argue that ethics is primarily about character, good or bad,
and the virtues that constitute it. What matters most, and ought to be
the primary subject of moral deliberation and education, is what sort
of person one is. Virtue ethicists characteristically believe that right
action is defined by reference to the virtues, not vice versa, and not by
reference to principles.

What a virtue is

A virtue is, to begin with, a stable disposition to act. A disposition in
the sense that I have in mind is not just a tendency to do something
under certain circumstances. A virtue is not like brittleness. A virtuous
person characteristically prefers to act and usually does act in a way
that is in some respects good for others or for the virtuous person.
The virtuous person enjoys acting virtuously and wants to be the sort
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of person who enjoys acting virtuously. So you are a generous person
if and only if you characteristically act generously. If you give money
to needy people sporadically or reluctantly or because you are try-
ing to impress someone or because you feel guilty, you are not act-
ing from generosity. Generosity and other virtues are able to explain
behavior and justify it: virtues cause virtuous acts, and those acts
are good because they are virtuous. Virtue requires that you know
what you are doing; the decision must be yours and must be for
the sake of the action itself;9 and you must decide what to do on
the basis of a psychological state that is firm and unchanging (NE
II 4 1105a29–33).

Virtues and vices are similar to personality traits, but with ethical
significance: a virtue is characteristically part of the good life of an
agent who is a contributing member of a good community. Someone
who has the personality trait of being mildly compulsive is likely also
orderly, dependable, punctual, principled, and detail-oriented. These
are virtues, most of them; but in excess some of them are vices, as
are their corresponding defects, and the virtues are a mean between
them (NE II 6–8). Courage is a virtue; recklessness and cowardice are
vices. Indifference to the suffering of others is a vice; indifference to
the outcome of the World Cup is not. Aristotle considers intelligence
a virtue, which he classes as an intellectual virtue, but it is a necessary
condition of consistently acting correctly in any sense.

Aristotle does not distinguish virtues from vices on a purely utilitar-
ian basis, though good results characteristically follow from virtuous
action. A virtue – arête can also be translated as excellence – is part of
the fulfillment of the nature of a thing. It is the nature of human beings
to be sociable and rational. That means that they naturally, though
not reliably, aspire to and should and sometimes can live in a way that
fulfills the purpose of human life. That in turn entails having the right
goals, including one’s own psychological and physical health and the
health of the community.

One of the reasons for focusing on virtuous people and how their
virtues cause them to think and act, more than on their manifest
behavior, is that one can perform an act that, considered purely in
itself, would seem to be a morally good one but that is caused by a
vice and therefore is not a good act. So, for example, I might work

9 This feature raises complex issues that we shall discuss in several contexts.
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overtime without additional pay and thereby benefit my organization
but with the intention of gaining the trust of my supervisor in case I
need to deceive him/her later on. In that case I am not acting from
virtue. One can follow the rules and do the right thing out of hope of
gain or in ignorance or in fear of punishment or for some other reason
not related to virtue; that is another reason for saying that having a
virtue is not a matter of abiding by the rules.

The mean and context

A virtue is a mean between vicious extremes, Aristotle says. So, for
example, courage lies at the mean between the vicious extremes of cow-
ardice and foolhardiness. Aristotle infers from this that the courageous
person stands firmly against or fears the right things for the right pur-
pose in the right way at the right time (NE III 7 1115b17–19). Your
emotions are part of your character, for good or ill. They too must
be neither excessive nor deficient. That is, they must happen at the
right time, be about the right things, relate to the right people, and be
focused on the right end in the right way (II 6 1106b16–22). You are
a hothead if little things anger you, but phlegmatic if big things do not
(IV 5 1125b26–1126a8). I infer this: we have no good reason to say
that Jones is just if we acknowledge that he has no emotional reaction
to any act of injustice on his own part or anyone else’s.
Life would be simpler if we could confidently act on straightfor-

ward principles such as “always run from danger” or “never run from
danger.” But both of those principles and many others like them are
just wrong. Courage requires us to take arms against danger in some
contexts but not in others, and we have the difficult task of figuring
out when it is appropriate to do which. So it is with most virtues and
vices.10 The reaction of those first learning about the doctrine of the
mean is often that it is too vague to guide our action with any preci-
sion. Perhaps that is just Aristotle’s point: if a principle guides action
precisely and absolutely, it is probably a bad principle, whether or not
it represents an extreme.
From this we see that context matters to virtue, as Koehn (1995,

p. 536) argues. So we have reason to call virtues thick concepts, in

10 There are a few absolute principles, however: envy and murder, for example
are simply wrong (NE II 6 1107a10–14).
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Geertz’s (1983) sense: they are concepts that one can understand only
by seeing how they are embedded in a community’s practices, which
constitute a complex network of concepts, assumptions, and values. It
will not always be easy to figure out what is the virtuous thing to do; it
differs from case to case. The contexts of war and business, for exam-
ple, change the ways virtue looks. What a virtuous soldier or executive
does on the basis of obligations attaching to the position may not be
right for you or me. You and I are not normally entitled to kill or
empowered to fire.

If I am employed by an organization, I must play one or more roles
in it. These roles create obligations for me, ethical as well as legal: if I
am under contract, I ought to perform accordingly unless there is some
overriding ethical reason not to. One of the cardinal problems about
business ethics is that I might have a role-based obligation to do some-
thing that, in the absence of the role, I would find morally repugnant.
For example, I might be under pressure to fire my friend Jones, who
really needs the job, even if I believe that he does not deserve to be
fired. In deciding what to do I must take many factors into considera-
tion – including, for example, whether my friend received due process,
whether I can change my boss’s mind, whether the firing would be ille-
gal, whether the company as a whole deserves to prosper, and so on.
We do know that it is not enough to grasp one of the extremes: it is
not enough to do my boss’s bidding unhesitatingly and without ques-
tion, or on the other hand to ignore my boss entirely and always act
purely on my own judgment. We also know that we must do the right
things for the right purpose in the right way at the right time. All these
parameters we must take into account, as in most cases in which our
ethical obligations appear to conflict.11

Sometimes context enables us not only to evaluate an act but also
to identify it. Aristotle says inMetaphysics VIII 2 that some things are
what they are by virtue of their place (e.g., a threshold rather than a
lintel) or their time (e.g., breakfast rather than lunch). So in this sense
the context makes something what it is; it is as form to the matter of the
thing. Similarly, we can infer that one of two psychologically identical
cases of anger may be petulance and the other indignation, depending
on whether it is directed at the right things in the right way at the right
time in aid of the right purpose.

11 For much more on roles and obligations, see Alzola (2008).
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The corporate context of an act may not only alter the moral param-
eters of an act but also make it the act that it is. I might say “Smith left
some ink stains on a piece of paper,” when the paper was a contract
and the ink stains were her signature and Smith was the chief execu-
tive officer (CEO) of the company in whose name she thereby made
a deal or committed a crime. My statement would be inadequate and
misleading. Much the same is true of other actions performed in the
corporate line of duty. “I was only following orders” is not an honest
statement, and not an excuse. If you are playing a certain kind of role,
what looks like your individual action may in fact be an action of a
community or a corporation, but the setting does not absolve you of
all personal responsibility.

Principles: the example of generosity

Most virtue ethicists, including Aristotle, do countenance principles. A
generous person acts according to principles derived from the nature
of generosity; so Hursthouse (1999) argues concerning what she calls
v-rules.12 So Aristotle says (NE I 4 1120a25f.) that a generous person
happily gives appropriately to the right people in the right amounts.
But it is clear that even the most generous of friends cannot find prin-
ciples that will indicate exactly how needy Jones has to be or how
much money one ought to lend him, or any algorithms that show how
to prioritize competing principles related to, say, justice.
A virtuous person, a person of good character, will be benevolent and

just and will act on principles based on those virtues without believing
that the principles offer precise guidance. Virtue ethicists do not ignore
considerations of utility or justice, for example; on the contrary, these
may be important to the deliberations of a virtuous person. In giving
money to a needy person a generous person takes into account that
Jones deserves the gift or that it will benefit him.13

An ungenerous person is not necessarily ignorant of principles per-
tinent to generosity. You may know some such principles but be stingy
anyway. Mere knowledge of the principles does not make anyone a
good person. For that reason alone, having the virtues that constitute

12 As Audi (2012) observes, the prima facie duties named by the great intuitionist
and Aristotelian scholar W. D. Ross (1930) seem to be of the sort that are
generated by some familiar virtues.

13 In Chapter 3 I shall argue that Aristotelian virtue ethics not only takes utility
seriously but offers a superior analysis of it.
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a good character, which is indeed sufficient for ethical action, is not
reducible to knowing principles. You must not only know what virtue
requires in certain situations but also be inclined to act virtuously. And
if you are inclined to act virtuously, you will typically enjoy it when you
do. Jones will benefit from your generous act, but that act will be good
in itself for you.

Parents tell children not to lie, as employers tell new employees not
to be late for work. Beyond that, however, many parents raise children
to be honest – that is, to be inclined not to lie, to feel some repugnance
when lying even in circumstances that justify it. In that case a principle
that proscribes lying will be fairly unresponsive to utilitarian consid-
erations. Employers, similarly, want employees to work well out of
genuine loyalty. For virtues involve not only dispositions but also atti-
tudes. Consider gratitude: when you give me a generous gift, I should
not only thank you but also be grateful. Ethicists who rely on principles
alone will have a hard time saying why one ever has an obligation to be
grateful, or to care about one’s employer’s success. Those who believe
that one has an obligation to be grateful must defend the view that
one is morally responsible for one’s feelings, which do not seem to be
voluntary. Aristotle knows that you cannot make yourself feel grate-
ful on a particular occasion, but he believes that over time you can
become the sort of person who is grateful on appropriate occasions.
(See NE I 3 1095a2–13 and II 1–3.)14 If he is right, it is not absurd to
try to help make someone – a student, for example – a certain sort of
person.15

Even if an ethical person is one who acts according to certain prin-
ciples, it does not follow that the best way to teach Smith to be ethical
is to give her principles to follow. By analogy, even if we can show that
she is an excellent employee by stating her sales figures, a training pro-
fessional will focus on her knowledge, skills, and attitude as a way of
improving her sales figures. The analogue in ethics is improving Smith’s
character as a way of causing her to act according to appropriate moral
principles.16

14 We shall discuss the cultivation of virtues, including emotions, in Chapter 4.
15 Bazerman and Tenbrunsel (2011, p. 27f.) take note of the research that shows

that studying or even teaching ethics does not make people more ethical. I shall
argue, especially in Chapter 6, that teaching virtue ethics may indeed help do
so.

16 Notice that the analogy suggests that mere financial incentives are not the best
way to make someone a good salesperson, much less a good person. There is
evidence for that claim, as we shall see in Chapter 3.
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Aristotle believes that becoming a good person is natural to us,
though not easy. On Aristotle’s view, acting virtuously is a matter of
acting according to human nature. Humans are characteristically ratio-
nal and sociable, and their excellence or virtue entails being firmly dis-
posed to act accordingly. Acting that way, quite aside from its results,
is intrinsically good for the agent. To say what Aristotle means by this
and what it implies will be a primary task of the rest of this book, but
some introductory points will be helpful.

Sociability, rationality, and emotions: an introductory word

Sociability

According to the standard translation of the Greek word politikon,
Aristotle says that a human being is a political animal. My transla-
tion of politikon is sociable. In a weak sense of the term, bees in hives
are sociable in that they work cooperatively for a common purpose.17

People in a household are more sociable than bees because, being
human, they can choose and pursue their purposes rationally and coor-
dinate their activity to the extent that the purposes require. People also
respond rationally to ethical considerations; they can become virtuous,
but only in a polis, which is their primary ethical teacher and guardian.
For humans are not self-sufficient outside a polis, and a human life out-
side the polis cannot be a good life (NE I 7 1097b8–13, 8 1099a31–
b6, VI 9 1142a9f.). So we have not only an innate capacity to par-
ticipate in political life (Politica [hereafter Pol] I 2 1253a7–18) but
also a desire to do so (29f. and III 6 1278b15–30). It is not surpris-
ing that Aristotle holds that political theory is continuous with ethics
(NE I 2, X 9).

Aristotle says that the polis is prior to the individual (Pol
I 3 1253a18–29). This seems to mean that a person who is not a part
of a polis is incomplete, as is an amputated foot: neither is capable of
its essential function apart from the whole in which it performs that
function. Isolated from any community, a person is not fully human.
But Aristotle is not espousing any sort of radical collectivism. His polis
is small enough that any citizen can realistically expect to participate
in politics. If you are a citizen, you can see and take responsibility

17 In this paragraph I am much in debt to Miller (1995, pp. 31–6), though he
does not translate politikon as I do.
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for the consequences of your own actions; you can see how others’
decisions affect you; you can see the importance of cooperation and
compromise in pursuit of common goals. He does attribute to the polis
some functions, especially regarding ethics, that exceed what most of
us today would be comfortable in assigning to any political entity. At
III 9 1280b6–8, for example, he says that a true polis must be epime-
les – attentive to or in charge of – virtue. It is not a mere alliance for
mutual protection (8f.). Social institutions, parts of the polis, are about
friendship. The purpose of the polis is living well (33–40) – that is, the
good life for each person in the polis.

A household supports a weaker sense of sociability than does a polis.
Parents can prepare a child for the real world outside the family, but
one cannot learn virtue without having experience in that real world,
and in particular through participation in a polis that creates justice
for all citizens (NE II 1–3, X 9). But one reason why we are sociable
both as family members and as citizens is that we are dependent crea-
tures. Children cannot survive without parents; people cannot be fully
functioning adults without the polis.
We are also sociable in the sense that we are capable of friendship

(NE VIII and X). Friends may offer us amusement, or they may be use-
ful. But friendship in the strongest sense is a relationship between two
people who are virtuous, since they want what is truly good for each
other as for themselves. As with virtue generally, this sort of friendship
is natural and good in itself because it is a culminating achievement in
our lives, though not everyone achieves it.

In one other important way Aristotle takes humans to be socia-
ble. In his discussion of justice in exchange, in NE V 5, he speaks
of exchange as holding the community together, for people who have
no need of each other do not exchange (V 5 1132b31–3, 1133a16–
18, b6–8). Because we are dependent creatures we create communities
with markets.18

Rationality

Rationality is the other definitive human feature. It may be theoreti-
cal or practical; we are interested in the latter, in what Aristotle calls

18 But at Pol I 10 Aristotle says that trade is exploitative. Perhaps the point is that
it can be exploitative but that in the right circumstances it is just. For more on
Aristotle’s opinions on exchange see Koehn (1992).
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practical wisdom. On Aristotle’s account, rationality makes me capa-
ble not only of drawing inferences about what to do on the basis of
my desires but also of desiring the sort of thing that it is right for a
human being to desire (NE VI 7 1141b12–14). A decision is based
on a desire that is in turn based on deliberation concerning some end.
The virtuous person aims at what is really good, the bad person at
what just seems good (NE III 3 1113a9–12 and III 4 1113a22–6). You
are morally responsible for what seems good to you: you may fairly be
blamed if you get it wrong (III 5 1114a31–b3).
Aristotle does not wholly separate sociability and rationality as

essential human characteristics. The highest form of human sociability
entails exercising one’s innate capacity to be a citizen and a friend in
the fullest sense of both terms. That requires a level of rationality that
exceeds what suffices to keep a beehive or even a human family going.
Natural human rationality permits the agent to choose not only effi-
cient means to ends, but also the best possible ends, which constitute a
good life. And that good life is a sociable life as a friend and a citizen.
Still, it seems fair to say that Aristotle makes rationality the dominant
characteristic of humanity and of virtue. We shall have more to say
about rationality in a number of contexts, for it is closely related to
almost everything Aristotle says about ethics.

Emotions

Aristotle’s claim that certain emotions support virtue is sound. Elster
(1998) and Frank (1988) are among those who hold that appro-
priate emotion is required to support moral behavior. Psychopaths
typically know what is right, but their knowledge has no emotional
support – so say Cleckley (1988) and Hare (1993). The brain-damaged
Phineas Gage, described by Damasio (1994, pp. 3–33), is an excel-
lent and appalling example. Haidt (2001, especially p. 824) discusses
these works in an article on emotion and reason. Walton19 notes simi-
larities between Aristotle’s views and Damasio’s. Like others similarly
damaged, Gage was quite capable of reasoning about ethics, but inca-
pable of any sort of emotion typical of the moral person. Such people
sometimes have trouble making decisions, perhaps because the sort of

19 Walton, C. 1997. “Brain, Feeling, and Society: Damasio and Aristotle on
Neurobiology and Moral Psychology.” Published and circulated by the author.
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emotional capacity that they lack is what makes it possible for normal
people to identify salient aspects of a situation on which a decision can
be based.20 We can infer that it is a mistake to believe that emotional
people are not rational. Being entirely unemotional amounts to just not
caring, and there is nothing rational about that.

Blasi (1999) argues that emotions seem to be based on preexisting
concerns, typically moral ones, and therefore are effects rather than
causes of moral concerns and actions. And as emotions arise uninten-
tionally, they cannot be causes of intentional actions, which must be
the result of conscious moral reasons if they are to be morally accept-
able. As we shall see, Aristotle takes a somewhat different view.

Virtues as causes

In saying that virtue ethics is about the sort of person one is rather than
about what one does, we should not forget that the two are closely
related, for we infer virtues by looking at behavior because virtues
cause behavior.21 As Aristotle says at NE I 5 1095b33, an inactive
life is not a virtuous one. In thinking about ethics we have some of
the reasons for focusing on virtues as well as on action that natural
scientists have for focusing on the relations among theoretical entities
as well as on observable events. In fact, I shall argue, the virtues have
a status similar to that of traits postulated by psychologists to explain
behavior. Virtues and other traits may explain desires and emotions as
well.22

The causal story is a bit murky, however. It is important to Aris-
totle that virtues and vices are causes of behavior, and not just ways
of describing in summary fashion how people behave. But he does not
understand causality quite as we do: he does not take it to be a relation
based on natural laws that may cover unobservable entities. So he does
not worry, as we might, about how believing that p relates to believing
that q when p implies q. Those are not straightforward relations, for
psychological states and events are sometimes described in normative

20 Klein (1998) finds precisely this point in DeSousa (1987). I shall have more to
say about salient aspects in Chapter 2.

21 Here I avoid behaviorism, which reduces virtues to actual and possible
behavior. The relationship is causal, not logical.

22 This is one reason why virtue is not a simple disposition to behave in a certain
way.
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or epistemic terms. If p implies q, does a belief that p cause a belief
that q? It does in some cases, as a rock falling on one’s head sometimes
causes a concussion. The laws that relate the two events in each case
are underlying physiological laws, not expressed in terms of beliefs
or rocks. (See, e.g., Davidson, 2001, Essay 1.) The logical relations
among epistemic states like belief do not guarantee that there are par-
allel causal relations: one might believe a proposition but not believe
what it implies. The causal relation between the two beliefs mirrors
the logical relation only if the person is rational. So a theory in which
psychological states like beliefs are variables, the sort of theory that a
psychologist or a scholar of organizational behavior might offer can-
not have the rigor of a standard scientific theory.
One of Davidson’s targets was the view, popular when his essay first

appeared in 1963, that the relation between intentions and actions
was not causal but logical, since it is a necessary truth that the inten-
tion to do A is the kind of thing that is by definition typically fol-
lowed by the agent’s doing A. Anscombe’s Intention (1957) was an
influential argument to that effect. Wrong as this claim probably
was, hers was a subtle account, and she and Davidson held some
important views in common. Both were much under the influence of
Aristotle.
Aristotle believes that the relationship between the agent’s belief that

action A is the right thing to do and the agent’s performance of action
A is not invariant. As he explains in his discussion of weakness of will,
one might know that action A is the best thing to do but not do it if
rationality is lacking. But Aristotle holds that a true virtue does always
cause the corresponding behavior (and emotion and so on), because a
truly virtuous person is rational.

Business ethics today

Management scholars and virtue

The virtue approach to business ethics is slowly beginning to gain
acceptance. One possible reason for the slowness is the influence of
scholars in organization theory, who, because they typically try to
identify principles of effective management, can see the intended point
of ethical principles as well. Many organization theorists want to be
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scientific. They seek to operationalize their concepts and to observe
and measure whatever they can (see Ghoshal, 2005).23 Business ethi-
cists trained primarily in organization theory often see ethics as a sub-
discipline of that field, and tend to assume that its methodology ought
to be similar.24 Although moral philosophers in business ethics do not
believe that ethics is scientific, they must converse with organization
theorists, who are in what is indeed a closely allied field. In any case,
organization theorists outnumber business ethicists and can outvote
them in departmental meetings. It is hard to defend the apparent vague-
ness of virtue ethics, still harder the view that there is no single met-
ric in ethics – in particular, that ethics does not rest on cost-benefit
analysis.

Organization theory is influenced by economics and by the view
of human motivation that economists offer, as therefore is business
ethics. Insofar as economists are hospitable to ethics, they tend to
favor utilitarianism and to identify the good with utility. Psycholog-
ical traits, attitudes, and beliefs are ethically important just insofar as
they lead to good or bad results. Scholars of organizational behav-
ior, like psychologists, take these entities seriously, but often seek to
operationalize them; so a virtue might be cashed into no more than
a disposition to act in a certain way, contrary to what virtue ethicists
believe.25 Organization theorists, like sociologists, rely less on psycho-
logical states and events and are sometimes reluctant to countenance
them. So business ethicists who take virtues seriously, and in particular
regard them as more than mere dispositions to act, may face skeptical
colleagues.

Not all of their colleagues will hold that organizations are sub-
jects for hard science, however. Weber, Taylor, and Barnard are no
longer fashionable. There is no consensus today that organizations
are machines. Tsoukas and Cummings (1997), writing eight years
before Ghoshal, see widespread opposition to the old methods, largely

23 MacIntyre (1985) argues on the basis of reasons similar to Ghoshal’s that the
very notion of social science is misconceived. Ghoshal worries that the
“instrumental” conception of human motivation will crowd ethics out (p. 76).

24 I once heard a distinguished management theorist ask in a conference session,
“Why can’t you ethicists operationalize your concepts?”

25 This form of reductionism is not universal, as Hambrick (2005) and
Donaldson (2005) note.
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because the subject matter is too indeterminate to admit of the scien-
tific approach.26

Ethics and effectiveness

Even principle-based ethics poses some problems for organization the-
ory. Insofar as organization theorists assume that people are homines
economici, not only narrowly rational but ruthlessly opportunistic,
they will reject the very possibility of ethics. The standard justification
for oversimplifying assumptions is that they permit fairly accurate pre-
dictions. Ghoshal (2005) does not accept this justification; he claims
that the assumptions prevail not because they predict accurately, since
they do not, but because they are easy to model. They are accurate only
insofar as they are self-fulfilling. If you believe that your stakeholders
are selfish and ruthless, you have reason to be that way too, with unsur-
prising results. Many business students learn the dubious lesson all too
well, according to McCabe and Trevino (1995) and Pfeffer (2005).
Frank, Gilovich, and Regan (1993) say much the same about students
of economics.
Most business ethicists today have considerable faith in markets,

with reason. Consider the quality of life for the average person, or
even the well-do-to person, in America 200 years ago as compared to
today’s relatively widely distributed abundance of goods unimaginable
then.27 While even most economists would not reduce quality of life to
gross domestic product (GDP) or any other measure of wealth, there
is something to be said for an economic system that has lifted many
millions of people out of poverty, which Aristotle considers a barrier
to well-being (NE X 8 1178b34ff.). A market in which there is strong
competition and participants have the information required to maxi-
mize their interests will be highly productive. It will enable positive-
sum exchanges, as Aristotle would acknowledge. It will be just, too, in
the sense that what you get out of the market will depend on what you
contribute to it. It will respect negative rights, in that all deals will be
voluntary and there will always be some choices.

26 Tsoukas and Cummings discern emerging “Aristotelian themes” in
organizational scholarship. Many of its practitioners would agree with
MacIntyre (1985) about the pretensions of social science.

27 For an extended argument to this effect see McCloskey (2006), herself a virtue
ethicist.
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We cannot define well-being in the way we can define, say, specific
gravity. We cannot prove that Aristotelian eudaimonia, usually trans-
lated flourishing, is a superior version of it.28 But even if it is, material
prosperity counts for something; so business can play a role in creating
the good life. To make that claim, which few would contest, is not to
embrace empty utilitarianism.

One might plausibly infer from all this that ethics in a competi-
tive market is a matter of competing successfully, that the virtue of
a firm is effectiveness, and that the virtue of its employees is to do
their jobs well. In a well-managed firm the employees will be compen-
sated according to their contributions (Jensen and Meckling, 1976,
and many others); so the self-interested employee will act ethically.
Milton Friedman (1970) goes so far as to claim that the primary moral
responsibility of corporate managers is to compete successfully and
make profits for the stockholders.

Not all markets are highly competitive, however, and market imper-
fections and failures, particularly failures of knowledge, may create
ethical problems.29 But as elsewhere in economics, the model need
not be perfectly accurate to be useful in making predictions. Among
the outcomes that the free market model predicts accurately, on the
whole, is the efficient production of things that people want. That is
an impressive outcome, particularly to a utilitarian.

What I am saying here is not news to all economists, and in any case
the approximation of reality characteristic of models is not necessarily
a problem. Some, for example Cartwright (1983), have said much the
same about natural science. Ghoshal’s claim that ease of computation
rather than predictive power is behind management theory does not
necessarily apply to economic theory. All the same, Aristotle would
say that a wise economist knows that economics is not mathematics.

Business ethics and utilitarianism

Most business ethicists reject Friedman’s view, but they usually take
utilitarian considerations seriously even when they are not praising
markets. Advocates of corporate social responsibility (Carroll, 1981,

28 We shall discuss it more thoroughly in Chapter 3.
29 Or they may create benefits. Entrepreneurship involves creating a product or

service that has no competitors, at least at first.
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for example) believe that corporations often can and should act in ways
that benefit society, particularly when the corporation is in a uniquely
good position to do so, as was Merck in 1987. Merck has distributed
their medication Mectizan to over 200 million Africans suffering from
or exposed to river blindness, an often fatal disease. The benefits jus-
tify the cost, according to Merck management (2011). Stakeholder
theorists (e.g., Freeman, Harrison, and Wicks, 2007) argue that the
interests of certain stakeholders other than stockholders create obliga-
tions for corporations, which ought to seek win-win situations with
them. Their examples suggest that the winning that they have in mind
is largely financial, though that was not true in the Mectizan case. Few
business ethicists object to every instance of cost-benefit analysis that
imputes a dollar value to human life.30

Nearly all business ethicists believe that business can be an ethical
enterprise, and they favor organizations that are effective, hence pro-
ductive, hence necessarily profitable. To the question “Why should I
be moral?” the standard utilitarian answer is that I should be moral
because the business system can be productive if and only if people
like me act honestly, work responsibly, and otherwise contribute to
productivity. Everyone fares better if everyone acts ethically than if
everyone acts unethically, though I may do very well if everyone but
me acts ethically and I convincingly pretend to do so.
Business ethicists and organization theorists are often called upon

to say whether good ethics is good business. An affirmative response
typically takes the form of evidence that something like a code of
ethics correlates with higher than average profits.31 One can also claim
that a reputation for trustworthiness is a business asset. Occasionally
business ethicists dismiss the question by arguing that ethical obliga-
tion is not contingent on corporate effectiveness, as indeed it is not.
In a provocative article, Stark (1993) reports with apparent aston-
ishment that business ethicists believe that a business ought to cease
to exist if it cannot succeed without being unethical. Most business
ethicists would probably find that belief tautologous. What most of
them do not believe is that businesspeople must weigh ethical con-
siderations against effectiveness. They believe that effectiveness is not

30 This is sometimes hard to avoid, as when one must decide how much more or
less to spend on a car’s safety equipment to save more or fewer lives of drivers
and passengers.

31 See Burke (1985, pp. 451–6).
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fundamentally unethical – on the contrary, it is good from an ethical
point of view, all else equal – and that business ethicists have some-
thing important and palatable to say to businesspeople and business
students.

In addition to the utilitarian focus in business ethics there has been
some attention to issues like meaningful work and sexual harass-
ment, but scholars of organizational ethics usually respect the point
that one may quit an unsatisfactory job and that employers have eco-
nomic reasons for not treating their employees badly. Scholarship on
ethics in international business often justifies multinational enterprise
as an engine of prosperity. Even critical analyses of sweatshops usu-
ally acknowledge as a point in their favor that they provide relatively
good economic opportunities to people in the developing world and
can be a first step towards a stronger and more just economy. But few
if any business ethicists would deny that some sweatshops are cruel
and exploitative and highly profitable.

Ethics as a strategy

It is important to avoid the implication that ethics matters only inso-
far as it leads to economic success. Business ethicists like to point to
the evidence (e.g., that collected by Collins and Porras, 2002) that the
most profitable companies are those whose strategies and policies are
driven by a prosocial corporate mission. So Johnson and Johnson and
Whole Foods Market, for example, aim to satisfy their customers first,
then their employees, then the communities in which they operate, and
their stockholders only fourth. Corporate management believes that
the stockholders are best served if the other three stakeholder groups
are given priority. So, happily for all concerned, profit and ethics coin-
cide (Johnson and Johnson, 1943).32

This is good news, but the fact remains that some companies succeed
by being unethical – by selling bad products, by competing unfairly
or eliminating competition, by seeking rents, by exploiting vulnerable
workers, by taking irresponsible risks, sometimes under pressure from
investors. In any case, to say that one should operate ethically just

32 In recent years Johnson and Johnson has had some ethical lapses, but as I write
the stock price is still more than respectable.
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because that is the best route to competitive success is to make ethics
a strategy, not a free-standing obligation.
Effectiveness is a good thing from a utilitarian point of view, but

utilitarianism is not the only basis for ethics. There are also consider-
ations of justice and rights. Many forms of utilitarianism also make
some questionable assumptions about the good life, or ignore the dif-
ficulties in defining it, as I shall argue in Chapter 3.
Even if we add considerations of justice and rights to those of utility,

however, there is a problem: principles sound good in theory, but they
are often hard to put into practice. In the difficult cases they offer us
little guidance. A story will illustrate the point. It is a business story,
but its lessons go beyond business.

Choosing a consultant: a true story

Arnold joined the strategy unit of Bell Associates33 in the fall of
1977 after completing an MBA. In November of that year, one of the
senior members of the unit, a man named Greg, told Arnold to pre-
pare to be sent to London to teach some of Bell’s consultants and their
clients how to do business-related research. He was to be there for two
weeks.
Arnold considered himself qualified to do the project, but the assign-

ment surprised him. There was in his unit a young woman named Deb-
orah, who had spent some years managing Bell’s strategy research arm
before becoming a consultant. This seemed a perfect job for her. So
Arnold asked Greg why Bell was sending him rather than Deborah.
“Because,” Greg replied, “the Brits won’t work with a woman.”
For more than twenty years I asked the students in my business ethics

classes whether Bell should have sent Deborah or Arnold to London.
In the early years Deborah got very few votes, sometimes none; in later
years she steadily gained support. Students did fairly well in stating the
reasons against and for sending Deborah. There is a risk of failure if
she goes; that would be bad for Deborah as well as for Bell. Sending
Arnold is a matter of picking a consultant who will establish rapport
with the client, the most important stakeholder in the case. It is quite
common to assign consultants partly on the basis of probable personal
compatibility. You cannot abolish prejudice by pretending that it has

33 I have altered the corporate and personal names.
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no effect. Some students, on the other hand, argued that Bell Associates
should consider taking a stand, even a risky one, for gender equity.
Rarely did a student ask whether anyone had actually discussed the
matter with the British. It was not clear that anyone had, or that the
British really were especially prejudiced against women.

Eventually I would tell the students how the story ended. Shortly
before Arnold was to leave for London, a general partner called Hank
Saporsky learned of the assignment and asked whether, as he expected,
Deborah was going to do it. No, said Greg; the Brits won’t work with
a woman. To which Hank replied, “Nuts to the Brits!” – or words to
that effect – “We’re sendingDeborah.” SoDeborahwent off to London
and performed brilliantly. At the beginning of her second week she was
asked to stay on “for another fortnight,” and in the end spent many
fortnights in London and worked with many delighted clients.

From time to time a student would protest that Deborah’s success
proved no more than any other anecdote. She might have bombed; no
one could confidently predict the outcome. This is a good point, though
a utilitarian one. The story does not show that standing up to sexism
always leads to a good result, or even that is always the right thing
to do. The students readily agreed on the injustice of discriminating
against someone on the basis of gender, but equally readily they agreed
that that principle might not be straightforwardly applicable to this
case. If the Brits will not work with a woman no matter what she has
to offer, they are being unjust, but what is Bell’s obligation in the face of
the Brits’ alleged intransigence? And how do we factor in the fiduciary
duty to the Bell partners?

Greg worked the problem out by focusing on risk and return. He
understood that from a technical point of view sending Arnold would
entail a cost, in the sense that Arnold would perform less well than
Deborah, though probably adequately. But Greg reasoned that the
expected value of sending Deborah, taking into account the proba-
bility and the cost of her failing, made Arnold the right choice.

Hank took a broader context into account. He believed that even
accommodating gender prejudice was incompatible with the values
of the firm. In his view as a general partner, there were some things
that Bell Associates – and he personally – just did not and would
not do. Hank’s position made it possible for him to act on his own
values. He knew who he was and how his being a general partner
of a consulting firm fit into the course and defining purposes of his
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life. So he was confident that he was making the right decision about
Deborah.
Hank saw the importance of sending a message of loyalty to Debo-

rah: You are a valued professional and we’ve got your back, whatever
happens. That is a good message for any young professional to hear
from a senior partner, but it is especially important to a young woman
who cannot be sure that everyone in the firm understands that. It is
good for the firm as well, insofar as it helps create a culture of solidar-
ity and trust.
Hank knew no principles that Greg did not know. His decision was

that of an experienced and successful manager with a strong sense
of professional responsibility and loyalty, though his loyalty never
extended to the extreme of supporting those who did not do well, or
giving consultants assignments that they probably would not complete
successfully. If Hank had not considered Deborah an excellent consul-
tant, he would not have demanded that she be sent. He did not ignore
the risks associated with sending Deborah; he just believed that other
factors were more important under the circumstances.
Greg’s deliberation fell short in at least two respects, apart from his

failure to assess the Brits’ attitude accurately. First, he failed to consider
some of the important contextual factors, no doubt because they did
not seem immediate. It did not occur to him that it mattered in this
case that the partnership was committed to gender equity and that
the decision on sending Deborah to London was more than just that
single decision: it was an example and a widely visible sign of that
commitment. Second, Greg’s view of the matter may appear to have
been more coldly rational than that of Hank, but in fact it was less
rational. He had too much confidence in his ability to deal with this
issue by estimating the expected value of sending Deborah.34 This was
not the sort of situation in which one could make a good decision by
trying to maximize anything.
This case raises many issues, nearly as many as there are accurate

descriptions of it and of the options available to the agents. Each of
these descriptions suggests a principle on which the agents might act.
If you want to make a good decision, you must describe the situation
and the options to yourself in a way that takes the most important

34 This supports Beabout’s (2012, pp. 423f.) claim that one of the great sources
of managerial error is the failure to know what one does not know.
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considerations into account. Consider these descriptions of the
options, each of them arguably accurate: protecting Deborah from the
consequences of failure; expressing our confidence in Deborah; faith-
fully serving the values of the partners, or the interests of the clients, or
the former by way of the latter; refusing to accommodate gender prej-
udice; sending the most competent professional. Some of these descrip-
tions will seem attractive to a utilitarian. Some will appeal to fairness.
Most of them deserve consideration. Virtue ethicists can consider all of
them, but they know that there is no algorithm for prioritizing them.
Some agents make better decisions than others, however. Their experi-
ence and intelligence give them a practical kind of wisdom. That prac-
tical wisdom will include knowledge of some principles, but not prin-
ciples that will tell one just what to do in Deborah’s case – still less in
other cases, which may resemble Deborah’s but will inevitably differ
from it in some significant ways.

It would be obtuse to describe the decision facing Hank and Greg
without reference to their positions in Bell Associates. They had a
prima facie obligation to act in the best interests of the partnership.
They also had a prima facie obligation to honor the ethics of the con-
sulting profession. These obligations did not make it any easier for
them to sort out what they ought to do: they are not trumps, though
they deserve serious consideration. Multiple obligations are a fact of
life, and not only in business. But it is important not to overstate the
conflicting nature of the obligations that Hank and Greg faced, partic-
ularly if they had reason to believe that Bell Associates was committed
to high professional standards and to gender equity. If that is what
they believed, then there was considerable overlap between what they
thought best from their own ethical point of view and what their job
required.

Ethical decisions and business decisions

Suppose that Greg wanted to make the best possible ethical decision.
How would that differ from making the best possible business deci-
sion? What sort of consideration or argument would figure in one sort
of decision but not another? If Greg is making an ethical decision,
he probably will not try to figure out what will maximize happiness,
or treat the people involved as ends rather than merely as means, or
invoke the difference principle, or respect everyone’s rights. He might
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tell himself to be fair to the organization, to the clients, and toDeborah.
He might remind himself to put aside narrowly selfish considerations,
to avoid rationalizing, not to internalize ignorant criticism if things do
not work out well. All of this self-advice is valuable from a business
point of view as well. It overlaps with what a good human resources
consultant would advise.
Greg would be wrong to think this way: “There is no ethical issue

here. There is only a business issue. The right question is, ‘What is best
for the firm?’” Some businesspeople with whom I have discussed this
case have said that the manager’s job is to do the right thing for the
client and therefore for the company rather than what is ethical. Some
of them see Hank as balancing ethics (sending Deborah) against effec-
tiveness (sending Arnold) and choosing the former. This assumption
that there are ethical considerations and then business considerations
and that one or the other ought to be given priority – the latter, usu-
ally – is part of what Freeman (1994, and elsewhere) calls the separa-
tion thesis. In this case the assumption seems highly questionable. The
considerations that led Hank to his decision cannot be divided into
business considerations and ethical ones.
The decision to dowhat is best for the firm, if it is made properly, will

take account of the special claims that the firm has on its employees. In
making the decision one must understand the obligations of one’s role,
which introduces potentially decisive considerations. It will be a foolish
and irresponsible decision if it does not also take the interests and the
capacities of certain stakeholders – in this case the client and Deborah,
primarily – into account, though these interests and capacities are not
wholly separate from those of the firm. Making the decision carelessly
or on the basis of prejudice or because one does not consider a range
of factors is ethically deficient and bad for business.
Anyway, what is the force of the “ought” in “business considerations

ought to be given priority over ethical ones”? If it is an ethical “ought,”
the proposition is nonsense. If it is a prudential “ought,” it implies that
one might be better off letting a prudential “ought” override an ethical
“ought.” That is a boring point at best.
We might be inclined to say that Smith morally ought to blow the

whistle on her boss for some minor misdeed but that she prudentially
ought not to, since she would be fired and her career ruined if she did.
So apparently the prudential ought outweighs the moral ought in that
case. But Aristotle and some other philosophers would point out that
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she has some moral obligations to herself, and these may override the
obligation to blow the whistle. As we shall see, Aristotle assimilates
the prudent to the moral to a considerable extent.

I am not claiming that a good business decision is necessarily an
ethically good decision. I am opposing the notion that business con-
siderations ought to trump ethical considerations in any meaningful
sense of “ought,” as well as the notion that business considerations
have no ethical component. I also believe that a consulting firm that
offers well-informed and objective expertise that its clients need will
probably not fail as a result of maintaining high standards of profes-
sional ethics.

One thing that Greg had an ethical obligation to do was to focus
on some factual issues. Did the Brits actually say they would not deal
with a woman? Does Deborah have the personality to get on with pro-
fessional men? What would the consequences of Deborah’s failure be?
What would the consequences of not sending her be? Is the partner-
ship truly committed to supporting women? Is she the right person to
be sent for the right reason at the right time to work with the right
people on the right sort of project?

Whether Greg could make the best possible decision in this case
depended a great deal on whether he was an intelligent, experienced,
professionally responsible, sensitive, tough-minded manager who val-
ued doing the right thing. Hank was all of that. He made what many
will believe was the right decision because he was able to grasp and
assess the essential features of the case – facts about Deborah, about
the probable risks, about the sort of treatment the company owed Deb-
orah, about the organization’s commitment to gender equity and his
acceptance of that commitment. He framed the situation appropriately,
and he trusted his long-honed intuitions enough to act decisively on
them.

Hank had to be rational to frame the situation the way he did, but
he needed something more, to get past mere rationalization. Upon
being told of the tentative decision to send Arnold, Hank had an
immediate emotional reaction that pushed him in a certain direc-
tion, somewhat like the gut reaction that a seasoned and successful
strategist has when contemplating options. That strategist is aware
of the data that analysts can gather and knows many techniques for
using the numbers in assessing the prospects of strategic business
units, but beyond the numbers sees that this option is a potential
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bonanza and that that option is a black hole. This is a practical kind of
wisdom.35

Practical wisdom36

Aristotle says that a virtue is similar to a skill (or craft; the Greek word
is techne) in some important ways. A skill, like a virtue, is a discipline
that requires practice and rational deliberation. Playing the piano well,
for example, requires following some rules, but you improve only by
long practice. Eventually you get beyond playing the notes and heeding
the directions concerning volume and tempo, and develop a feeling for
the music and a virtuoso ability to interpret it. Much the same can be
said of management. If you are a good manager, you know the stan-
dard rules of management, but you know that they do not offer dis-
positive guidance on all complex cases. You develop a feeling for the
cases; and although you cannot demonstrate that this consideration
trumps that one, and you may not consciously weigh the considera-
tions, you can respond to requests for reasons for what you did. When
new cases come along that raise problems not amenable to straight-
forward extrapolation from old ones, the good manager can still cope.
Superiority inmanagement requires getting beyond the rulebook rather
than memorizing it.
We must be careful not to misinterpret Aristotle on this point. It is

true that what we might call practical decisions and ethical decisions
are similar and may overlap. In particular, neither sort of decision is
reducible to rule following; each requires a faculty based on experience.
But Aristotle holds that there is an important difference between mak-
ing and doing; and in his view, business and other productive activities
are about making, whereas ethics is about doing.

Praxis and poiesis

At NE V 4–5 Aristotle distinguishes between making (poiesis) and
doing, or action (praxis). Skill (techne) is concerned with production.

35 This is the topic of Gladwell (2005). We discuss the skilled strategist further in
the next chapter.

36 Much of what I say about the much discussed and controversial topic of
practical wisdom here and elsewhere is influenced by Russell (2009), among
others. At NE II 6 1107a1, VI 1138b18–34, and elsewhere Aristotle identifies
practical wisdom with good character for reasons we shall discuss here and in
Chapter 3.
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Building a house is a productive activity, an exercise in skill. So is
improving your health through diet and exercise. Acting in a way that
promotes living well, on the other hand, is a praxis, a matter not of skill
but of practical wisdom. The Greek term for the latter is phronesis,
sometimes translated prudence. Prudence suggests cautious and self-
interested motivation and behavior. The use of the term as a trans-
lation of phronesis is not quite as misleading as one might suppose.
Aristotle argues that it is indeed in one’s best interest to be phroni-
mos. Caution too is involved, in the sense that phronesis requires good
deliberation in full view of the probabilities. Phronesis is often used
outside an ethical context by Greek authors, but in the Nicomachean
Ethics it is normally an ethical term.
If you are a practically wise (phronimos) person, you know how to

get what you aim at and you know what to aim at. You know what
living well looks like, you know how to do it, and you do it. Pouring
a concrete foundation is a means to building a secure house, which
is a skill. Actions and desires and emotions characteristic of practical
wisdom are good in themselves; they are not really means to living
well. One should rather say that they amount to living well; they are
what counts as living well. If I enjoy playing the piano, it would be a
bit misleading to say that I play as a means to the end of experienc-
ing enjoyment, as though enjoying playing were a state distinct from
playing,37 though the enjoyment of my audience, a necessary condition
of the goodness of my playing, is a distinct state. A further, related dif-
ference between skill and practical wisdom is that when you set out
to live well, you cannot describe your objective as though it were your
dream house. You need to learn, in part through experience, what liv-
ing well looks like.

Skill and practical wisdom are similar in that the principles that
apply to each aremore like rules of thumb than precise guides to action.
The skill of management requires intuition honed by experience; so
does practical wisdom. The intelligent, experienced, professional man-
ager who sees the situation and its opportunities clearly and whole is
similar to the practically wise person, like Hank Saporsky, who sees
that a certain situation demands that one act on the basis of justice for
and loyalty to a deserving professional employee.

37 I need hardly add that this is a long story, which I started to tell in the
Introduction. I am not sure that Aristotle has an entirely consistent view of the
matter.
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Aristotle does not always use the words praxis and poiesis in a way
that strictly distinguishes them, in part because the two notions are in
fact not quite distinct. An action may look like a praxis or a poiesis
depending on how it is described. If I act out of courage, my act can
be seen as repulsing the foe or as showing courage and thus achieving
eudaimonia. In fact, most acts done out of virtue are good in them-
selves but also have some good result.38 We can say that a virtuous act
creates eudaimonia, but that is not necessarily separate from the good
result. If you generously give Jones some money so that he can buy
lunch, we can think of what you are doing as a generous act (praxis)
or an act that has the good result of Jones getting lunch (poiesis) and
thereby creating eudaimonia for you and him. If my interpretation is
right, we are faithful to Aristotle’s view if we say that a certain poiesis
done from techne is a praxis done from practical wisdom if and only
if a good agent intends and enjoys achieving some good result, such as
Jones’s well-being.39

This kind of overlapping of concepts is a familiar move for Aris-
totle. It is the standard doctrine of his De Anima that a bodily event
may be inseparable from a psychological event but that the psycholog-
ical description is primary: the form of the event is a thought, and the
matter is its physical basis. As we noted, a psychological event may be
petulance or righteous indignation depending on the sort of thing that
caused it. A poiesis is a praxis if it is done in the right way for the right
reason in the right context with the right result.
We can now see a way in which Aristotle’s virtue ethics overlaps to

some degree with utilitarianism. When you do a favor to someone –
a real benefit, that is, not just a preference fulfillment – you are help-
ing create eudaimonia in that person and in yourself, and a utilitarian
will approve. The problem with utilitarianism, from Aristotle’s point
of view, is that it looks at the action only as a poiesis: it focuses only
on the effect of an act on people other than the agent. That effect is
only part of what justifies us in saying that the act was a praxis, done
from benevolence or justice or some other virtue.

38 Aristotle says at NE I 1 1094a5f. that where the end is separate from the
praxis, the end is superior. I assume that he is not using praxis in its strict sense
in that passage.

39 MacIntyre’s claim that in business profit drives out virtue seems insensitive to
the notion of praxis as characteristically generating both internal and external
goods. I elaborate in Chapter 5.
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Consider Hank again. The skilledmanager is normally paid for mak-
ing something, creating some valuable product or service. In the case of
Hank, the value takes the form of a direct or indirect service to clients,
and thereby profit for the firm. At the same time, however, Hank is
the sort of person for whom acting professionally and supportively
of deserving fellow professionals is in itself a source of satisfaction.
In acting professionally, loyally, and courageously Hank was doing
something that was intrinsically good for him. He was engaged in a
praxis.

An example of practical wisdom

Practical wisdom, in business and elsewhere, is not just a matter of fol-
lowing ethical principles. Think of a CEO – call her Smith – who wants
to do the right thing by her company and its stakeholders, primarily
the stockholders. She thinks long and hard about possible solutions
to the problems of corporate governance, and she concludes that it is
possible to do better than the prevailing norms mandate. She contem-
plates bringing democracy to her board of directors. Smith thinks that
democracy is a good thing generally, and she thinks that the standard
way of electing directors by nominating as many candidates as there
are seats up for election resembles the old Soviet Union too much. She
believes that principles of rights and justice are important, but so do
those who disagree with her about what to do.

Some defenders of the status quo might tell Smith that stockholders
can always sell their stock if they do not like the current arrangement.
There are two problems with this advice. First, there are few if any pub-
licly traded firms with democratically elected directors, so there is no
realistic way to choose something other than the current arrangement.
Second, many defenders of the status quo are the very people who
praise Friedman’s conception of social responsibility in part because it
recognizes the ownership rights of the stockholders. These defenders’
views raise the question why owners’ rights do not include the right to
make meaningful choices of directors.

Smith is aware that more democratic governancemay lead to a board
that is evenmore incompetent and inattentive to actual and prospective
stockholders than are many current boards. She does not know exactly
what the best democratic structure is, and no principle will tell her.
She has to find a structure that will gain broad acceptance and that
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will bring success to the firm. She can do some research, but she may
well find herself proceeding by trial and error. She may discover that,
for example, freer elections give more power to money managers with
a short-term orientation.
Suppose that Smith invents a way for stockholders to be more fairly

represented by directors and then convinces the other executives and
the directors of her company to have genuine elections for the board.
With some assistance she designs the process, and the result is a board
that differs somewhat but not radically from its predecessor. Suppose
that the immediate reaction is negative: the stock price drops. Sup-
pose, however, that in the longer term the firm prospers and the stock
price rises, in part because the new directors are actually paying critical
attention to what goes on. Elsewhere, despite frantic maneuvering by
management and some directors, similar schemes are put in place with
generally good results.40

From an ethical point of view, Smith achieves success if things work
out in the latter way. The new system enhances productivity; it dis-
tributes decision-making power more fairly; it better accommodates
the ownership rights of stockholders. But Smith has not done all this
by merely attending to principles associated with utility, justice, or
rights and then applying them to the situation at hand. She has begun
with a somewhat vague vision of what her company might look like
if she succeeds, but without a map to guide her through the necessary
steps. She must also use her knowledge of organization theory and
much else.
We can say that her design was guided by considerations of jus-

tice, but it might be more perspicuous to say that by thinking prag-
matically and navigating cleverly she created a new and attractive
example of what justice can be in corporate governance, and she
offered a richer conception of the rights that stockholders have. The
facts on the ground limit what works, and what works limits what
is just and what rights stockholders have, for normally justice is not
served and rights are not protected by any action that severely dam-
ages the stockholders’ interests or otherwise creates a mess. Paradoxi-
cally, then, in this and other cases we cannot usefully apply principles
until after the fact, when the new arrangement causes us to have a new

40 This may actually happen, for many new corporate forms are being
contemplated.
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understanding of how they apply and what ethics dictates. We can look
at the successful results of Smith’s undertaking – the norms that now
determine corporate governance – from the point of view of certain
widely accepted principles and call them good, at least for the time
being. We cannot know with certainty that they are the best possible
under the circumstances, still less that they are the best under any cir-
cumstances or forever.

On what basis do we call the new arrangement better than the old
one? Effectiveness is a prominent criterion. Beyond that, we have famil-
iar reasons for believing that democracy is good and just, though there
are some matters that we should not vote on. If the new arrangement
does not create serious problems, we can say that there are no good
reasons for going back to the way things used to be.

The story suggests that, being a virtuous person, Smith will take
considerations of utility, justice, and rights into account, but practical
wisdom must enable her to work out what they mean in a complex
situation and to act accordingly. She also needs intellectual honesty and
courage. But these virtues are among Smith’s business skills as well as
her virtues, much as an Athenian soldier’s courage is part of his being
an effective fighter and part of his being a good person. Business and
martial skills have certain purposes, but the virtues that they embody
are good in themselves. Making and doing cannot always be cleanly
separated.

The story has another important lesson. Smith is a kind of
entrepreneur, ethical as well as managerial, with nerve to match. Even
more than standardmanagement, entrepreneurship is more than amat-
ter of merely following rules. It is about seeing things the right way,
and that includes seeing possibilities for action when others do not.
Similarly, a virtuous person never just follows the rules. Even in fairly
simple and familiar cases principles give imperfect guidance. In new
situations, which we know that the future will produce, practical wis-
dom gets even less help from principles, and must improvise. But none
of this means that practical wisdom avoids generalizations or makes
no use of them. Aristotle says atNEX 9 1180b8–23 that a good doctor
is one who can handle individual cases well, and knows that in this or
that case generalizations do not apply; but the best doctor also under-
stands a range of illnesses by virtue of his broader scientific knowledge.
Knowing when the rules do not apply is quite different from not know-
ing the rules at all.
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Character

A virtuous person is a person of good character. Kupperman (1991)
defines character this way: X’s character is X’s normal pattern of
thought and action, especially with respect to concerns and commit-
ments in matters affecting the happiness of others or of X, and most
especially in relation to moral choices (p. 17). Kupperman would prob-
ably not object if we were to add something about emotion; that
would bring his definition close to Aristotle’s. Your character is what
is distinctive about you. We usually take character to include certain
traits, such as a quick wit, that are not obviously either virtues or
vices.
Character (ethos) includes all our virtues and vices and therefore

entails certain values, dispositions, and emotions as well as actions.
Aristotle suggests not only that one’s character ought to be consistent
over time and coherent at all times, but also that character is essential
to personal identity. In a person of good character, virtues and values
are reinforced by appropriate dispositions and emotions.
According to Aristotle, we have certain enduring desires that can

serve as premises of so-called practical syllogisms (discussed mainly in
NE VII): these are, in effect, reasons to act. These desires flow from
our character; they have to do with our well-being and with our most
important concerns and commitments, often involving others, since we
are sociable creatures. So a person of generous character acts gener-
ously, wants to do so, and thinks it good to do so. If you are generous,
you are and want to be – that is, you have a second-order desire to be
– motivated by thoughts like this: “Jones needs help, so I want to help
him.” Your immediate thought is not that one ought to be generous
under certain conditions but that Jones needs help. A friend’s need is
your motivation – a reason for action, from your point of view. The
next-best thing, though short of a generous character, is mere accep-
tance of your moral obligation: “Jones needs help, so I suppose I have
to help him, so all right, where’s my checkbook?” To be a person of
truly generous character is to have and to want to have a settled dis-
position to help a friend in need, and emotions to match. It entails
wanting to be consistently motivated by a friend’s need, wanting to be
moved by a minor premise of a practical syllogism like “Jones needs
help.” Some of our enduring desires, especially those concerning the
sort of person we want to be, we call values.
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Integrity

Aristotle claims that a substance is more than a pile of stuff; similarly,
a human life is more than a series of decisions and experiences. These
are linked by memory, intention, commitment, and growth, which are
constituents of a character. When things are working as they should,
this character causes the agent’s actions, which, owing to the impor-
tance of habitual action, in turn contribute to the continued devel-
opment of the character.41 Maintaining a coherent character is tanta-
mount to continuing your life (NE IX 4 1066a13–29). In these pas-
sages Aristotle invites you to think of your life as a whole, as a kind of
story, and to think always about what will be good for you now and
later.

Aristotle’s view is echoed by psychologists like Festinger (1957), who
argues that people desire coherence in their views. Chaiken, Giner-
Sorolla, and Chen (1996, p. 557) argue, similarly, that one wants
all of one’s attitudes and beliefs to be “congruent with existing self-
definitional attitudes and beliefs.” We should not overinterpret this
point. Aristotle believes that you can develop your character and even
change it, though not quickly or easily.

In addition to psychological consistency and continuity, people of
character make and uphold commitments to projects, family, friends,
and communities, for example, and assume obligations thereby. (See
Solomon, 1992, pp. 168, 172–4, and Kupperman, 1991, pp. 135ff.) It
is part of your character that there are certain things to which you
are committed in a fundamental way: that is, you find their desir-
ability so clear as to be beyond doubt, nearly self-evident; and you
assess your other beliefs and actions on the basis of these values.
Values motivate action and are revealed in it: you cannot be said to
value hard work if you never work hard, or honesty if you regularly
act in a sleazy way. Most of us, however, are weak enough that we
do not always act according to our values. Valuing honesty, I accept
reimbursement for questionable expenses. Valuing courage, I refrain
from opposing the boss’s ridiculous idea. Our values may be under
pressure at work. Jones may act improperly because his boss presses

41 Koehn (1995, 534) and Weaver (2006, p. 347f.) seem to have something like
this in mind. MacIntyre (1985, pp. 204, 217) and Annas (2011) would agree
as well. We shall elaborate in Chapter 4.
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him to do so. Worse, he may over time become accustomed to acting
improperly, and comfortable about doing so and urging others to do
so.
The unity of the self admits of degrees in at least two ways. At any

moment your psychological states can form a more or less coherent
whole. You may be in a state of indecision, for example: you may not
knowwhich virtue is salient in this situation. Your second-order desires
may have no effect on your first-order desires. The other sort of inco-
herence is diachronic. There may be little psychological connection (by
memory or intention, for example) between you at t1 and you at t2.
Your projects, principles, likes and dislikes, and character-related dis-
positions may fluctuate over time. We attribute a distinct and strong
character to people who are consistent in these respects at a time and
over time, though we allow for continuing character development in
the progression of life.
Aristotle allows that one can be a beast, wholly outside the realm of

ethics (NE VII 5). But to be a human being rather than a beast entails
having a certain amount of self-consciousness about one’s desires.
Bad things are pleasant to a bad person, says Aristotle, but the bad
person wishes that that were not so, and he dislikes himself for it
(NE IX 4 1166b7–14).

Tensions among virtues

The virtues seem to conflict in just the way principles conflict. Can I be
honest and benevolent at the same time? Can I be loyal and just at the
same time? Aristotle says that virtue aims at the mean; so true honesty
actually precludes brutal and gratuitous candor, and true loyalty pre-
cludes chauvinism. Practical wisdom guides us as we negotiate among
these apparently competing and overlapping obligations, such as those
faced by managers contractually obligated to play a certain role. There
is no algorithm for doing so, no single principle that is both unexcep-
tionable and useful in resolving complex problems. One learns to do
this ethical negotiation as one learns to deal with any complex prob-
lem, in business or elsewhere, that bristles with unknowns and con-
flicting opportunities. Thereafter one may have some principles that
are a bit sharper and more useful.42

42 We shall go further along these lines in discussing dialectic in Chapter 4.
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Aristotle believes in the unity of the virtues: that is, to have one virtue
is to have them all. To this extent, at least, he is right: the courageous
person must be intelligent as well, to distinguish recklessness from
courage. The benevolent personmust also be just, for lavishing rewards
on an unworthy recipient is soft-heartedness, an extreme rather than a
virtuous mean. It is not benevolent to give a poor student a good grade.
The just person must also be courageous, for one who dispenses justice
may make powerful enemies and disappoint friends. Practical wisdom
creates a coherent character out of all of the virtues. If any virtue is
missing from the whole character, the remaining virtues may be com-
promised because they will sometimes be perverted in action, as when
one wants to act justly but has not the courage to do so.

Antiutilitarian virtues

The story of Deborah shows how difficult it is to find a moral princi-
ple that decides a complicated moral issue. There are also stories that
show that apparently decisive moral principles mandate an act that just
does not seem right. Suppose your brother and an outstanding man-
ager in your organization are both drowning and you can save only
one of them. Let us assume that your brother is a person of no great
consequence. A virtue ethicist, and most people for that matter, would
likely opt for saving the brother, however productive the manager may
be.43

But why? The answer seems to be based squarely on your character.
If you lack the virtue of fraternal loyalty, you are an appallingly unfeel-
ing person. That you decide on the basis of the manager’s greater social
utility shows how cold-blooded you are. To a lesser extent we might
say the same of the decision not to send Deborah to London: to treat a
competent, dedicated, respectable professional that way, without even
discussing the situation with her and getting her view, is (to overstate
slightly) the decision of a crass person and a disloyal colleague.

Loyalty seems to be a virtue, and disloyalty a vice. Good people
are loyal, we believe. But why do we believe so? And is it even true?
Suppose that you have a choice between saving a Caucasian or an
African-American, and you choose the former because you are Cau-
casian and are loyal to your race. At the very least we would demand

43 Williams (1981, p. 17f.) tells a story like this.
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a justification for this show of ethnic solidarity. Most likely we would
despise it.
Family loyalty is a virtue, we think, and ethnic loyalty a vice. But

both of those propositions require qualification. It would not be virtu-
ous of me to protect my brother from the law if he had committed a
heinous crime. If I were a member of an oppressed minority, it would
not be vicious of me to devote spare time and resources to assisting oth-
ers in that minority in escaping or recovering from oppression, so long
as I did not object to members of other oppressed minorities showing
the same ethnic solidarity.
Considerations like this suggest that virtue ethics lacks the sort of

universality that Enlightenment philosophers associate with ethics: it
might even seem to be a matter of Us vs. Them. But the decision to res-
cue your brother is universalizable in the sense that the virtue ethicist
could say that all people should rescue the sibling in such a situation.
Nor is the virtue approach to this case altogether opposed to the utili-
tarian one. A particularly subtle utilitarian might claim that it is right
to rescue one’s brother because a good society requires family rela-
tionships that are so strong that they override certain short-term util-
itarian considerations. A very strict utilitarian might take note of the
importance of family but rescue the manager anyway because doing
so benefits society and does not significantly damage the institution of
the family. The subtle utilitarian knows, however, that human beings
of good character do not think that way. As a matter of psychological
fact, acting like a strict utilitarian in that case is evidence that one is
pathologically incapable of the sort of emotion that morality requires.
Think of Phineas Gage.
To the virtue ethicist it matters what motivates an action; it mat-

ters that you rescue your brother because he is your brother. If you
are a psychologically normal agent, your motivation does not include
the thought that a good society needs family relationships of a certain
sort, though that is true. We can say much the same of free-market
capitalism, but it does not follow that managers should think primar-
ily about how to help society. The same is true of the nuclear family. A
virtuous person is immediately motivated not by the social importance
of family ties but by the thought “My brother is drowning.”
In any case, the virtue ethicist can point out that, in arguing that

there is a utilitarian basis for fraternal loyalty, the utilitarian has things
backwards. The utilitarian judges certain institutions (e.g., the family)
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and their associated virtues (e.g., fraternal loyalty) according to
whether they contribute to the quality of the participants’ lives. Many
family members, however, will judge the quality of their own lives –
assess the extent to which they are happy, fulfilled, satisfied – in part
according to whether their marriages, friendships, and other associa-
tions are strong. It is a mistake, perhaps encouraged if not committed
by utilitarians, to suppose that happiness is independent of, and caused
by, strong family ties and other things that we value.

It is about you

In some cases virtue ethicists advocate an action that cannot be justi-
fied by any of the standard moral principles, utilitarian or otherwise.
Consider a person who refuses to perform an evil act even though it
will then be done by someone else. What good does it do to refuse? A
virtue ethicist will focus on the difference it makes that I am the one
who does this act. It is my act; I am responsible; it is an expression
of my values; to do the wrong thing would affect me immediately and
badly. If what matters most is what sort of person I am, then it matters
greatly whether I will do this.

A version of the famous trolley problem raises the same issue. A
trolley is hurtling towards two workmen on the track. The brakes do
not work. You can save those two people only by pushing a very fat
person into the path of the trolley. Most of us, not being strict util-
itarians, intuitively believe that that would be wrong. Killing the fat
man would indicate something very bad about you. What sort of per-
son would even be capable of pushing someone into the path of an
onrushing trolley?

These considerations are related to a crucial point about virtue.
It is good for you to be virtuous; to act viciously harms you. In
Chapter 3 we shall consider Aristotle’s view of the relationship between
virtue and well-being.

The next chapter addresses a question that many moral philosophers
put to virtue ethics: If virtue ethics is about the sort of person you are
rather than what you do, how does it tell you what to do?
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How should I decide what to do?

Suppose you are trying to make an ethical decision.What sort of advice
would you expect a virtue ethicist to give you? “Be generous,” your
adviser might say. That sounds as useful as Aristotle’s supposed advice
on golf: hit the ball well and according to reason and as the professional
would hit. Telling you to be generous, or even to act as a generous
person would, may seem to give you only the vaguest idea what to do.
In any case, you cannot instantly become generous, or even able to hit
the ball well.1 But in fact being told to show generosity and do what
a generous person would do – that is, help someone who needs and
deserves help just because the help is needed and deserved – can be
useful advice. At the very least the adviser, or the one contemplating
the action, is identifying a situation as one that calls for generosity.
Suppose the decision is about a fairly new employee in your firm,

an intelligent young man not known either for his modesty or for his
admiration of you. You learn that he is about to give a presentation to
senior management. You realize that he is missing some information
that he needs to make his presentation successful. He is not aware that
you have that kind of information and can interpret it helpfully, or
that he needs it. You are considering whether to approach him and
offer what you have.
Your friend Smith might offer this advice: “Look, I agree with you

that Jones is a bit of a jerk, but the best thing for you to do is show
some generosity. It will help Jones, and the company too, and you
won’t regret it.” Your friend’s advice that you show generosity in this
situation is not trivial. Courage, for example, should not be to the
fore. You might think about justice, but it is a secondary issue here,
and it would be easy to misapply it. You might suppose that it would

1 We discuss the first problem in this chapter and the second mostly in Chapter 4.
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serve this young fellow right if you let him do the presentation with-
out the information, particularly as he did not seek your assistance. But
that would not be truly just, particularly in view of your obligation to
the company that employs you both. So you would do well to remind
yourself, if you are not reminded by someone else, to be generous, to
think and act as would a generous person, perhaps some particular
person who seems to you a model of generosity.

The advice is useful only if you know what generosity looks like in
this situation. That entails making an effort to avoid not only narrow
selfishness but also excessive liberality. You should be willing to help
this man, but you should not go to the extreme of insisting on helping
him if he arrogantly dismisses your offer of help. You may think twice
about acting on your generosity if you have good reason to believe he
will conceal or even deny your contribution and then hold it against
you afterwards. So you should ask whether this is the right occasion
for generosity, whether he is the right recipient, and so on.

Understanding should lead to action: you should act from generosity,
or, if you are not a generous person, act as though you were generous.
It is all too easy to know what to do but just not do it. In some cases
your reluctance to act, perhaps aggravated by social pressure, will lead
you to interpret the situation in a way that favors what (in your self-
ishness or your neurotic need for approval) you want to do. You may
tell yourself that to help this person is to be exploited and to enable his
crass ambition, but it is possible that the real problem is that you just
do not like him and would enjoy seeing him get his comeuppance. If
so, it would be difficult and painful for you to acknowledge that prej-
udice consciously, since you think of yourself as a person of appro-
priate generosity and the kind of team player that the organization
needs.

So Smith will be giving you good advice if she helps you focus on
the situation in the right way. In saying that generosity is called for, she
is causing you to ask yourself how you can do some good for Jones
and for the company rather than how you can put this arrogant lit-
tle twit in his place. The better question will lead to a better answer,
though not by itself to an exact one, since neither the question nor any-
thing else gives you exact guidance on what generosity calls for in this
case.

And of course even if you think Smith is giving you good advice, you
may act against it.
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Advantages of virtues over mere principles

The virtue ethicist and the ethicist who tries to apply principles to
situations like this give advice that is similar in some respects. The
first says that one should activate one’s generosity. The second might
say that one should apply principles having to do with support-
ing one’s fellow employee. The virtue ethicist, in saying that you
ought to do what generosity requires, is recommending that you act
according to principles derived from the nature of generosity and
by implication reminding you to consider the details of the situa-
tion, which would probably include the importance of the presenta-
tion, the young man’s reaction, the timing, and the way in which it is
done.
The virtue-based advice that you receive does not have its own char-

acteristic decision procedure in the way in which utilitarianism, for
example, does. But this is not a drawback, since no single decision
procedure is appropriate for all cases – perhaps not even for any single
case. Jensen (2010) would probably not agree, for he argues that since
it is impossible to maximize in multiple dimensions the corporation
must accept a single-valued objective function. I take Alzola (2011,
p. 22) to be rejecting this view, rightly. Life would be simpler if single-
valued objective functions sufficed for corporate or personal ethics, but
neither is a matter of maximizing.
So a person of good character, possessed of all the virtues, is ready

to act on a wide range of good reasons. A virtue ethicist might say in
a particular case that one ought to act with benevolence – that is, to
be particularly kind to someone – but avoid the excess of ignoring the
dangers in rewarding poor performance. If some public policy is under
discussion, it might be appropriate to take a utilitarian approach, but
only an extreme utilitarian would ignore all considerations of fairness.
In some cases the virtue ethicist might say that one ought to act justly.
So the CEO’s son-in-law should be fired if he has been caught in an
act of gross dishonesty; but then courage will be required if one is
to recommend a just punishment. The virtuous person, armed with
practical wisdom, knows when to deploy the principles and attitudes
associated with benevolence, or those associated with the public good,
or those associated with retributive justice, and what to do when they
seem to conflict. That hardly makes virtue ethics inferior to any of the
standard forms of principle-based ethics.
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On the contrary, virtue ethics adds some features to principle-based
ethics. As we have discussed, a virtue is more than a settled disposition
to act on a principle: it has an emotional component and a compo-
nent of desire. So if you are a generous person, you want to be and
are the sort of person who enjoys being generous and seizes happily
on opportunities to do so. If you are a practically wise person, you are
able to identify a situation as one that demands generosity – your emo-
tional reaction may help with the identification – and you have a well-
developed sense of what generosity requires. You do not have this well-
developed conception of generosity before you can begin to apply it,
as the somewhat misleading expression “applied ethics” suggests. On
the contrary, having a good sense of generosity requires development
of one’s ethical sensibilities, including a strong feeling for human rela-
tions, based on a great deal of experience with situations like the one
involving the annoying colleague. It also requires self-consciousness:
you must be able to notice and resist when you are inclined to ratio-
nalize ungenerous behavior or to give in too readily to unreasonable
demands. And it requires an appropriate emotional commitment to
generosity: you must be capable of feeling sympathetic.

So while on a particular occasion virtue ethics does provide advice
that is at least as good as what principle-based ethics offers, it is charac-
teristically directed to longer-range questions. It generates advice about
the sort of person you should be; and once you are committed to being
virtuous, you are much better equipped to deal with particular occa-
sions.

To act from generosity or any other virtue is to act according to
Aristotle’s model of the intentional action of a rational and sociable
creature, which human beings are by nature. But although it is natural
for humans to be rational, it does not follow, nor is it true, that we
are always rational. We like to think of ourselves as having values that
drive our preferences and thus our actions, but it is clear to Aristotle –
and to social psychologists and others – that it just does not always
happen that way.

Practical reasoning and weakness of will

Irrational action is common enough, but the very notion raises a prob-
lem. If an intentional action is characteristically done for a reason,
how can an action be intentional but at the same time irrational? If I
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say, “I am fully aware that in all important respects this action that I
am considering is a serious mistake, but I am going to do it anyway,”
you might find my statement not only hard to believe but hard to
understand. It is as if I were to say, “I am fully aware that the evidence
against proposition p is conclusive, but I believe that p.” This sort of
thing happens, but we want an explanation when it does.
How can I know what is the right thing to do but not do it? This is

the question of weakness of will, which Aristotle answers at consider-
able length and, inmy opinion, plausibly. In so doing he strengthens the
case in favor of virtue and virtue ethics and against skeptics who do not
think virtues worth postulating. One reason for addressing the issue
is that the frequent disconnect between your desires, especially your
second-order ones, and your actions has been taken by some philoso-
phers and psychologists to imply that there is no point in postulating
virtues or character, for they do not explain anything. I do not agree,
but the challenge is worth taking seriously.
Having a virtue entails knowing, though not necessarily being able to

state, a principle of the form “It is good for a person to act in a certain
way.” The not entirely helpful example he gives is this: “Dry food is
good for human beings to eat.” (This is not to say that Aristotle believes
that dry food is appropriate for all human beings in all circumstances,
or that in general his first premises are foundational or unexception-
able principles of either nutrition or ethics.) Specifications of principles
of that sort typically function as first premises of practical syllogisms.
So you may start your deliberation with this thought: “Eating dry food
is good (i.e., nourishing) for a human being.” Since Aristotle assimi-
lates self-interest and ethics, as I shall argue in Chapter 3, he would
also accept as a first premise “Respecting other people’s property is
good (i.e., just) for a human being.” But Aristotle wants to explain
how you can claim with apparent sincerity to value something – to
acknowledge that it is good – but intentionally act against your value.
(NE VII 2–4.)

Imagine that a person well informed about nutrition is having break-
fast. The choices are granola and a doughnut. The breakfaster knows
that granola is better for human beings than are doughnuts, but eats
the doughnut because it is delicious. Similarly, you may be able to
say if asked that it is good to respect others’ property, but you may
dump some garbage in a neighbor’s field even though you know that
that is no way to achieve long-term psychic satisfaction, just as eating
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doughnuts is no way to achieve long-term health. In both cases you
apparently act against your values.

What has gone wrong?2 According to Aristotle, you can intention-
ally do what you do not value because there is something to be said
for, as well as against, eating doughnuts and getting rid of your garbage
easily. You know that you should not eat the doughnut, because it is
fattening; but you want to eat it, because it is delicious. You might
even say to yourself, “I shouldn’t be eating this doughnut.” But when
you say the words, you are like a drunk reciting poetry: you lack the
conviction (a word Audi, 1989, uses) that real knowledge – or real
belief, for that matter – entails. You must grow into real knowledge,
and that takes time (NE VII 3 1147a21f.). At 1147b15–17 Aristo-
tle says that your recognition that, in effect, the doughnut is fatten-
ing and therefore bad for you is not proper knowledge but percep-
tion. So you, being perhaps a youthful or ethically callow person,
act on the wrong description of the act – that is, that you are eat-
ing something delicious. If asked, “But isn’t it fattening?” you can
say, “Yes, I know, but it tastes great.” But in an important sense
you do not really know, on Aristotle’s account, because you perform
the act under some other description, which, if you think about it,
you will acknowledge is not the salient one. So the knowledge that
you lack is not, as Socrates argues, purely discursive.3 Or, we might
say, you perform the act under a different principle, not the right
one – not a principle associated with the virtue most applicable in this
case.

Consider again the case of the annoying young man. If you decide
to let him fail, you are failing to act on the virtue of generosity. You
ought to be looking at this case as one in which generosity is called
for, but instead you convince yourself that your practical syllogism is
about justice, and you wrongly act on vindictiveness.

2 Precisely how Aristotle analyzes this situation is a matter of long-standing
controversy. My interpretation is not radically new; I am indebted to many
commentators, especially Audi (1989, pp. 19–24) and Irwin’s translation and
commentary (Aristotle, 1999, pp. 256–62), but I am not sure that either of
them would entirely agree with me.

3 The knowledge associated with virtues is never purely discursive because it
involves emotions, which may distort perception and cause you to see the
situation under the wrong description. Psychopaths cannot know what
generosity is because they lack the appropriate emotions.
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Aristotle distinguishes between the case in which you are tempted to
eat the doughnut but resist the temptation because you have continence
(enkrateia) from the one in which you are not even tempted because
you have temperance (sophrosune). In the first case your healthy or
ethical choice costs you something. In the second case you are so
strongly motivated by considerations of health that the choice costs
you nothing. There is something admirable about not giving in to
one’s craving, but it is better ethically and in other ways not even to
crave – or, to put it more broadly, not even to want to do the wrong
(cowardly, dishonest, unjust, vindictive) thing. Saints are like that;
people of pretty good character have such second-order virtues as the
ability to withstand temptation.
This form of weakness of will is a matter of acting on the wrong

one of different principles that are based on different descriptions of
a situation. As we have noted, in ethics multiple considerations push
us in conflicting directions, and there is no algorithm for choosing to
be led this way or that, or for picking the description of the situation
that is the salient one. If you are a loyal employee of a generally good
company in which people whom you respect decide to do something
that you consider a bit sleazy, you can tell yourself that in cooperating
you are acting out of loyalty to your generally good employer. Aristotle
suggests that in such cases someone with a good ethical track record
– that is, a person of practical wisdom – will react with discomfort at
the thought of going along with the sleaze, and that that experience-
honed emotion has cognitive weight. But if you are weak in will, you
may have a decisive emotional impulse to go along, whether or not you
acknowledge that refusing would be the right thing to do.
So Aristotle is clearly aware that we do not always act rationally, that

we may choose irrational major premises and irrational minor ones;
for example, we may act on deliciousness rather than nutrition if we
do not know that nutrition counts for more, and even if we do know
it. In so doing we may be reasoning in the wrong direction: instead
of drawing conclusions from our good reasons, we start with the con-
clusions and choose the reasons that support them. Aristotle seems to
be aware of this possibility, though he does not explicitly mention the
situation in which one ignores the issue of nutrition or takes the cow-
ard’s easy way out while telling oneself and others that there is some
more respectable reason on which one acts. In spite of what he knows
about irrationality, however, he is not willing to give up the idea that
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characteristically human rationality typically has a place in the expla-
nation of behavior, or that ends themselves and not only means to ends
can be rational.

Framing

What Aristotle says has immediate implications regarding framing,
which is easy to get wrong. You can frame eating a doughnut as a
pleasurable experience or a fattening act, as it is both, but a person
concerned with health should take the second way of framing rather
than the first as salient. In some cases the problem is that the agent
acts on a description that is misleading or incomplete: for example,
“As a just person, I am seeing to it that this young man gets what
he deserves.” So it was not difficult for those in financial services to
mischaracterize the risk that they were taking for their customers by
focusing on the profits to be made so long as things went well.4 In cases
of this sort you are suffering from a stronger form of akrasia, for you
are not even able to say that you are doing the wrong thing.

Tversky and Kahneman (1981) found extraordinary framing effects
even where the descriptions in question were compatible. In one of
their experiments, subjects were more favorably disposed towards a
state of affairs in which 25% of some population would survive an
event than to one in which 75% would die. This indicates serious
irrationality. People may make judgments and take actions in large
part on how they describe a complex situation to themselves – dif-
ferently according to which of two descriptions they attend to, even if
the descriptions are logically equivalent.

Your environment will influence the way you frame a situation: you
will likely do it as others do it, as is the custom in your profession, as the
client wishes, etc. Consider the famous Milgram (1974) experiment.
Milgram told his subjects that they were assisting him in an experiment
on the effects of negative reinforcement on learning. They were to
administer electric shocks to “subjects” who failed to answer certain
questions correctly. The shocks began at 15 volts, but with each wrong
answer the voltage was to be increased by 15, until it reached 450. The
“subjects” were actors, who began to cry out in pretended pain as the

4 On framing as an issue in business ethics see Werhane (1999) and Werhane
et al. (2011).
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shocks exceeded 150 volts, then to scream and beg to be released as
the shocks escalated further. Eventually they “fainted.” In a typical
version of the experiment nearly two-thirds of the actual subjects went
the whole way: they inflicted what they believed to be excruciating
and, according to a label on the console, dangerous shocks on inno-
cent people because they were told to do so.
One way to interpret the experiment is to say most of the partici-

pants did not see themselves as causing pain to an innocent subject but
instead as following directions and helping Dr. Milgram in his impor-
tant work. Some, according to Ross and Nisbett (1991), were uncom-
fortable because they just could not frame the situation clearly. There
were no “channel factors” to sustain their impulse to disobey. (I thank
Daniel Russell for directing me to this point.) Your self-image will be
influential as well: you tend to argue for the moral rightness of actions
that favor you. This does look like the form of rationalization in which
you begin with a conclusion and then attend to the features of the sit-
uation that support it.
Arthur Andersen’s auditors might have described their misdeeds in

the Enron case as “good client service” or “aggressive accounting”
or even “billing a lot of hours.” Those characterizations were accu-
rate, but less salient than “misrepresenting the financial position of the
firm.” It is common enough: Darley (1996) describes the phenomenon
of ethical rationalization, which Jones and Ryan (2001) attribute to a
desire to be, and be considered, moral. Haidt (2012, p. 54, for exam-
ple) claims that this happens far more often than we care to admit.
Auditors with higher professional standards would act on the ethically
salient description of the action. Most auditors could not have offered
a coherent argument from their own values that the short-term gain
made by giving good client service justified misrepresenting the finan-
cial position of the firm. So why did the Arthur Andersen auditors
do what they did? On the Aristotelian view, it was because they were
ignoring the salient descriptions and focusing on the ethically inessen-
tial ones, as one might focus on the delicious taste of the doughnut
without giving adequate attention to one’s need to lose weight. Aristo-
tle considers this a failure of perception, hence of character.

Perceiving correctly

Aristotle claims that the person of good character, of practical wisdom,
perceives any situation rightly – that is, takes proper account of its
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essence or, we would say, its salient features. As you perceive that a
particular figure is a triangle, so you perceive that a particular act is
a betrayal, though the latter is harder to do with assurance. This is
standard Aristotelian doctrine, propounded throughoutDeAnima: the
form or essence of a perceived object is in the soul of the perceiver.
He also says in De Anima III 2 that events, including psychological
events, have essences in an analogical sense; so you can perceive or fail
to perceive the essence of an event.

According to Aristotle, this perception involves imagination (the
standard translation of the Greek phantasia) and noninferential under-
standing (nous). The faculty of imagination is operating when you
understand what a perceived object is or when you grasp the moral
quality of an act, hence the virtue that should motivate you; in either
case you grasp the essence of the item. You are morally responsible
for understanding the act correctly. If you get it wrong – that is, fail
to apprehend the morally salient features of the situation – then you
have a character flaw (NE III 5 1114a32–b3 and VII 3 1147a18–35). A
person of good character will perceive that a certain act is courageous
rather than foolhardy, generous rather than patronizing, honest rather
than dishonest, and will act accordingly. A practically wise person will
deal properly with an apparent conflict of generosity and justice. Some
moral philosophers have used the term moral imagination for the fac-
ulty that correctly frames morally significant states and events.5 And
the virtuous person will be motivated to act accordingly.

When people argue about morally charged issues, they often make
statements of the form, “This is all about X.” Then others respond
that it is really all about Y. X may be religious liberty, for example,
and Y women’s health – as though it could not be about both. I have
suggested that we sometimes pick a description of a case, hence a prin-
ciple covering it and a virtue that it calls for, on a self-serving basis. But
it is not always easy even for an honest person to get the description
right. Many moral problems are difficult precisely because they are
about many things. Aristotle says that a person of good character sees
what the argument is essentially about, but he (characteristically) does

5 Johnson (1993) has an influential book on the subject. Werhane (1999),
Moberg and Seabright (2000), Hartman (2001), and Werhane et al. (2011)
assess its importance for business ethics. Vidaver-Cohen (1997) considers how
organizations can encourage moral imagination. Chen, Sawyers, and Williams
(1997), show how organizations can do the opposite.
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not offer a rule for giving a simple and correct description of any situ-
ation.
Whether or not all events have one correct description, which seems

doubtful, some are just wrong, for they invite moral obtuseness or
worse. Moberg (2006) claims that framing can lead to blind spots,
since it favors one interpretation of a situation and thus ignores possi-
bly significant facts about it. Consider “I was only doing my job,” or
“He was just trying to be friendly.” Or, for that matter, “It is always
morally wrong to discriminate on the basis of race.”
Recall the case of Deborah. If you look at the situation and do not

see gender prejudice playing a role, you are missing something impor-
tant. If you see Deborah as a red-headed girl with a cute smile and
do not see her as a gifted young consultant who deserves the com-
pany’s support, there is a deficiency in your character, according to
the Aristotelian view. You will not frame her situation correctly; in
fact there are probably similar situations that you will not frame cor-
rectly. The framing effect of the vice of injustice causes you to decide
wrongly about whether to send Deborah to London bymaking you ask
“Should we send this nice girl to London to deal with those demand-
ing men?” Asking the question that way almost guarantees a wrong
answer.
Emotion is critical, as we noted earlier. Appropriate emotions assist

correct framing. Aristotle notes that an irascible person will take
offense too readily, whereas a phlegmatic person will not be angry
even when anger is appropriate (NE IV 5 1125b26–1126a3). You
should be grateful for kindnesses, angry if and only if you are seri-
ously wronged, sympathetic towards the wretched, glad to help your
fellow citizens. Recall from Chapter 1 that Klein (1998) notes with
approval that both the psychologist Damasio (1994) and the philoso-
pher DeSousa (1987) claim that emotion is involved in correct moral
perception.
Practically wise people grasp the essence of the situation, says Aristo-

tle. They do not abandon the applicable principles, but they knowmore
than just what the principles say. They have an eye developed in expe-
rience, by which they home in on what matters (NE VI II 1143b9–15).
They are like expert doctors (NE X 9 1180b7–23) or businesspeople
(NE III 3 1112b4–7) or carpenters (NE I 7 1098a29–34) or comedians
(NE IV 8 1028a23–34), who must take seriously the principles of their
craft but know when and how to apply them in complex individual
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cases. Business strategists can tell you what is in the manual but they
also have a well-trained sense of what to do in certain difficult situa-
tions, which they can see are significantly different from those covered
in the manual. We aim at the mean, says Aristotle, but we sometimes
have good reason to deviate from it. How far we may deviate is a mat-
ter of perception rather than reason (NE II 9 1109b19–23), in the sense
that there are no rules.

In some complex situations, however, having fairly inflexible prin-
ciples to apply is a sign of good character.6 For example, a consultant
may be honest and therefore have a personal rule against ever lying
to a client. When a situation arises in which failing to lie would dam-
age the consultant’s relationship with the client and lead to avoidable
bad consequences for the client, the consultant must take “lying to the
client” to be a salient description of any action of which it is true, and
honesty to be the salient virtue. “Preserving the relationship” or “pre-
venting consequences A, B, and C” cannot be more salient for such a
person. This inflexibility is best in the long run for the agent’s charac-
ter, and it is a barrier to rationalization. If, as Koehn (1995, p. 534),
Weaver (2006, pp. 347f.), and Annas (2011, passim) suggest, an ethical
act is one that not only follows from but also develops our character,
then that is important. It does not solve all our problems, of course,
for it may give such bad results in some cases that we have to abandon
it. But it demands at the very least that we have some strong reason
for abandoning it.

In some cases we have reason to refine a rule that, when broadly
stated, leads to strongly counterintuitive consequences. So we may
decide that the rule “Never lie” should be restated as “Never lie except
under circumstances a, b, c., etc.,” so that lying to a client is not per-
mitted. Luban (2003) would probably not condemn lying to the KGB.
When lying is justifiable is a matter of perception, Aristotle would say;
there are no airtight rules for the application of the rule against lying.
One has to develop a feeling for it, and some people fail at that and
succeed at rationalizing.

Moral imagination involves intelligence and rationality. Aristotle
distinguishes intellectual virtues from ethical ones, but he understands
how closely they are related. He does not give points merely for mean-
ing well. The Aristotelian position gets support from Haidt (2001),

6 For further discussion see Luban (2003, pp. 307f.)
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who argues that intelligence is a causal factor in good moral reasoning
and behavior but rightly refrains from claiming that it is sufficient for
ethics.
Not everyone will be impressed. Aristotle has discovered a problem

and then invented the faculty of practical wisdom, which by definition
solves it. (He would not be the last philosopher to do so.) There is,
however, some sense to the notion that an intelligent and thoughtful
person who seriously cares about being a generous friend can, with
experience, develop some good intuitions about when to give andwhen
to withhold. If you are such a person and I ask you why you refused
Jones’s latest request for a loan, you may not be able to give me a
response that convinces me, but your response will offer insight into
the situation and will reflect genuine concern for Jones. And in any
case, one cannot do better by using only principles.
Practically wise people who make the best ethical decisions – at

least the ones that gain the most widespread respect and occasion
the least regret or resentment among good people afterwards – are
not necessarily the ones who can speak most fluently about ethical
principles. They are the people who are best attuned to the nuances
of the situations with which they must deal, who best understand the
meanings and the consequences of the things they contemplate doing,
who have the requisite ethical sensibility and moral imagination.7 So
they know what the situation calls for, but in addition they are willing
and able to act accordingly.
It is worth repeating that Aristotle calls understanding your situa-

tion and your possible actions correctly a test of character. You are
responsible for how the situation looks to you, and there is some-
thing wrong with your character if you do not have the practical wis-
dom to see what virtues the situation calls for (NE III 5 1114a32–
b3 and VII 3 1147a18–35). In Chapter 4 we shall discuss how practi-
cal wisdom is acquired gradually over a long period of time through
experience and instruction. If Aristotle’s view of the long process of
socialization is even close to the mark, practical wisdom is a mat-
ter of degree, as therefore is virtue. It may be under assault from
forces in the community. That matters, because we are communal

7 Here and elsewhere in this section I am indebted to Paine (1991), who in turn
acknowledges her debt to some then unpublished work of Kupperman.
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creatures. Some people can deal with these forces better than can
others.

Sensemaking

Weick and others have made much of what they call sensemaking,8

which somewhat resembles Aristotle’s perception and the notion of
framing I have introduced here. A large part of sensemaking is fitting
a certain event into a narrative. Aristotle wants us to understand an
agent’s deliberate choices as part of the narrative of a life. He acknowl-
edges the importance of the community to one’s character, but char-
acter is about an individual’s narrative.9 Sensemaking is communal:
one’s choices make sense within a collective narrative. Your organiza-
tion, your profession, your colleagues are among the important factors
that can determine what you do and how you interpret what you do.
You do not deliberate as Aristotle claims when you make decisions.

The advocates of sensemaking note that in organizations, at any rate,
serious decisions are often made when something unexpected requires
a quick response and it is not clear exactly what you are supposed to be
accomplishing or what your options are. The practical syllogism will
not be very helpful, in part because neither the first premise nor the
second will be clear. You may be under considerable social pressure to
adopt certain premises, frame the situation in certain ways, without
having the time or the space to think carefully. Sometimes the best you
can do is try to make sense of what happened after the fact.

You may find that other participants in the decision make sense of
the situation very differently, and that getting to agreement on how
to frame it may be impossible. This is in part because, contrary to
what Aristotle would say, no way of sensemaking is right or wrong,
according to its theorists. In any case, participants may not even agree
on what the decision is about, and therefore what considerations
matter.

8 It began with Weick (1969). Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld (2005) is a useful
summary. I have also profited from Parmar. [Parmar, B. 2012. “Where is the
Ethics in Ethical Decision Making? From Intrapsychic Moral Awareness to the
Role of Social Disruptions, Labeling, and Actions in the Emergence of Moral
Issues.” Published and circulated by the author.]

9 Chapter 4 covers this issue in more detail.
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Disagreements about how to make sense of a situation are often not
seen initially as moral ones, but they may have moral implications or
features. For example, a proposed project may have a long-term but
not short-term payoff. It may favor some stakeholders over others.
The argument over which is better may bring in some moral issues
about the obligations of management to current, as opposed to future,
stockholders. And technical disagreements often become moral ones
when those who disagree begin to suspect each other’s motives.
Anyone who has worked in a large consulting organization will rec-

ognize this sort of sensemaking. By the nature of the work, unexpected
situations pop up constantly, and there is seldom only one way of
stating what the situation is about. The consultants compete to iden-
tify the issue, as their reputations for strength are on the line. Who-
ever loses that competition may then have a vested interest in seeing
to it that the winner was wrong. There are competing purposes as
well. The consultants’ best advice may be unwelcome, even fatal. So
how important is it to preserve the relationship at the cost of pulling
punches? When consultants take a position on issues like this, they do
not usually start by contemplating what the company as a whole is
committed to achieving and then work out what that means in this
case. They offer their views about what should be done and then
defend them by reference to principles that reflect a certain take on the
case.
Even if Aristotle is too optimistic about rational deliberation, there

is no reason to believe that it never happens. We have noted that Aris-
totle is aware of at least some of the ways in which we fall short of
what is after all an ideal. Managers have good reason to encourage an
environment in which people are capable of recognizing moral issues,
aware of the different ways in which it is possible to frame situations,
and sensitive to how others may interpret their behavior and assess
their ways of framing.10

Aristotle would go further, and argue that managers can improve in
their ability to recognize the truly salient aspects of the complex situa-
tions with which they must deal. We can grow in practical wisdom.11

10 Parmar, B. 2012. “Where is the Ethics in Ethical Decision Making? From
Intrapsychic Moral Awareness to the Role of Social Disruptions, Labeling, and
Actions in the Emergence of Moral Issues,” pp. 268. Published and circulated
by the author.

11 Chapter 4 is about how we can do that.



Virtuous strategy 79

There are many different ways in which one might make sense of the
issue of whether to send Deborah to London, and many ways of inter-
preting Hal’s decision. All the same, many of us would not hesitate to
say that Hal got it right.

Virtuous strategy

Having practical wisdom is much like having a nose for strat-
egy. Hundreds of books and journal articles have offered useful
analytical techniques for strategists, but there is no substitute for the
ability to see possibilities that others cannot see, whether for achieving
profitable growth or for resolving some ethical dilemma. In both kinds
of case rules are hard to formulate and harder to apply, but experience
and intelligence seem to improve one’s ability to make good decisions.
In real-life corporate strategy, as I learned as a management consul-
tant, there is much to be said for trusting the intuitions of an intelli-
gent and experienced person with a good track record. Beabout (2012,
pp. 424f.) cites Gladwell’s (2005, pp. 3–8) story about some art experts
who, asked to judge whether a statue was a forgery, quickly said that
there was something “just wrong” about it, though they had trouble
saying exactly what was wrong. Subsequent chemical analysis vindi-
cated them and enhanced their track record.

Skilled strategists are aware of the data that analysts gather; they
knowmany techniques for using the numbers in assessing the prospects
of strategic business units. A good strategist can see threats and oppor-
tunities behind the numbers. It is a matter of knowing which factors
are salient in a particular market – product quality, manufacturing cost,
logistics, image, market share, and even quality of management. What
is salient will differ from one market/product to another, and the abil-
ity to analyze a market involves knowing what is salient. There may
be a rule of thumb that market share matters more in the fast food
business than elsewhere, but that rule can be overridden by factors
like bad management, and it may apply better in East Chicago than in
East Vassalboro. It normally takes years of experience – habituation,
we might say – to develop a reliable ability to see what is salient. This
is similar to the way in which virtuous people see ethically salient fea-
tures of situations that others do not see, or do not consider reasons for
action. An executive might even have strong evidence that a salient fea-
ture is a success factor for a business unit but not act accordingly, out
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of self-serving rationalization. Yet however well strategists understand
the available numbers, at a certain point they will have to satisfice and
make a partly intuitive decision.12 Their track record is evidence of
their wisdom.

Strategic success and the environment

In fact, however, the track record in itself does not always prove very
much. Rosenzweig (2007) has argued that one can easily go wrong –
as have Peters and Waterman (1982) and many others – by looking at
successful companies and trying to identify the features that account
for their success. The standard diagnosis is that a real winner has a
supportive culture, focuses on customers, sticks to a widely under-
stood mission, and has other familiar attractive features. But many
such companies, having been held up as examples of what the reader
can do to succeed, perform much less well after the book in question is
published. In any case, the book’s readers must understand that other
people can read it too, and that in a competitive environment not all
readers can succeed. The problemwith the diagnosis, says Rosenzweig,
is that people in successful companies are likely to say that their cul-
ture is supportive, their focus is on customers, and their mission is
before everyone’s mind: success has a halo effect; all other factors look
good. It is no doubt true that having a culture of mediocrity, ignor-
ing customers, and lacking a mission will do a company little good,
but the rules that the strategic gurus have identified are often trivial as
stated.
The gurus sometimes ignore the effects of the economic and com-

petitive environment, according to Rosenzweig, and thus overestimate
what strategy can do. Pfeffer (1982) argues that managers’ decisions
have far less effect on success or failure than we intuitively believe. If
we judge by annual reports, managers seem to agree in part: success
is a result of the efforts of our outstanding management team; fail-
ure is a result of factors beyond our control. Doris (2002) and other
so-called situationists make the parallel argument on the individual

12 Simon (1954) invented the concept of satisficing, which involves accepting a
sufficiently good option rather than trying to find the best possible one. Winter
(1971) argued that we must satisfice in deciding when to satisfice.
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level: our behavior is determined by environmental factors rather than
by our character, assuming that it even makes sense to talk about the
latter.

Rosenzweig has something like a virtue theory of strategy. His shin-
ing examples, Bob Rubin and Andy Grove, know that deciding on a
strategy is a matter of dealing with uncertainty. What is needed, in
addition to the ability to gauge the probabilities as best you can, is
something like courage: you take a leap into the unknown with the
appropriate amount and kind of fear; and if things go wrong, you
are ready to weigh the odds and do the same thing again next time.
You do not worry about looking bad; you do not retreat to the safety
of doing nothing or of groupthink. You have the virtues of courage,
wisdom, farsightedness, honesty, appropriate fidelity to the stockhold-
ers, appropriate respect for the cautionary opinions of other senior
managers, and so on. These do not guarantee success, however. Things
may go wrong, as Rubin would readily concede: fortune is not always
on your side, and you may incur short-term obloquy, which will be
unpleasant. But failure does not undermine your satisfaction in having
done the best you can do, or your confidence on the next attempt.

We see a virtue theory of strategy as well in Collins’s (2001) notion
of Level 5 leadership, the capacity that creates great companies from
good ones. The only kind of leader who can achieve this transition
is self-effacing but steely in resolve. These two traits, which do not
often appear together, are not sufficient for achieving greatness: one
can be modest and resolute but obtuse or unlucky, for example. But
it is striking that a certain sort of character is a necessary condition
of achieving greatness from goodness. The strategy itself, according to
Collins, is just not enough.

It remains true, however, that we can more easily reach agreement
on matters of management than on ethical issues, because we are much
more likely to agree on what counts as success in the former case. Even
if we could agree on the probable consequences of some act or state,
there could easily remain serious arguments – some of them better than
others – about its ethical quality. For this reason alone, a judgment on
an act or state ought to take into account the intention with which it
is done, hence the character of the agent. It matters that a particular
act is courageous or selfish or dishonest or kind, and so it matters that
the agent is.
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Corporate culture, ethical vocabulary, and perception

If you are a person of good character in Aristotle’s sense, you know
genuine strength and cowardice when you see it. Ethical managers
cannot readily change employees’ character, but they can help them
to become more comfortable and fluent in the language of right and
wrong, particularly of virtues and vices, without which their moral
imagination will be impoverished, as will their ability to give salient
descriptions of morally significant situations. If the language of eco-
nomics can encourage maximizing, the language of virtue can encour-
age good character and therefore good decisions.
Vocabulary is one of the prime vehicles of corporate culture, as

Schein (1985) and others have argued. An organization in which
reckless people are called decisive may create peer pressure that
encourages shortsighted disregard of eventual costs. One who acts
on impulse will be called strong. One who prefers moderation or
consideration of alternatives will be a wimp. An organization in
which women are called girls is unlikely to be supportive of women’s
ambitions. A European at Salomon Brothers who goes home at the
end of the afternoon rather than stay and be seen working late is a
“Eurofaggot” (Lewis, 1989, p. 71).
The vocabulary of character is not a foreign language to business-

people. Most businesspeople do regard honor, courage, and respect
for fellow workers and competitors as virtues, about which they speak
fluently and comfortably.13 Most would say that it is the legitimate
purpose of financial statements to give an honest picture of the finan-
cial condition of a firm. But some people in Enron who might have
objected on ethical grounds if a secretary had taken some office paper
home did not see anything wrong with creating special purpose entities
whose special purpose was to hide losses. The organization failed to
help develop a mature sense of right and wrong and salient, give it a
language, and sharpen it by welcoming critical analysis. If the local
moral language is impoverished or insufficiently exercised, employ-
ees may latch on to some other, nonsalient description of the situa-
tion: “I am supporting my manager, who knows what he’s doing,”
rather than “I am lying to investigators.” They may have no emotional

13 For evidence and argument for this view see Whetstone (2003).
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reaction in doing so, or have one but ignore it, so that in due course it
deteriorates.

Enron provides us with useful negative role models. One way14 to
improve one’s decisions is to ask oneself questions like this: Am I falling
into a pattern of action like that of Enron’s managers? Am I failing, as
the Arthur Andersen accountants servicing Enron did, to listen to the
counsel of experienced colleagues? What aspect of my actions am I
not noticing? Am I adopting an extreme trait and telling myself that I
have hit the mean? On the positive side, I may think of Smith, whom
I admire, and ask myself what she would do in this situation, or what
she would say if I did action A.

Being virtuous and doing the right thing

Consider the manager who refuses to participate in Enron’s immoral
corporate activity even while knowing that someone else will step in
and help get the dirty job done. Such a manager is saying, in effect,
that’s not the kind of person I am. Whether Jones ought to refuse
to participate in activity that seems questionable depends in part on
whether Jones is an honest man with the courage to defy management
in the service of what he takes to be the best interests of the organiza-
tion and its legitimate stakeholders, or an egomaniac who habitually
tries to show his moral superiority to his colleagues. It is not always
easy to tell the difference on a single occasion, but virtue ethics is not
primarily about acts performed on single occasions. The ethical value
of the act itself depends in part on the character of the agent.

From the point of view of virtue ethics, an employee is obligated
to be a good corporate citizen; senior managers are then obligated to
maintain a corporation in which a good corporate citizen can suc-
ceed. Such a person gives a fair day’s work (but does not actually
try to maximize the real long-term wealth of the stockholders), takes
the accountabilities of the job and the organization’s objectives seri-
ously, protects his or her own personal interests adequately, speaks
candidly but not disrespectfully to the boss, refuses to follow clearly
immoral directives, seeks win-win situations, and opposes or subverts
truly evil people. All of this is a result of having an appropriate attitude,
which is similar to that of the professional. A good doctor, lawyer, or

14 This paragraph benefits from the influence of Audi (2012).
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engineer must not only follow the ethical rules of the profession but
also adopt the attitude that the welfare of the client or patient is in
itself a reason for action, and that the client or patient is often not in a
position to make the crucial decisions about what to do. So it is with
good employees in general, and in particular with those who resemble
professionals in that they work for bosses who do not have sufficient
knowledge to evaluate their work in the short term. A person who is a
good employee in that sense will probably not make many major ethi-
cal or strategic mistakes, so long as the organization itself is not a bad
one.
In any case, management itself, as opposed to supervision, is not

just about individual decisions. Whether organizational effectiveness
or morality is at issue, goodmanagement requires not only setting rules
and standards for employees to follow but also socializing them, and
thereby managing their attitudes. Similarly, Aristotle says that a good
polis not only trains citizens in virtuous habits by rewards and pun-
ishments but also encourages them to be truly virtuous – to be ratio-
nally reflective and to have appropriate emotions. (See NE II 1–4 and
Chapter 4.) The former way of managing, which is principles-oriented,
and the latter, which is virtue-oriented, may be mutually reinforcing
rather than incompatible – or may not be – as may be talk about prin-
ciples and talk about virtue. Which is the more important aspect of
management will depend in part on many features of the organization,
the people managed, the market, and so on. We shall address these
matters further in Chapter 5.

Clearly one’s organization, and in general one’s community, will
have a significant effect on one’s character. Recall that Aristotle has
reasons for saying that politics is central to ethics. Insofar as it is the
fate of many people in industrialized countries today to live in organi-
zations, we have some of the same reasons for saying that management
is central to ethics, and that it needs to be hospitable to virtue.

Culture as a threat to virtue

In saying that we are essentially sociable creatures, Aristotle was not
thinking about how much organizations exert a powerful socializing
and sometimes corrupting influence on employees’ character. Sennett
(1998) argues that corporate influence is usually inhospitable to good
character, but it need not always be. Corporate culture, as well as
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structures and systems, can be deployed to encourage and accommo-
date good character.15 A community goes a long way towards deter-
mining its citizens’ values – what they count as success, for example –
for better or worse. By providing role models and in other ways, the
culture of a community may make a citizen want to be a certain kind
of person, motivated by certain considerations and not others; that is,
it can affect people’s second-order desires. This is true in corporate
communities as well as in political ones.

There is voluminous evidence that organizations may support or
oppose ethical behavior. Fritzsche (1991) argues that organizational
forces may drive decisionsmore than personal values do and (Fritzsche,
2000) that organizational climate can raise or lower the probabil-
ity of ethical decisions. Jones and Hiltebeitel (1995) find evidence of
the effects of organizational expectations on ethical choices. Sims and
Keon (1999) argue that the organizational characteristics that most
influence employees are situationally determined; so the organization
can foster both ethical and unethical decision-making. Trevino, But-
terfield, and McCabe (2001) offer a detailed and complex account of
the effects of ethical climate. I have argued that corporate culture can
affect an employee’s second-order as well as first-order desires: peo-
ple in the grip of a powerful culture adopt the local values and defi-
nition of success, and want to be motivated by what motivates their
colleagues (see Hartman, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2006, and especially later
in Chapter 6).

The status of character

The very existence of character

So great is the influence of environment on behavior that Harman
(2003) and Doris (2002) argue that character does not matter.16 They
base their conclusion in part on the arguments of social psychologists

15 See Walton (2001, 2004) and Moore (2002); Koehn (1998) takes a slightly
different view. [Walton, C. 2004. “‘Good Job’, Bad Work: Aristotle and the
Culture of the Workplace.” Published and circulated by the author.]

16 My views on this subject owe much to the work of Alzola (2008, 2011, 2012)
and to many useful conversations with him. Alzola reviews the work of Doris
and other philosophers and social psychologists, and I have made extensive use
of his review in this section.
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like Ross and Nisbet (1991) and invoke the familiar works of Milgram
(1974) and Zimbardo (2007).

Zimbardo created a simulated prison in a Stanford office building
and populated it with students who were assigned the roles of pris-
oner or prison guard and told to act accordingly. Within a short time
the guards were viciously tormenting the prisoners, who reacted to the
treatment much as actual prisoners would. The roles took over every-
one, including at times Zimbardo himself, the prison warden, who
became infuriated when one of his departmental colleagues turned up
at his office and asked him questions about the experiment just when
he had been warned that the prisoners were on the verge of a breakout.
So extreme were the emotional reactions of the participants, especially
the prisoners, that the experiment was terminated after six days rather
than the planned two weeks.
The subjects of these experiments were quite ordinary people, not

sadists or psychopaths. In fact, Zimbardo’s subjects tested well for
emotional stability. Their character seems to have had almost noth-
ing to do with their behavior. Milgram, whose experiment teaches a
similar lesson, even found that he could alter his subjects’ behavior by
changing the situation slightly – for example, by adding a confederate
who would sit next to the subject and obey or disobey.
Trevino (1986) expresses a mainstream view in arguing that both

organizational and personal attributes affect behavior in organiza-
tions. As the former are easier to measure, researchers will likely be
drawn more to them than to psychological states, particularly if they
believe that only what can be measured exists. Doris (2002) and others
go further than that: they raise questions about how it is possible to
explain behavior by reference to character.

Questionable reasons

We typically explain another person’s intentional action by reference
to reasons for that action. In so doing we presuppose that the agent
has acted rationally to some degree. If you ask Jones why he did some-
thing – that is, what he intended to achieve or what there was to be
said for the action – and he responds by saying that he did not intend
to achieve anything and that there was no good to be achieved by the
action, then we have reason to doubt that his action was intentional at
all. As we noted earlier, if Jones states that he is about to do something
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that he fully realizes is a big mistake from all points of view, we are
puzzled: we wonder whether he means what he is saying, and we
wonder whether the act really is intentional.

All the same, weakness of will is possible and explainable, as Aristo-
tle shows. But the situation is even worse than what Aristotle describes.
Often we do not even know what reasons drive our actions. So Jones
might consider himself justified in patronizing and even harassing
Smith. If called on it, he might sincerely claim that he is not preju-
diced. He might even deny that he is treating Smith disrespectfully,
or he might say that Smith happens to deserve this sort of treatment,
which has nothing to do with her being a woman.

Why do we so readily think that we are acting rationally and eth-
ically when we are not? To begin with, we have great confidence in
our opinions about our reasons for acting because it is characteristic
of mental events that their owners can report them. I can know that I
am in pain in a way that no other person can, for example, and it is
hard to see how I could be wrong in believing that I am in pain. But
while my process of deliberation about whether to eat this dry food
may seem immediately evident to me, I can be wrong about it. I may
be quite clear in my own mind that I am judging Smith fairly on the
basis of standard performance criteria while in fact I am prejudiced
and judging accordingly, odd as it may seem to me to suppose that I
am unaware of some important features of my mental state. So if peo-
ple ask me why I am doing something, I normally answer them quite
confidently, though not always accurately.17 And of course we like to
think well of ourselves.

Jones’s character flaw may lead him to think of his decision to fire
Smith as a reasonable response to Smith’s incompetence, whereas a
salient description of it would be that it is an expression of his resent-
ment of women in the workplace. Inclined to fire Smith, Jones may
look for principles, especially self-congratulatory ones, to justify it.
The real first premise of the practical syllogism is not “It is good to
treat people justly” but “It is good to put an arrogant woman in her
place.” In that case, or in the case of a plate umpire who unconsciously
and very slightly favors the home team with his calls, we may begin to
doubt that it makes much sense to talk about first premises at all. It is
like eating a doughnut because it tastes good, but then claiming to be

17 Often inaccurately, Haidt (2012, p. 60 and elsewhere) would say.
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following the principle that one should load up on carbohydrates in
case physical exertion turns out to be necessary. Haidt (2012, and in
correspondence) and others claim that this is how things usually are,
that our principles are largely “for show.”
Sincere claims to respect women, to umpire fairly, and to avoid being

cruel to innocent people tell us little about the agents’ first premises,
little about their character. The unreliability of these claims raises the
question whether character is an entity worth postulating. What really
drives behavior is, the situationists would say, the immediate envi-
ronment – social pressure, corporate culture, even a pleasant brief
encounter. The evidence from social psychology is strong: manipulate
apparently insignificant factors in the environment, and we thereby
manipulate behavior. Aristotle claims that one’s polis is a strong for-
mative influence, but he is not referring to more immediate influences
that have little to do with reasons to act.

Inconsistencies

This is not only a matter of people being (say) sexist or cruel while
claiming not to be. Most people are not very consistent even in traits
that they would admit to. And where they are consistent, their traits do
not track with virtues and vices. We find people who are conscientious
about feeding the dog but not about getting to work on time and people
who are courageous on the football field and cowardly in the dentist’s
chair.
This sort of inconsistency is a problem for virtue ethics, which

requires attitudes that differ from one situation to another depend-
ing on what is appropriate. It may be a psychological fact that peo-
ple who are confident in their reasoned beliefs tend to be stubborn
across the board, but confidence in one’s reasoned beliefs is a virtue
and stubbornness a vice. Good character requires the perceptual capac-
ity to assess complex situations correctly. Doris and other philosophers
familiar with social psychologists’ research find this capacity lacking in
most cases; hence, they claim, the notion of character has no explana-
tory role. The Asch (1955) experiment seems to support Doris. In it
the subjects made egregious mistakes in estimating the comparative
lengths of lines because confederates in their presence were apparently
doing so. But surely Doris would not infer that there is no such thing
as perception.
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Harman (2003) goes so far as to say that people have no traits, that
the environment determines everything for everyone. This appears to
imply that there is no such thing as a psychopath, for example. Some-
one who has served several prison terms for violent crimes is not, has
not even become, a vicious criminal. Put the serial killer near a work-
ing bakery with pastry smells wafting out and you have a perfectly nice
person.

No doubt character has less of a role than we might wish to believe,
but it is not clear that it never has any role at all. What are we to say
of the subjects of the Milgram experiment who refused to continue?
Is there no important difference between those who acted reluctantly
and those who did so almost eagerly? What about the people – rare,
to be sure – who seem never to rationalize, who are capable of acting
against their immediate interests in pursuit of justice, who fear only
what ought to be feared? To say that they are people of character is to
suggest that character is an explanatory factor in their actions but not
in those of all or even most people.

Virtue is a matter of degree; that is important. As we shall discuss in
detail in Chapter 4, one’s character develops over a long period of time,
and there are few people who develop so far and so well that we can
count on them to act from virtue in every sort of situation. But this fact
does not keep us from having a fairly clear idea of what good character
looks like, and we can sometimes act in accordance with the ideal and
sometimes realize it when we have not. This is not news to Aristotle,
as his discussion of weakness of will shows; he reminds us that men
are not gods. That Aristotle holds that the Deity is pure rationality
and that human rationality is pleasing to the gods (see Metaphysics
VII 7–10 and NE X 7–8, especially 8 1179a22–4) gives a clue to what
he means by that claim.

Aristotle does not believe that virtue is so far out of reach for humans
that it cannot be the basis of a realistic ethical theory. He does, how-
ever, clearly believe that some people, such as farmers and women,
cannot be truly virtuous. This does not make his ethics any more unre-
alistic than other theories of ethics. Could anyone possibly be a con-
sistent utilitarian or Kantian? Many people are irrational, too, but
that gives us no reason to stop talking about the importance of being
rational.

By analogy with character, consider intelligence, which typically
involves the ability to think rationally in a broad sense of the term.
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If I am trying to work out a problem, theoretical or practical, my intel-
ligence is a factor, but just one of the factors. My intelligence may fail:
something about the presentation of the problem may make it impos-
sible for me to work out the right answer, which in ordinary circum-
stances would be obvious. Riddles and tricky logic problems illustrate
the point. Tests of intelligence are notoriously unreliable, for you can
get two very different scores on two different days. They are of ques-
tionable validity as well, since they do not capture all facets of intel-
ligence as we understand it. Still, it seems preposterous to deny that
there are degrees of intelligence: some people are smarter than others.
Some people are more intelligent about some things than others, as in
the case of some virtues. And of course some intelligent people are not
very rational in a practical sense, as Kahneman (2011, p. 49) notes.

If I am trying to act ethically or practically, my character is one fac-
tor. If I shock the “subject” in the Milgram experiment or abuse the
“prisoner” in the Zimbardo experiment, it does not follow that I am a
bad person. Human beings do not always act on their virtues; second-
order desires are not always effective. If I were a really bad person,
I would undertake shocking and abusing without any social pressure
and without the evident discomfort that many subjects felt. In Aristo-
tle’s terms, I would be base rather than incontinent, though even a base
person can experience self-loathing (NE IX 4 1166b23–9). Similarly,
if I were really stupid, I could not solve a tricky riddle even if it was
not presented in a misleading or distracting way.

Questioning rationality and virtue

Many of the arguments against character as an independent variable
work equally well against rationality, which Aristotle takes to be a
major part of good character. (See Rabin, 1998, and especially Haidt,
2001, pp. 827f.) As Kahneman and Tversky (2000) and others have
shown, people are often extraordinarily irrational. It appears that the
deniers of character and the deniers of rationality are making some-
thing close to the same point. According to them, we neither explain
nor justify an action by stating the first premise of an agent’s practical
syllogism. There is nothing there.
Yet we do routinely invoke rationality in the explanation as well as

criticism of human actions, despite the prevalence of irrationality. If all
intentional actions must be rational in some way, and if there are some
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apparently intentional actions that are irrational, we might be tempted
to say that there are no intentional actions, that we should stop talking
about intentional actions because we are so often irrational.18 But to
give up talk of intentions would be a heavy, perhaps impossible, price
to pay. Can we even imagine what it would be like to stop deliberating?

Kahneman argues (2002, pp. 44–6) that there can be intellectual as
well as practical akrasia – weakness of intellect. You can just fail to
reason through a problem, such as an ordinary syllogism, perhaps as a
result of the vice of laziness. You can, and Haidt believes that we often
do, believe something because you want to. It does not follow that
there is no such thing as rational deliberation, practical or intellectual.
The claim that it is rational to believe that it is not rational to believe
anything is self-defeating. In any case, we have not stopped teaching
logic, formal or informal, just because most people are not very logical.

Russell (2009, pp. 125–9) compares the virtues with rationality and
invokes the principle of charity as espoused by Davidson (2001). The
point, roughly, is this. Suppose that you and I speak different lan-
guages. When you make a statement like “Il pleut,” I cannot under-
stand what you say unless I know what you believe; but the obvious
way for me to know what you believe is to hear and understand what
you say. Vicious circle. But can I not infer your belief and therefore your
meaning from the noticeable fact that it is raining? Only if I (charita-
bly) assume that most of the time when you say that, you have and are
expressing a true belief about the current weather. Similarly, we would
have a miserably hard time communicating our desires and intentions
and explaining our actions to one another unless we could assume that
much of the time we can and do act rationally.19

Evidence for degrees of strength of character

Baumeister and Tierney (2011) offer evidence that some people have
what we can call greater strength of character: they are better than
others at postponing gratification, controlling their tempers, sticking
with difficult tasks, not being manipulated by their environment, and
otherwise avoiding weakness of will. Willpower, as they call it, is

18 This seems to be the inference drawn by Pfeffer (1982).
19 Russell’s argument parallels the one in Chapter 1 about the sense in which

virtues are causes.
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crucial to a successful life. They citeMischel’s famous experiments (see,
e.g., Shoda, Mischel, and Peake, 1990) showing that children who are
able to resist eating a marshmallow now to get two later will go on
to live better in many ways than those who cannot wait. This ability
to consider and compare goods across time, Aristotle suggests, is one
of the functions of reason (De Anima III 10 433b5–10, III 11 434a5–
10, cited by Irwin, 1988, p. 346). Some people just have more of this
ability than do others.
As Aristotle focuses so much on weakness of will in discussing char-

acter, the findings of Baumeister and Tierney on willpower merit our
close attention. Willpower can be cultivated in a number of ways, they
say, but on occasion it has much to do with the availability of glucose
in one’s system. Baumeister and Tierney suggest that willpower is a
matter of degree, as we have said rationality and virtue are. But they
offer little reason to believe that there are many people who have so
much willpower that they are fully virtuous in Aristotle’s sense – that
is, people who are not even tempted to eat the one marshmallow now,
to get out-of-control angry, or to surf the Internet instead of working.
Nor does Aristotle claim that there are many such people.
We know that Aristotle takes a teleological approach to nature.

At times his statements about rationality and virtue as natural states
sound aspirational rather than factual, but he is not a blind optimist.
Substances essentially have potency, he says: as a matter of scientific
fact, they have ends towards which they characteristically move and
which they sometimes achieve. The facts that some trees die as saplings
and that some people do not develop a mature character do not change
the nature of trees or people. It is not news to Aristotle that it takes
far more intervention to get a person to full actuality than it does a
tree, and that there are more ways to fall short. We should not find his
views altogether alien. It seems plausible to say that only humankind is
capable of certain forms of rationality, even though we know that we
are often not rational and hardly ever perfectly rational. But we some-
times are, and we ought to be, and Aristotle offers a sense in which we
can be.

Practical implications

For managers the question of the status of character is not an abstract
or idle one. If Doris and the others are largely right, then managers



The status of character 93

will probably find that creating a workforce of eager and competent
employees is done more effectively by developing a supportive corpo-
rate culture than by testing prospective employees for character (hon-
esty, for example) and hiring only virtuous ones. Insofar as the latter is
possible, it is worth trying. Insofar as it is difficult, we have no basis for
saying that it or anything else that is hard to measure does not exist.

Motivation is not simple, as good managers know. Aristotle suggests
that character is a matter of what motivates you, but also that your
community is a significant determinant of your character. If there is
anything to the situationists’ view, we may expect that a strong organi-
zational culture will influence what motivates employees: it may affect
the employees’ view of organization’s mission, for example; it may
affect people’s notion of personal success. Aristotle and the situation-
ists differ about the degree to which employees are malleable in the
short run. That is an empirical issue. The least we can say is that some
people are more malleable than others.

We began this chapter by asking how virtue ethics answers the ques-
tion, “What should I do?” The sort of answer that it offers has value
even if the agent cannot manage to take the advice to act virtuously.
But virtue ethics gives reason for taking the advice, and in fact for being
virtuous, as the next chapter explains.



3 Virtues, good reasons, and
the good life

Ethics and the good life

If we think that people are acquisitive and selfish, mired in original
sin, or just plain rotten, we are likely to think of ethics as a constraint:
thou shalt not do all sorts of things that thou wouldst like to do, it says.
One finds some of this attitude in Christian traditions as well as in the
work of Kant and other moralists. No doubt ethics does constrain us
sometimes, when we want to do what we should not do. But Aristotle
and many other virtue ethicists emphasize that the virtuous life is a
good life, one that any human being will have good reason to embrace.
And if you are a person of good character, you will enjoy being ethical.
You will have temperance rather than mere continence. You will not
want to do what you should not do.
Aristotle argues in effect that morality is not primarily about con-

straint. Boatright (1995; a review of Solomon, 1992) claims that con-
straint plays a significant role in morality. Aristotle would probably
agree. As we are not as perfect as the gods, we sometimes need conti-
nence or the restraint of the law against desires that we would prefer
not to have, and we have seen that Aristotle clearly understands that
we can fail to control ourselves. And of course Aristotle sets great store
by laws.
Businesspeople in particular often see ethics as a constraint rather

than part of their utility function. Business is competitive, after all,
and the Golden Rule is not obviously a sound competitive strategy. If
businesspeople accept many economists’ assumptions, they will believe
that people are selfish in a straightforward way, and they may then
make that belief self-fulfilling.
Aristotle’s approach is different. In his ethical works he focuses

on what is good for the agent, what constitutes a life of eudaimo-
nia. The term is usually translated flourishing rather than happiness,
in part because it is arguably possible to achieve happiness but not

94
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eudaimonia in the wrong way – for example, through ignorance. We
might translate it well-being, though flourishing implies Aristotle’s
intended comparison between humans and nonhuman animals as well
as plants. For on Aristotle’s view, as we have noted, every substance,
including the human being, has an essence and an associated end state
or purpose. As we are essentially sociable and reasoning creatures, our
natural end is to live in communities of a certain kind and to think
and act rationally. If you reach your actuality as a person, you are vir-
tuous (or, on the alternative translation, excellent). You are in a state
of eudaimonia, a particularly broad, deep, long-lasting form of well-
being characteristic of good character and psychological health, which
is itself a normative notion.1 Asking what reason I have to be virtuous
Aristotle would find as odd as asking what reason I have to be healthy.
Eudaimonia is admirable and enviable. We admire accomplished

people with many friends, and if we are friendless losers we probably
envy them. We admire courageous people. We neither admire nor envy
people whose happiness is based on their ignorance or shallowness.
If you disagree, ask yourself whether you would like being thought
ignorant or shallow.

From the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle describes
the good life for the agent and never wholly abandons the agent’s point
of view. We can describe how Aristotle gets ethics in the other-oriented
sense into the picture in this way: the claim that the agent is essen-
tially a rational and sociable being implies that your flourishing will
have something to do with living rationally and finding your appropri-
ate place and arguably even your identity in the community, and that
will preclude narrow selfishness. It will not preclude special attention
to your own immediate interests, which will sometimes be inconsis-
tent with others’ interests, but you will accept that others are similarly
motivated.

It would be misleading to portray Aristotle as an egoist who notices
that it turns out as a matter of fact that the agent’s well-being involves

1 The literature on eudaimonia and happiness is vast. I have learned much from
Prior (2001), McKinnon (2005), and Annas (2011) in particular. Kraut (1989)
takes a point of view slightly different from mine. Scholars of management may
see similarities between Aristotle’s view and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,
culminating in self-actualization. Maslow credits Aristotle explicitly (1987,
pp. 15–26, 115f.), as Miller (1995, p. 350) notes.



96 Virtues, good reasons, and the good life

that of others. Talk of “how it turns out as a matter of fact” mis-
construes Aristotle, and in particular understates the centrality of
humankind’s rational and sociable nature. Aristotle does not coun-
tenance the analytic-synthetic distinction, and we should take care
in using it to reconstruct his positions. He does rely on the essence-
accident distinction, and he claims that it is an essential fact about
humans that they are rational and sociable. And though it is fair to say
that Aristotle starts from the agent’s point of view, from the agent’s
living well, he emphatically does not start from the agent’s interests
narrowly defined.

Utilitarianism and the good life

We might begin to talk about ethics by saying that its purpose is that
all people should have as good a life as possible. Here a utilitarian
might say, “As that is the point of morality, each of us should always
act in such a way as to promote the good life widely.” The Aristotelian
can respond, “I have two problems with what you say. First, we have
to decide what the good life is; that is part of the job of ethics, as
you yourself seem to imply. Second, individuals making each decision
with a view to promoting the good life widely will fail to promote
the good life widely. Politics is not that simple.” More positively, and
consistently with those two criticisms, the Aristotelian says, “The good
life is the life lived according to the nature of the human being, who is
rational and sociable.”
A problem for some utilitarians, underlying their assumptions about

the possibility of weighing and measuring goodness, is that they have
a vague or facile view about the good life. A utilitarian view common
today, particularly in economics, is that the good life is about the fulfill-
ment of desire or preference. The latter Hausman (2012, p. 34) defines
as a subjective motivational comparative attitude: I may desire both A
and B, but taking all my desires into account and being unable to have
both, I prefer B. This is a mainstream account of economic doctrine. A
virtue ethicist will not accept that form of utilitarianism. One of Aris-
totle’s great achievements is to offer a compelling notion of the good
life in support of his virtue ethics.
Whether or not we can agree on an appropriate conception of

the good life, our consideration of the issue shows how facile is
the usual talk about one’s interests and one’s pursuit of them, and
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thereby helps undermine our unreflective assumptions about them. We
tend to believe that what is good for us is whatever we prefer, that
that does not change, and that the pursuit of what we prefer is self-
interested. We therefore also tend to believe that ethics is opposed to
self-interest – that if Jones is an ethical person, he characteristically
puts others’ interests ahead of his own. (But if Smith does the same,
how will she and Jones deal with each other?) Given this approach,
one can easily assume that success, especially in business, is a mat-
ter of satisfying one’s greed and that it cannot have much to do with
ethics.

Is ethics good for you?

Aristotle does not clearly distinguish ethical values from what we call
interests. The two coincide if and only if what is good for the agent
is also good for others. If they necessarily differ, then Aristotle’s con-
centration on what is good for the agent has little to do with what
we consider ethics. On Aristotle’s view they do not differ. Virtue is a
good state for you to be in, from your point of view; vice is a bad one.
Rather than take the view that ethics is about the well-being of other
people and that you should therefore distinguish virtues from vices on
the basis of your contribution to their well-being, Aristotle takes the
primary question to be about your living well.

But what if I prefer to lie because I believe that lying will help me
to live well? Aristotle’s response is based on his claim that a virtuous
person has the right preferences. I shall begin to examine that claim by
discussing Aristotle’s notion of rationality, building on the discussion
so far, and what it has to do with living well. Then I shall move the dis-
cussion of sociability further for the same purpose. But first we need to
consider an account of interests and the good life that is more familiar,
particularly to economists and organization theorists – an account that
is inferior to Aristotle’s.

Homo economicus and interests

It sounds plausible to say that you want what is best for yourself
and that therefore you are well off to the extent that you get what
you want. But you may not welcome risking death for a great cause
or even benevolently sharing your goods with others. So you might
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agree with Kant that ethics should not be based on anything involv-
ing interests, lest the “dear self” pollute your ethical deliberations.2

It appears difficult to accommodate the dear self and the demands of
ethics as well. That is especially true if the dear self is what economists
assume it is.
Many economists – rational choice theorists in particular – assume

that human beings are homines economici, rational maximizers of their
own interests.3 The goals themselves are, as on the standard Enlighten-
ment account, neither rational nor irrational. One’s interests amount
to the satisfaction of one’s preferences. Typically what is preferred
can be bought, and the strength of one’s preference is a matter of
what one is willing to pay. So utility is the satisfaction of any old
preference.
We noted earlier that philosophers like Davidson (2001, especially

Essay 1), argue that we must impute a certain level of rationality to
those whose behavior we explain by reference to desire and belief.
The standard economist’s theory, not Davidson’s, has the air of triv-
iality, since any claim that one has acted against one’s interests can be
countered by the argument that (for example) one has an interest in
giving money to the poor. But once the attempted counterexample is
dismissed, the theorist will typically go back to assuming that more
money is universally preferred to less.
An immediate problem with this form of utilitarianism is the dif-

ficulty of knowing what an agent prefers. Some economists offer the
notion of revealed preference: what you prefer is revealed by what you
do. One supposed advantage of this analysis is that we need not postu-
late any unobservable psychological entity as an independent variable.
The analysis is a form of behaviorism: to prefer something is to be dis-
posed to act in a certain way. One of the many problems with this the-
ory, beyond its dismissal of the possibility of weakness of will, is that
the analysis of preference by reference to action presupposes that you
have some appropriate beliefs, for example about the probable conse-
quences of your action. But a consistent behaviorist will say that beliefs

2 Arguably this is unfair to Kant’s views taken as a whole. He does take virtue
seriously.

3 Economists will usually say that they make this assumption only for purposes
of prediction, but sometimes one comes around to believing what one began by
assuming for the sake of argument or prediction.
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too are just dispositions to act in a certain way. If so, then a disposi-
tional analysis will not work for either preferences or beliefs – unless
everyone has perfect information, as economists sometimes assume, in
which case the belief that p can be cashed into p. Nor will it work for
virtues.

This problem provides some evidence for MacIntyre’s (1985, espe-
cially chapter 8) claim that social science should not pretend to be sci-
entific. Human behavior is a fit subject for science if we can observe and
measure human psychological states. This seems at first look impos-
sible: beliefs and desires, as well as many other psychological states,
are surely unobservable and unmeasurable. But if behaviorism were
true – that is, if beliefs and desires were dispositions to act – then per-
haps we could observe and measure these states. So at the very least, I
could infer what you desire from what you voluntarily do. And if the
kind of utilitarianism that MacIntyre attacks were true, then we could
observe whether something is good for a person, since getting what
one wants is good for one. And with a little help from economists,
we could look at a large number of people and observe whether some
act was morally good. But human thought and action are not open to
observation and measurement in that way. There can be no science of
reasons and actions.4 Behaviorism is false.

Even if we could solve that problem, we would still not have shown
how ethics and self-interest can be compatible. One famous attempted
solution favored by some economists is to say that narrow selfishness
is good from the point of view of prosperity, for a productive market
requires just the kind of selfishness characteristic of homo economi-
cus. As Adam Smith famously observed, the general welfare is typically
served when all participants in the market work to benefit themselves.5

As business is fundamentally a competitive enterprise, I shall be better
off if and only if my competitor is worse off. Selfishness seems there-
fore to be a prerequisite for business success. To try to contribute to
everyone’s welfare or, for that matter, to act so that justice is done or
that rights are protected would be a losing competitive strategy. This
sounds like good news: act in your normal self-interested way – do
what you want – and it will turn out best for all.

4 Davidson (2001) offers an extended and persuasive argument for this claim. I
touched on it in Chapter 1.

5 But Smith, a virtue ethicist, has views far subtler than this. See Werhane (1991)
and, for a detailed comparison, Calkins and Werhane (1998).
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But this view, though it is not entirely wrong, has some prob-
lems, including a practical one about implementation: the relation-
ship between managers’ interests and the organization’s success is not
straightforward. Agency theory is meant to address that problem.

Agency theory

Agency theory holds that managers ought to be faithful agents of
the stockholders, and so must further their interests. The obligation
extends thence to all employees. Agency theorists typically presuppose
that all agents act in their own interests, and that the problem is that
their interests may be inconsistent with the obligation to further the
interests of the stockholders. The solution is to arrange matters so that
agents have an interest in acting in ways that turn out to further the
interests of their stockholders. Incentive compensation is a favored way
of doing this. If senior managers are given stock options, for example,
they have an interest in raising the price of the stock, hence in manag-
ing well. So goes the argument.
The great crash of 2008 came about in part because executives of big

banks failed to be faithful agents. Many of the banks had been part-
nerships, in which executives had their own money at risk. When the
banks became publicly held corporations, their executives were able
to take risks with other people’s money and did so, with catastrophic
results for the stockholders of the banks but not somuch for themselves
except insofar as they were stockholders. Evidently it is not so easy to
design and implement effective incentive compensation schemes.
Several of the assumptions of agency theorists are questionable,

and would not impress Aristotle. One typical assumption of agency
analysis is that people are narrowly self-interested in the way many
economists assume. It would follow that incentive compensation is
the most effective motivator. The narrow self-interest assumption is
not necessary for the theory: there will be a problem about agency
if the parties’ interests differ, whether or not either party is narrowly
self-interested. But history, including recent history, indicates that the
assumption is widely held. Agency theorists influenced by game the-
ory, as most of them are, usually make the convenient but implausible
assumption that one’s preferences are not altered by the preferences
of any other party. Why would a narrowly selfish player care about
anyone else’s preferences (Heath, 2009, pp. 499f.)?
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AsGhoshal (2005) claims, organization theorists tend to be skeptical
about unobservable entities, which do not make theorizing any easier,
and therefore look to external states and events to explain behavior.
From that point of view as well, incentive compensation will seem a
good explanation of employees’ behavior. (See Heath, 2009, p. 502; he
might have been thinking of Pfeffer, 1982, for example.) Loyalty might
explain why Jones works hard, but loyalty is difficult to operationalize.
In fact, if Doris and his allies in social psychology are right, there is no
such thing as loyalty as we understand it. Better to stick to what is
more readily observable; as the old joke has it, the light is better over
here.

Even more problematical is the game theorist’s assumption of oppor-
tunism (Heath, 2009, pp. 502f.). One makes a preference-maximizing
agreement; then at the point of deciding whether to keep the agree-
ment, one maximizes again, without reference to the obligation or the
intrinsic value of being as good as one’s word. If human nature is like
this – and some agency theorists claim that it is – then there is no point
in talking about loyalty and trustworthiness, or in trying to create them
in organizations.

In at least two ways agency theory has ethical implications. First,
it suggests that the ethical obligations of management agents to their
stockholder principals always override all other ethical obligations.
This is at most a suggestion, however: Friedman himself does not
make the claim, though he is vague about the exceptions. Heath is
more pessimistic, for he argues that the game-theoretical assumption
of opportunism implies that an agency relationship is not a fiduciary
relationship at all, but instead a set of implicit contracts that assume
a certain ineliminable level of self-dealing on the agent’s part (2009,
pp. 513f.). Second, any principal or agent who believes that human
nature is as agency theory describes it would be a fool not to act
cynically and opportunistically. In fact, as Bazerman and Tenbrun-
sel (2011, chapter 6) and others have shown, incentive compensation
may actually reduce employee compliance and effort by crowding out
loyalty. And in situations of asymmetry of information, surely quite
common in many organizations today, that potentially self-fulfilling
belief can have heavy costs, not least for stockholders (Heath, 2009,
pp. 519f.).

Sandel (2012, pp. 34f. and elsewhere) argues that putting a price
on something may “demean and degrade” it. He would probably
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find incentive compensation a good example of how that happens.
Akerlof (1982, p. 543) explains employees’ productivity by reference
to their “sentiment for each other and also for the firm,” which is
ignored by incentive compensation schemes. Virtue ethicists will say
that there is a lesson here about rules and motivation generally. Jos and
Tompkins (2004) provide evidence that compliance-oriented account-
ability processes undermine the administrative virtues required for
responding appropriately to demands for external accountability.Mac-
Intyre (1985, pp. 175f.) tells the parable of a chess-playing child, who
is likely to cheat if offered candy as an incentive to win but less likely
to do so if he or she enjoys the game for itself and wants to excel at it.
MacIntyre does not believe that managers are like chess-playing chil-

dren. He argues that the profit motive drives out the virtues character-
istic of honest and cooperative toil. He is largely right about organiza-
tions in which agency problems are dealt with by buying employees’
loyalty through schemes like incentive compensation. There is strong
evidence that what is bought is not loyalty and that it does not support
either virtues or profits very well. But not all organizations work that
way. As I shall argue at further length in Chapter 5, a successful firm
requires the cooperative virtues of its managers and employees.
The belief that incentive compensation is the best way to get exec-

utives to perform is a piece of the scientific approach to management,
according to which people are so simply motivated that it is not nec-
essary to postulate any complex inner states to explain behavior. Thus
behaviorist psychology leads to neo-Taylorist management.

Desires

Beyond the difficulties with revealed preferences and agency, the homo
economicus view errs in assuming that your interests are always served
by the fulfillment of your preferences. What you want may not be
best for you, for any of a number of reasons. Some desires will lead
to disappointment, some to trouble. Short-term desires may conflict
with long-term ones; second-order desires may conflict with first-term
ones. What you desire will change, sometimes with your mood. Then
there are all the factors that social psychologists identify that make
our choices irrational: the endowment effect, choice overload, buyer’s
remorse, rationalization of many kinds, and others.
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To understand the relationship among ethics, self-interest, and suc-
cess in business requires seeing that one’s interests are not necessar-
ily simple and that they do not always coincide with one’s desires,
which are also not simple, or even with one’s preferences. Aristo-
tle claims that character is a matter of what you enjoy: good things
if you are a good person, bad if bad (NE II 3 1104b5–9). He dis-
agrees with Hume’s claim that reason is the slave of the passions;
desires can be reasonable or unreasonable, good or bad. Achiev-
ing a good character entails developing certain desires and emotions
rather than others. As his account of weakness of will shows, Aris-
totle is aware that you may have certain desires that you would
prefer not to have. Acting on your rationally preferred desires and
turning away from irrational ones by which you as a rational per-
son do not want to be motivated requires at least continence. But
if you are a fully virtuous person, a temperate person of practical
wisdom, your rational higher-order desires determine your first-order
desires.

So there is an answer to the reflective businessperson, or anyone
else for that matter, who asks: Why is it in my interest to be an honest
person rather than rapacious? It may be true that all will be better off if
all are honest, but then why should I not undertake the best strategy for
me, which is to be prepared to act dishonestly no matter what others
do? If character is a matter of what one enjoys, as Aristotle claims,
then these are shallow and wrongheaded questions.

Deciding on one’s interests

It is Aristotle’s position that character development6 involves devel-
oping one’s interests. A person of good character is one whose values,
understood as his or her or most important interests, are the right ones,
and who acts accordingly. The question that this statement raises is
not “How do I create a life that serves my interests?” but rather “How
do I decide what my interests are to be?7 What do I want to enjoy?”
When I consider what would be a good life for me, I should ask myself

6 We shall discuss Aristotle’s conception of it in Chapter 4.
7 The notion of interest is a tricky one. We might interpret Aristotle as saying that
all people have roughly the same interests, but many of them do not know what
their true interests are. When I speak of interests as being right or wrong, I have
in mind desires of a very high order.
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not only what I prefer, but alsowhat I would choose to prefer if I could
choose thoughtfully and rationally.8 That question cannot be readily
answered by reference to self-interest. (See Hartman, 1996, pp. 80–
3 and 134f., and Elster, 1985, pp. 109–40; the latter speaks of adaptive
preference formation.)
Your ability to reflect on your desires and to alter your character and

therefore your interests on the basis of that reflection is a characteristi-
cally human form of rationality. That makes it possible for you to plan
your future and construct your life, within limits (NE I 10 1100b34–
1101a14, VI 7 1141a27–9; De Anima III 10 433b5–10, 11 434a5–
10).9 You can do it well; you can also do it badly, as when the process
is dominated by a focus on popularity, or when it reflects the dimin-
ished opportunities and expectations of an oppressed person. We can
see Aristotle’s awareness of the importance of preference formation
when he takes it as self-evident (NE X 3 1174a1–4) that one would
not choose to live the life of a child, taking pleasure in childish things,
or to enjoy what is shameful. At IX 4 1166b23f. he refers to the vicious
person who wishes that he did not enjoy what he enjoys.
Most people, including most principle-based theorists, would agree

that the ethical quality of an act provides at least some reason to per-
form it, but the Aristotelian tradition has more to say than that being
ethical can help keep you out of prison, or that it can help forge the
bonds of trust that make an organization more effective, or even that
it feels good. To be ethical is to live well, and according to one’s human
nature, as a tree flourishes when it blooms or bears fruit. And the
nature of the human being is to be rational and sociable and to think,
intend, and act accordingly.
The typical principle-based ethical theory does not undertake to

answer questions about creating preferences and interests. Aristotle
does, and his answer is that the right choice is to prefer the life of a
virtuous person. Much of theNicomachean Ethics is devoted to giving
an account of the state of eudaimonia and to showing how attaining
this state is good for the agent as well as for the agent’s family, friends,
and community.

8 This is a particularly sophisticated version of Frankfurt’s (1981) view that
freedom of the will has much to do with higher-order desires.

9 I have profited from Irwin’s (Aristotle, 1999) commentary on these passages
and his further analysis of Aristotle’s views (1988, pp. 336–8).
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Those of us who are not saints cannot choose to enjoy courage
and generosity at all times; we find them occasionally burdensome.
And while you can get into the habit of enjoying doing some good
things, there are limits. No normal person can learn to enjoy root
canal surgery, however beneficial it may be. Some virtues can impose
short-term costs. Courage would not be courage if the courageous per-
son did not sometimes pay a price for it. Honesty entails opportunity
costs. But apart from whether doing the honest thing always pays, if
you are a virtuous person you think yourself better off on the whole
for being the sort of person who is inclined to do the honest thing.

Rationality and interests

So a fully rational person can decide what sort of life will be most
fulfilling in the long run and then be pleased to live such a life
(NE I 10 1100b33–1101a21). To complete his account of choosing
a good character, Aristotle needs to say what it is about a life that is
truly desirable, desirable to a rational person, and why.10

As we noted in Chapter 1, a substance is not a mere pile of stuff, and
a human life, like all substances, has to have some identity and conti-
nuity. So we want to have desires that form a coherent whole at any
time and through time, rather than desires that contradict each other
or violate our values or change often. Without this sort of integrity you
will sometimes desire, and may get, what you do not value. That point
Aristotle makes in his discussion of weakness of will, which causes us
to do what we do not value. You are better off as well as more virtuous
if your values and desires are consistent and drive your actions.

In fact Aristotle claims atNEX 7 1177b30–8a3 that one is identical
with one’s nous, the soul’s rational element, which he says is in some
way divine. Not to act according to it would be to choose the life not
truly your own. We can infer that he would hold that a life guided by
momentary pleasure or avarice or corporate culture is not a life lived
well, nor, given what he says about rational choice, freely.

Aristotle does not show that it is impossible to be consistently rapa-
cious, but he does give some reasons for saying that you cannot be a
bad person and still lead a happy life. If you are rapacious and you

10 Recall that you can desire A and B but prefer B, which may be achieved only if
you do not get A. But the Aristotelian ideal is having consistent desires.
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sometimes act nicely for strategic reasons, as when people are watch-
ing, you will often find yourself doing things that you do not enjoy.
You will be acting inconsistently with your values and with some of
your desires (NE IX 4 1166b7–14). You will have to smile and smile
and be a villain, and that is no enviable smile. Unless you are a total
degenerate, being vicious will put you at war with yourself: Aristotle
claims that the base person wishes that bad things had not become
pleasant to him, and he dislikes himself for it (1166b23–9).
A good personmay act differently under different circumstances, but

that is not a matter of incoherence. It is a matter of having constructed
a character strong and confident enough to be flexible and adaptive to
time, place, relations, and other features, including new and unfamiliar
features, of the particular situation.
Being base also puts you at odds with your community. As we are

sociable creatures, that is not good news.

Community

I claimed earlier that you cannot decide on the basis of self-interest
what your interests will be. There is evidence, however,11 that choos-
ing to want to be a good citizen is wiser than choosing to want to
be enormously rich. According to positive psychologists,12 people of
moderate but sufficient means are happier than very poor people on the
whole, but extremely rich people are not much happier than those who
are moderately well off. This echoes Aristotle’s view (X 8 1178b33–
1179a3) that to have eudaimonia one needs to be fairly well off but
not necessarily rich. According to the likes of Belk (1985) and Kasser
and Ryan (1996), cited in Haidt (2006), for most people strong per-
sonal connections are the key to happiness. So they agree with Aristotle
that humans are essentially sociable creatures, and that our sociability
affects the nature of the good life for us. But we should not readily
assume that happiness can easily be measured, or even defined.
Aristotle argues that wealth, because it is only a means to some other

end and not an end in itself, cannot be what is finally good in life
(NE I 5 1096a6–8). He also condemns pleonexia (NE V 9 1136b21f.
and elsewhere), which is a matter of grabbing more than one’s share

11 See Haidt (2001, 2006).
12 See Gilbert (2006, pp. 217–20) and Haidt (2006, chapters 5, 6, and 11).
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of something. He regards leisure as one of the great and necessary
goods of life (Pol VII 14 1333a35f.). And the more leisure one has,
when blessed with adequate material goods, the more necessary are
philosophy, self-control, and justice (VII 15 1334a23f.). From all this
we can infer, as Skidelsky (2009) does, that Aristotle would not admire
businesspeople who work long hours to make far more money than
they need and therefore have no time for a life of eudaimonia, partic-
ularly that of a good citizen (Pol VII 9 1328b38–29a2).13 And if they
do succeed in becoming rich, there is a good chance that they will not
be very content, because they will always be comparing themselves to
those who make more, and therefore working still longer hours.14 This
cannot be a good life.

To explicate the ways in which human beings are sociable would
take more space than any one author could spare. For example, one
might write many volumes on the ways in which language is necessarily
a social activity and how the meanings of expressions are necessarily
worked out in the public square. It is worth noticing that rationality is
a social matter as well, since rationality requires desiring to live well
and living well is a matter of living sociably. We should also recall the
point about the person who is bad but must appear good when others
are watching. If you do that, you violate rationality by doing things
you wish you did not want to do. You also violate your social nature.
For whatever else you may be, you are a family member, a friend, and
a citizen, and you ought to play those roles well.

Social capital

We see some of Aristotle’s views on human sociability reflected in the
notion of social capital. This is a fairly new concept, and there is no
consensus on exactly what it means.15 I shall take the term to refer to

13 Skidelsky notes that Keynes’ prediction that greater wealth would lead to
greater leisure has not been borne out. He suggests that the root of the
problem is the absence of any conception of the good life other than preference
satisfaction.

14 See, for example, Frank (2004, chapter 8).
15 The concept has been associated primarily with Putnam (2000). For a review

of the early literature on social capital as it relates to business see Adler and
Kwon (2002), who find almost as many definitions of the concept as there are
scholars who have studied it. Adler and Kwon note that social capital can have
negative consequences. What strengthens Us may harm our relations with
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certain individual characteristics as well as social and institutional rela-
tionships that create assets that generate future benefits, in particular
effective solutions to collective action problems.
The key to solving such problems is trust, which in turn requires

trustworthiness, which is an example of social capital. One obvious
benefit of trust is cooperation. Consider the tradition of barn-raising
among the Amish of Lancaster County. If Jacob Stoltzfus needs a new
barn, the men of the community join him in building it, while the
women make an elaborate lunch. Why does Samuel Zook help Jacob
Stoltzfus build a barn? Because, Samuel might say, it is more efficient
to have a barn built by a lot of people at once rather than to make it a
one-man job.
Samuel also knows that if his barn burns down, Jacob and others will

help him build a new one. That is, Samuel trusts Jacob, as he should,
because Jacob is trustworthy. Trust also comes from the Amish tradi-
tion of encouraging an inclination to be trustful enough to cooperate.
The Amish also have a practice of shunning the cynical, who are easily
exposed in a small community in which news about slacking travels
fast, considering the lack of communications technology.
What Samuel might or might not also say, though it is true and

important, is that the members of the community care about one
another: Samuel and others take Jacob’s need as a reason for action.
Ostrom and Ahl (2009) claim that what they call second-generation
collective action theories do not assume, as their predecessors do, that
the agents are homines economici. On the contrary the players have
“social motivations and endogenous preferences” (p. 21). I believe,
though Ostrom and Ahl do not quite say so, that Samuel’s friendly
attitude towards Jacob is crucial.16 If Samuel is old and knows that
his barn will almost certainly outlast him, he will still help Jacob even
though he will likely never need Jacob’s help. It would be fair to say
that that sort of attitude makes both Samuel and Jacob trustworthy,
but that is not all it does.
Ostrom and Ahl also make a claim that we ought to find interesting

in the light of the argument of Doris and others that the immediate
environment determines behavior more than do individual personal

Them. For a detailed account of the importance of social capital as it relates to
business ethics, see Sison (2003).

16 Bowles and Gintis (2011, especially chapter 11) would agree with me.
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characteristics: two communities may be similar in nearly all respects
but differ in the level of trustworthiness of their citizens. Ostrom and
Ahl infer that the trustworthiness of individuals is distinct from and
not determined by institutional arrangements (p. 26), though it seems
clear that the latter can have some effect on the former.

Consider a village commons in colonial New England. If the carrying
capacity of the commons is 110 sheep and there are 100 families in the
village with ten sheep each, you might expect Jeremiah Hopkins to be
tempted to put more than one sheep on the commons, since he will
benefit if he does, whether or not his neighbors do the same. But there
is a useful norm in place: one sheep per family. Jeremiah follows the
norm because he is trustworthy and trusts the other villagers to do the
same, and because he is motivated by the interests of his friends rather
than by pure self-interest. If all the villagers do the same, they are all
better off than if each acted on pure self-interest. (See Hardin, 1968. I
have discussed the commons in Hartman, 1996, especially pp. 74–8.)
Much the same is true of organizations. Employees who can get by

with minimal work may decide instead to try to contribute as best
they can to corporate success, with the result that all are better off.
We have seen good reason to doubt that incentive compensation pro-
grams, however well designed, can do the same. In effect they privatize
one’s work. First generation collective action theorists will approve of
this solution, which is consistent with their belief that agents are nar-
rowly selfish. But it is important for employees who are entrusted with
responsibilities to be worthy of that trust and to believe that others are
as well. Insofar as they care about one another and about the success
of the organization, trustworthiness will be encouraged, to the benefit
of the commons.

We go perhaps a bit further than Ostrom and Ahn and many ana-
lysts of social capital in identifying attitudes that solve collective action
problems.17 In some cases it matters that the participants are friends.
Insofar as Samuel cares about Jacob, he cares about the quality of
Jacob’s barn and the quality of his (Samuel’s) contribution to it. But
if Samuel is not only trustworthy but also virtuous, he will enjoy being
part of the “socially established cooperative . . . activity” of the barn-
raising, as MacIntyre would call it. He will enjoy hammering nails

17 But not further than Fox (1985), who takes a utopian and nearly anarchist
view of how to preserve the commons.
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not only because he is a good carpenter and therefore hammers nails
well and according to reason and as the professional would hammer,
but also because he knows that “hammering nails” is an inadequate
description of what he is doing,18 which is helping build a good barn
for his friend Jacob. What he is engaged in is a praxis and not only a
poiesis, and that is a good thing. Samuel is like an employee who cares
about accomplishing the mission of the organization for the benefit of
his fellow employees, the stockholders, and certain other stakeholders.
Aristotle does not have the concept of social capital, but he has just

the place for it. He believes that the people of the polis should be bound
together by relationships and attitudes that we recognize as creating
social capital. As we noted in Chapter 1, the citizens participate in
politics not to win benefits for themselves or their factions but to see
to it that justice is done and that the people live well. Emotional ties too
bind citizens, according to Aristotle. A successful community requires
at the very least that citizens take the interests of the community and
its citizens as strong reasons for action. There is no reason to believe –
and Aristotle does not believe – that a democracy in which individuals
pursue their own interests rather than what is best for the community
as a whole will be a good community. A polis is not a collection of
individual citizens making deals to get the best outcome for themselves
that they can manage; it is a community of citizens sharing certain
values and pursuing them. (See, for example, Pol IV 11 129b23–5 and
NE IX 6 1167b5–9.) From the point of view of a liberal like Rawls
(1971), this is a bit too much unity.

Intrinsic and instrumental goods

In the discussion of praxis and poiesis in Chapter 1 I interpreted Aris-
totle as saying that nearly all virtues create some benefit, or they would
not be virtues. But a virtue is a state of the soul, a good thing in itself.
It is intrinsically, not merely instrumentally, good for you to be hon-
est, courageous, and just. At the same time, those virtues stand you
in good stead in the community, and so are instrumentally good as
well. Intrinsic goods and instrumental goods converge because human
beings are sociable creatures, who cannot flourish with character traits

18 Recall from Chapter 2 the ethical importance of understanding actions under
adequate descriptions.
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that are incompatible with a self-created life in a community. So while
it is true that virtues are primarily internal states, their typical external
effects are a necessary condition of their being virtues.

A virtue is in some ways like the faculty of vision. When I see some-
thing, I am in a certain internal psychological state, but that inter-
nal state constitutes seeing if and only if I am related to some seen
object in the right way. It is not surprising that Aristotle believes that
we get intrinsic satisfaction from using our senses. (See Metaphysics
I 1 980a21ff., the second sentence of the work.)

To say that it is in my best interests to be a good friend and a good
citizen because I am by nature the sort of creature whose end (fulfill-
ment; purpose; actuality) is to enjoy being sociable looks like rigging
the game: Aristotle seems to be just stipulating that we are essentially
creatures who flourish in achieving our end, which is to be good cit-
izens and so on. We may not be so confident that it is in our nature
to be moral people and that being moral people makes us happy. But
there is much to be said for deciding to become the kind of person who
enjoys being a good friend and a good citizen and gets the most out
of friendship and citizenship. For whether or not we accept Aristotle’s
views about our essential nature, we can agree that much of what peo-
ple enjoy and nearly all that they accomplish require the cooperation
of others. This is true nowhere more than in business. It follows that
trust is important, as therefore is trustworthiness, as is honesty. In the
absence of enforcement mechanisms we can sometimes rely on virtue.
If I am your true friend, I am no more likely to cheat you than I am
to cheat myself. If I am a good citizen, I will not be motivated to be a
free rider – for example, to work hard to get the government to reduce
spending overall but to increase it for programs that benefit me. If I am
a good employee, I am even less likely to be a free rider, since we expect
employees to share the organization’s values more than a citizen must
share those of the state. (On this last point we probably differ from
Aristotle.)

Ostrom and Ahl show that communities similar in nearly all respects
may differ with respect to social capital. That suggests that the virtue
of the populace may not be sufficient to preserve the commons. Nor
is any system proof against vice. It is not the case, as Friedman seems
to believe, that firms that focus entirely on profit are more success-
ful, other things being equal, from a moral point of view. Nor is
it the case, as designers of incentive compensation schemes assume,
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that self-interest can be easily harnessed so that it serves corporate
interests.

Naturalism and the good life

In Aristotle’s view the essential facts about humankind go a
considerable way towards determining what is ethical. Many moral
philosophers of the past century have not accepted Aristotle’s position
or his way of getting to it. This is in part because they believe that it
is characteristic of ethics that you and I can agree on the empirically
determinable facts of the case but disagree about the ethics of the case;
so they reject his inference from propositions about human nature to
propositions about ethics. For example, you and I might agree that
1 percent of the populace of some country has 20 percent of the wealth,
but you might think that that is unjust while I do not. Most philoso-
phers would deny Aristotle’s view that the purpose or natural end of
some substance is anything like a straightforward, empirically avail-
able fact about it. This is not to deny that on moral issues one of us
may be right and the other wrong; it is rather that the empirically deter-
minable facts on which we agree do not imply ethical facts, on which
we may disagree.
So-called naturalists, closer to Aristotle, will claim that, for example,

from “Jones enjoys inflicting pain” we can infer “Jones is evil.” Oppo-
nents of naturalism argue that the inference requires another premise,
such as “Anyone who enjoys inflicting pain is evil,” which is a nor-
mative statement; we cannot infer the “ought” just from the “is.” So
there is a gulf between science and ethics, hence between psychology
and ethics. To operationalize ethical terms is to take an ethical stand.
So, for example, if we define the good as utility and then define utility
in the way economists do, we have stipulated a kind of utilitarianism
that even most economists would not embrace. The case of Deborah
seems to be a situation in which people can agree on all the facts but
disagree on the ethics of the matter. It would remain so even if we knew
precisely how much happiness would be generated for precisely which
stakeholders by sending Deborah to London as opposed to sending
Arnold.
But while we can and do argue about what counts as good or

harmful, there are limits to our disagreements. Someone who claims
that ethics is essentially about inflicting pain or putting things on top
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of other things or obeying Kim Jong Un is just mistaken about the
nature of ethics. Anyone who says, “Jones is a really good man who
just happens to enjoy vandalizing others’ property and torturing chil-
dren” is in much the same situation as one who says, “Jones is a
very intelligent fellow who just happens to be unable to think ratio-
nally, understand complex issues, solve problems of any kind, or retain
information.” It is a necessary truth that ethics has to do with human
well-being.19

Though we may disagree about many issues, such as whether and
when Smith may coerce Jones for Jones’s own good, there are never-
theless some areas of firm agreement about ethics; that much is indi-
cated by our use of words like cruel, whose denotation cannot be
cleanly separated from its connotation because its connotation deter-
mines what sort of person or behavior it denotes.20 We might disagree
about whether, say, hanging is cruel but still agree that stoning to death
is cruel. Our language permits us to agree to the extent of understand-
ing what we are talking about but at the same time to disagree and to
argue rationally about it.

Some, but by no means all, who argue for a clear division between
is and ought go on to say that ought-statements are neither true nor
false. But the sophomore skeptic mentioned in Chapter 2 will probably
not say anything like this: I grant you that Jones did stand up to his
bullying boss, but that is no reason to say that he acted courageously.
Or like this: Yes, Smith always keeps confidences, tells the truth, pulls
her weight, and does what she undertakes to do, but who’s to say that
she is trustworthy?21 It is of course possible that Jones was not acting
courageously, that instead he was showing off to win the admiration
of Smith. But to say even that is to concede that virtues can be invoked
to explain and justify some actions, and that the invocation may be
true or false.

Loyalty and trustworthiness can explain behavior in organizations.
So can dishonesty and fair-mindedness. If Jones, an employee, works

19 Saying what ethics is about is itself an ethical claim, though not a very specific
one. In Chapter 7 we shall discuss a conception of ethics that seems to bring
this claim into question.

20 See Putnam (2002) on cruelty and much more. Among other things, he argues
that many who advocate the fact–value dichotomy have a narrow notion of
fact, which they have inherited from the positivists.

21 Recall the claim, made in Chapter 2 and supported by Whetstone (2003), that
managers are comfortable with virtue talk.
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hard, it may be because he will get paid more for doing so. But in the
absence of incentive compensation, Jones may work hard because he
sees other employees working hard and feels that he owes it to them
and to the company to work no less hard than they do, because it is
unfair to be a free or even inexpensive rider. External events and states
do not explain everything, money is not the only motivator, and some
of the motivating states must be named in normative language.

Limits on the good life

The controversy over what counts as a good life is an old and hardy
one; I cannot summarize it, much less resolve it, here. But I can urge
that we not underestimate the extent to which certain facts about
human beings determine the limits not only on what could conceiv-
ably be considered ethical but also on what we can call the good life
and what constitutes well-being.
One might argue that well-being is about feeling good: it is subjec-

tive, and it matters not why you feel it. It is true that there would be
something odd about saying, “Jones feels good all the time, but he is
unhappy.” On the other hand, we might argue over whether Jones is
really happy if his good feelings are the result of ignorance of some
sobering facts, or of pleasant things happening to him rather than any-
thing that he has accomplished, or if he is satisfied with the life of a
couch potato or an elevator operator whose great thrill is to take the
elevator to the roof (Hartman, 1996, p. 36).
Think of physical health as an analogue to virtue and its eudaimo-

nia. There is something just naturally good about being healthy, but
that does not automatically make it attractive. Particularly if you are
out of shape and overweight, exercise is painful and eating and drink-
ing moderately is frustrating. You may think that robust health is not
worth the trouble, especially if you have been a contented couch potato
enjoying watching sports with your friends and drinking a lot of beer.
But if you do change your ways, over time you not only see progress
but also begin to feel good about jogging and pumping iron and about
cutting back on beer and potato chips. Having achieved a certain level
of fitness, you may wonder why you ever thought it would be painful.
Of course some fat chain-smoker might outlive you, but the odds are
on your side. More to the present point, health is its own reward. It
is an acquired taste, as are some virtues, but you have good reason to
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decide to acquire a taste for health and for a desire to enjoy working
out.

It is at least possible that an overweight television watcher experi-
ences as much subjective pleasure as a person who enjoys health and
fitness, but it is not probable, for only the healthy person can experi-
ence the subjective pleasure of having achieved health through rational
self-discipline. And so with good character: as a virtuous person you
have the positive subjective experience of having become able to act
in ways that contribute to your good character.22 That is a form of
pleasure unique to human beings, and to only some of them. Having
achieved your character, you would not be pleased to change places
with the dullard who gains little from life.

Philosophers who follow Bentham in holding that well-being is a
matter of one’s mental state are in the minority, but there is a subjective
aspect to the happiness of the physically or mentally healthy person.
Aristotle is no Benthamite.23 In his view there is something deficient
in your life if you have not designed it yourself; there is something
lacking in your life if you are not a citizen participating in the life of
your community, or if you have no good friends, even if you feel just
fine.

Well-being and sociability

To call humans sociable is not to say only that their individual inter-
ests typically require the help of others for their achievement. There
will indeed be much that Jones cannot do in the absence of the coop-
eration of others: building a barn may be one such thing. But it would
be a mistake to focus only on the good results of sociability for human
beings. Aristotle holds that it is natural to you to live in a good polis,
and that therefore you ought to be a politically active citizen. He
believes that you should have true friendships, which are natural to
you and good in themselves: they are not just about strengthening a
network of useful contacts. Friendships and family relationships at
their best are among the greatest pleasures of life. If you are miss-
ing these, your life is sadly lacking. As the positive psychologists say,
the happiest people have a close family and many good friends. In

22 For more along these lines see McKinnon (2005).
23 See Hausman (2012, pp. 78–80) and Annas (2011, pp. 128–44).
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saying this they suggest that family life and friendship constitute rather
than cause happiness. If so, happiness is not (as Aristotle believes that
eudaimonia is not) a mental state over and above the blessings of our
lives.
MacIntyre accepts this view in claiming (1985, p. 187) that excel-

lence in a practice – a “coherent and complex form of socially estab-
lished cooperative human activity” – is a form of virtue and creates
its own intrinsic goods. For example, cooperative work on a practice
requires, and so cultivates, not only technical skill but also trustwor-
thiness, honesty, sensitivity, pride in one’s work, loyalty to the group,
unselfishness, and other virtues. The practice may generate external
rewards like money and prestige, but the internal goods are more
important, and we should not reduce their motivating force by intro-
ducing observable independent variables like incentive compensation
schemes. If we are people of the right sort, we enjoy using our skills in
cooperative activity. MacIntyre doubts that this is possible in a firm,
but I shall argue in Chapter 5 that he is wrong. People can enjoy being
team players where the activity calls on their rationality and sociability.
There are some cases in which team play is not much fun. A military

unit in battle is probably not exactly enjoying the camaraderie that
unites the soldiers, but there is a kind of satisfaction in it all the same,
and the satisfaction has something to do with the notion that it is right
and good for us happy few to fight together upon St. Crispin’s Day,
quite apart from whether we care about Harry’s political ambitions.

Varieties of the good life

Thus far the claim that what is ethically good is somehow grounded in
human nature seems at least plausible. Insofar as human beings act
according to their rational and social nature and support others in
doing the same, they are enjoying the good life and being ethical. The
obvious objection is that some people appear to be perfectly happy
with a life that is minimally rational and only social enough to enable
them to get by. Surely, a liberal in the Rawlsian mode would say, we
want ethics to accommodate a range of lives that a range of people
might find appealing. The claim that a simple life consisting primar-
ily of the satisfaction of modest desires is a failed life seems to be a
piece of elitism. Different people will find fulfillment in different places,
and we need to be careful about claiming that one style of life is by
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definition better than another. So let me try to be careful. Without
committing myself to any detailed account of what the good life is,
I say that a reasonable view, a mean, lies between the proposition that
there is a detailed and unarguable account of what is good and the
proposition that the good is whatever someone happens to like. Rawls
himself falls between these extreme views when he claims that there
are some “primary goods” that any rational person will desire (1971,
p. 92). With the notion that what is good is just what someone likes
we associate the Enlightenment view as presented by MacIntyre. But
the extreme views are both false.

The claim that our nature determines what is good for us and that
what is good for us is to find a place in a good community may remind
us of the determinism of sociobiology or social psychology. Either
our genetic makeup or our immediate environment largely determines
what we do. Not so, from an Aristotelian point of view. For if we are
rational, we can reflect on and create our lives, even to the point of
choosing our interests. We know that Aristotle is a careful student of
the ways in which most of us fall short, but we do not fall short because
it is in our nature to do so.

I have argued that Aristotle sees rationality and sociability as work-
ing together. It does not seem to worry Aristotle that they may work
against each other. TheMilgram experiment shows how social pressure
can undermine rational deliberation, but at the other end of the spec-
trum we should not always reject the effect of the community. What
is required here is a mean between a form of individualism bereft of
community and a form of sociability that forfeits all independent delib-
eration.

Aristotle thinks that rational beings are partly responsible for the
creation of their own character (NE III 5 1114b23). This statement,
in the context of his views about sociability, suggests that you have an
obligation to make yourself the sort of person who has enough auton-
omy to permit a wise choice of a life that is coherent and sustainable
in a polis. It does not follow that any particular set of values is right
for all agents, but some values are good and some wrong for anyone.24

24 Giovanola (2009, p. 436f.) suggests that the “capabilities approach” (most
thoroughly described in Sen, 2009), which emphasizes the freedom and the
opportunity to function appropriately, is close to the Aristotelian view. The
capabilities are universal, but you have your own particular way of using them
(p. 437).
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So you might decide to become a professional soldier or a professional
singer, but you ought to be courageous in either case, whether in fac-
ing a fierce enemy or in singing a demanding aria before a large and
discerning audience.

Freedom to choose and the good life

In a liberal democracy we assume that citizens will have a variety of
what Rawls (1993) calls “comprehensive conceptions” of what is most
to be valued. So long as your comprehensive conception does not cause
you to interfere with others, you are entitled to it. This sort of polit-
ical freedom Aristotle does not advocate. As we noted, he holds that
in good communities there is a high level of unanimity. People should
have interests of the right sort, which are shaped by the good polis,
to which virtuous people want to contribute. That is one reason for
saying that ethics is continuous with politics. But even among those
with good interests there can be disagreements; so there is a place
for discussion and deliberation among the citizens as they consider
what justice demands. Still, Aristotle’s good polis does not resemble
the kind of liberal democracy that we find in the late Rawls. He does
not seem to have a strong sense that even the best possible government
is likely to be too ignorant and clumsy to micromanage people’s lives
very well. But Aristotle’s typical polis is a small community in which
people know one another, and in which the government is in the hands
of wise and virtuous men who care about the common good. We do
not know what he would say of a modern nation state, or even a big
city.
Choosing characteristically has certain results: one often gets what

one chooses. Deliberation whose result fails to contribute to the devel-
opment andmaintenance of a life that includes the enjoyment of family,
friends, and fellow citizens is self-undermining and therefore irrational.
Deliberating without rationality is all but an oxymoron. The rational-
ity of one’s desires is a crucial part of ethics, and of eudaimonia. What
could be good about having desires that make one a bad friend or a
bad citizen? What could be good about a constant desire for instant
gratification, or for incompatible outcomes? These dysfunctions are
not the result of the sort of rational choice that is essential to human
beings.
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It would be a mistake, however, to focus only on the results of delib-
eration. Aristotle believes that the act of free choice in itself is valuable.
Choosing – wishing, deliberating, evaluating, deciding – is a crucial
part of the life of a rational human being, as opposed to that of a non-
human animal. In the realm of human activities, deliberative choice
is important if anything is, and it must be done rationally. Surely you
would not be living a good life if your deliberation led to unexpected or
undesirable actions.25 To be rational is to be a creature that deliberates
and chooses in a way that only humans can. Deliberation and choice
are essential activities for any human life, and therefore for a good life.
They are good in themselves, but you can deliberate and choose badly,
even about your life as a whole.

This is not to say that deliberation and making a decision is always
fun. Sometimes it is difficult, even agonizing.26 Responsibility can
weigh heavily, especially if the decision is a hard one and its best pos-
sible outcome will entail a cost. It may be easier to let someone else
decide, even when your interests are at stake. But most of us want to
be the sort of person who can make autonomous decisions. We do not
admire or envy those who cannot or will not. And in any case, eudai-
monia is not the same thing as fun.

Considering the importance of autonomy in deliberation is bound to
lead to considering the limits of the good life. Aristotle does not seem
to countenance very broad limits: though he would no doubt agree
that we need soldiers and tradespeople and that they can be more vir-
tuous or less, he does not regard them as living a life of true eudaimo-
nia. MacIntyre opposes modern liberalism, which he thinks is unan-
chored in any defensible account of living well, of which no account
can be given that omits the essential relationship between the individ-
ual and the community. Liberals want no such anchor. Kupperman
(1991) seeks an intermediate position in criticizing the greatest of all
the recent liberal philosophers.

25 There are, however, slaves, whose enslavement Aristotle thinks is appropriate
if they are incapable of characteristically human deliberation and choice. (See
Pol I, pp. 4–7, 13.) On this basis we can fairly accuse Aristotle of a deficient
notion of rights.

26 Baumeister and Tierney (2011, chapter 4) argue that the act of deciding can
itself weaken one’s willpower.
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Liberalism

One of the great differences between Aristotle’s view of the purpose of
government and that of themodern liberal is that Aristotle believes that
the role of the polis is to support virtue in the populace, whereas the lib-
eral holds that the polis should support the liberty of the individual.27

Aristotle and Aristotelians like MacIntyre do not believe that it is a
good thing that people are at liberty to choose a childish or slavish
life. That kind of liberty MacIntyre takes to be an essential weakness
of modern liberalism.
Kupperman, a virtue ethicist, opposes Rawls’s (1971) view that

a good government is not committed to any determinate idea of
the good.28 He accuses Rawls of not taking “intellectual and aes-
thetic achievements and the development of character” into account in
assessing a society, and of not seeing how questions of resource alloca-
tion relate to questions about “what the important goods of a society
are” (Kupperman, 1991, p. 96), as though culture had no effect on how
resources get distributed. Rawls must be prepared to accept a coarsely
hedonistic “Tepid New World” – like Brave New World except egali-
tarian and democratic – rather than an intellectually and aesthetically
superior society in which the worst off are “materially” worse off
(p. 97). The Founders, prevented by the Veil of Ignorance from know-
ing their conception of the good, will have no basis for criticizing Tepid
New World (p. 98) or for preferring anything else. Followers of Aris-
totle and opponents of Enlightenment and particularly social contract
liberalism can also criticize Rawls for believing that one can conceive
of a human being apart from any community, as Aristotle cannot.
Most individuals in the Rawlsian Utopia will know their conceptions

of the good and be able to act accordingly, within broad constraints.
The government imposes no conception on its fellow citizens, but
instead permits various conceptions to coexist and possibly compete
within the community. Kupperman believes that a good government
will encourage richer views of the good life, for example by stocking

27 Here we are talking about liberals with libertarian tendencies, in the tradition
of Mill, rather than advocates of “nanny government.”

28 It was two years after Kupperman’s book came out that Rawls’s Political
Liberalism argued that a state should not enforce a “comprehensive
conception” of the good. But much of the argument of that book appeared in
1985 or earlier.
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libraries with classics likeHuckleberry Finn, which help develop moral
imagination and practical wisdom (1991, p. 99). Rawls declines to
grant the arts state support (1971, p. 100), perhaps because he is aware
that many citizens do not want their tax dollars to pay forHuckleberry
Finn and other classics.

Kupperman (2005, p. 208) believes that it is appropriate for a gov-
ernment to contemplate “quality of life issues.” Surely there are some
affirmative moral values that a good community shares. And if there
are not, morality can hardly exert even the social control that liberals
advocate. But the extent to which the government should encourage
these values, especially if there is no consensus about them, is not obvi-
ous to most of us today, though Aristotle had considerable confidence
that the elites governing a good polis should go quite far in encouraging
them.

Like other virtue and character ethicists, Kupperman sees in the likes
of Rawls the repugnant notion that whatever satisfies people can define
the good life, and worries that liberalism is morally adrift. But Rawls
envisages a community in which people “have a highest-order interest
in regulating all their other desires, even their fundamental ones, by
reason . . . ” (1993, p. 280). Rawls does not argue that one could ever
definitively describe the best possible kind of life, but neither does he
give evidence of believing that any kind of life that is satisfactory to
the individual is as good as any other.

In a Rawlsian world there is no reason to expect that under the
appropriate conditions disinterested people will create a community
that discourages creativity and encourages tepidity. It may turn out
that in a Rawlsian community some people will want to read Sophocles
or listen to Bach while others will prefer Danielle Steele and country
western. That is not necessarily a good thing, but justice in govern-
ment does not require pressuring people to change their reading and
listening practices. In any case, justice need not be the only virtue in
play, and the state is not the only influence on culture. The liberal view
is not that tepidity is good, but that we should let a thousand flowers
bloom and then see which ones survive reflection and experience and
who is best equipped to water them.

Yet virtue ethicists in the Aristotelian tradition are surely right in
claiming that values can be widely accepted without actually being
worth valuing. So what, we might ask, is worth valuing? To begin with,
no matter what may be valuable, it is necessary to value whatever is
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required by our ability to ask ourselves what is worth valuing – that is,
what the good life is. That requires a measure of rational reflection, as
therefore does the good life. (Rawls makes much the same point in the
passage cited just above.) And it is an unalterable fact that persons live
with other persons; we might promote that fact to a necessary truth by
showing that human beings would be profoundly and unrecognizably
different if they did not live together in communities. This is to make
the now familiar point that the human being is a rational animal and
a sociable animal.
What is inadequate about Brave New World and Tepid New World

is that their citizens fall short of their potential as human beings. They
are not capable even of asking themselves what a good life might be.
But Rawls does not seem to doubt that people in his Utopia will be
capable of that; and if they are, they will not be satisfied with tepid-
ity. In that respect Rawls is not neutral about tepidity, or about equal
respect and equal opportunity. Nor, despite the egalitarian element in
his conception of justice, is he neutral about the right of each person
to choose among a wide range of possible commitments.
Aristotle, Kupperman (1991, p. 155, for example), and Rawls too

(p. 280, quoted above) would regard commitment to self-interest as
empty. I believe all three would agree that in making one’s most impor-
tant commitments one decides what one’s interests will be. Aristotle
and Kupperman would consider a strong character a necessary condi-
tion of a good life, and I have no reason to doubt that Rawls would
agree.
Kupperman and Rawls do not differ seriously about what the good

life looks like. If they differ at all, it is over the role of the government,
as opposed to families or voluntary associations or other social entities,
in defining and promoting the good life. In the Politics Aristotle gives
the polis a stronger role in moral guidance than does either Kupperman
or Rawls, but he has in mind a polis that, unlike a federal or even state
government of our time, has a more homogeneous population and a
select and elite group of full citizens.
In spite of their differences concerning the appropriate role of gov-

ernment in sponsoring virtue, none of the three would claim that
there is any form of governance, actual or theoretical, that guaran-
tees that its citizens will live well. A good community requires virtu-
ous citizens, but they do not arise inevitably from some good form of
governance.
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The need for character in any case

Berkowitz (1999) is among those philosophers who believe that a lib-
eral regime will succeed only if citizens learn virtue in strong families
and in rich associations. He notes (p. 26, for example) that Rawls does
not adequately consider what a liberal regime ought to do to encour-
age these and other virtue-producing institutions. Aristotle would no
doubt agree. Those who doubt that homo economicus becomes homo
honestus in perfect markets or well-designed compensation schemes
will agree as well. Berkowitz himself offers no theory on what a gov-
ernment ought to do to promote virtue that sustains liberal democracy.
He sees instead an “unstable equilibrium” between liberalism and the
demand for a minimum of good character. That means that, to use
familiar terminology, there is a mean between these, but no algorithm
for hitting it. A certain amount of experience, including trial and error,
is required. There is some reason to say that education is the way to
achieve the necessary practical wisdom, but education itself is a polit-
ically contested area. In any case, the goal is to have a government
that supports but does not control stable and loving families, neighbor-
hoods full of good neighbors, civic associations, and other institutions
that are crucial to the success of any polity. To the extent that there is
no such government, virtue is at risk. But if people are not virtuous,
there will be no such government. Aristotle allows that it is conceivable
for a polis to be good collectively while the people are bad individu-
ally, but it is preferable to have good people, since the goodness of all
follows from the goodness of each (Pol VII 1332a36–8).
I have argued and shall continue to argue that in the right circum-

stances not only government but also business, including both organi-
zations and markets, can support good character. As we know, how-
ever, the circumstances are not always right. Some skeptics will go fur-
ther and say that the culture of capitalism is toxic from the point of
view of virtue.

Sandel (2012) is such a skeptic.29 A critic of Rawlsian liberalism, he
argues that to a great degree Americans have reduced value to price:
the notion that you get what you pay for has been extended into areas
in which goods have traditionally not been priced. We pay children for

29 Sandel is carrying on a long tradition of skepticism about what ought to be for
sale. See Claasen (2012).
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good grades; we pay people to wait in line for us; rich people spend
millions on political advertising and watch professional sports from
expensive skyboxes. In so doing we invite corruption, we undermine
important intrinsic goods, and we miss the point of public events that
rich and poor have heretofore enjoyed equally and together. Sandel is
no more swayed than Aristotle would be by the claim that these sales
involve willing sellers and willing buyers.30 Some of the things that we
do willingly are bad.
Sandel agrees with Aristotle’s view that money should be considered

a means to what is good, and not a good in itself. Both of them hold
that some things should be valued and that others should not be, even
if they are. Sandel infers the corollary that there are certain goods to
which money should not be a means. These goods, many of which have
to do with virtue and equality, ought to be valued for themselves and
not according to supply and demand. To commodify them is not only
to privatize what ought to be public goods but also to devalue them. It
is unlikely that our views about the value of parenthood, for example,
would survive if parents could sell their children to the highest bidder.
Sandel would not be surprised to learn that incentive compensation
schemes can work out badly because they undermine managers’ loyalty
to the company, which is often a stronger motivating factor than the
bonus that commodifies one’s work.
There are serious questions about what human beings ought to

value. Not all that we want is desirable, as Aristotle says. We might
be inclined to believe that Rawlsian liberalism leads to the crude form
of utilitarianism that neither Aristotle nor we would accept, or that
capitalism leads to the sort of commodification that Sandel criticizes.
But there is danger in the other extreme, the idea that a good gov-
ernment should permit only what it thinks is virtuous, whether in the
political sphere or the economic one.
Clearly the government can make things better or worse: for exam-

ple, it can establish public spaces and provide educational opportunity
for all, or it can privatize everything that most people want and sell it
all to the highest bidders. Either can happen in democratic capitalism.
But the fault is not in our system but in ourselves. Whether our politics

30 In fact Aristotle claims that to sell a shoe rather than to wear it is to fail to use
it for its proper and characteristic purpose (Pol I 9 1257a6–13). He does not
go so far as to say that one should never sell shoes.



The need for character in any case 125

and economics support the good life is largely determined by whether
we who vote and buy are virtuous. So we must believe if we believe
that there is such a thing as virtue. Of course if Doris and others are
right about virtue, there is little hope.

Large questions

Sandel raises questions of special concern to business ethicists. Does
business itself sometimes have a corrosive effect on communities and
the character of their citizens? Or are organizations sometimes hos-
pitable to virtue much as a polis is? The answer to both questions is a
cautious affirmative.

While some of what Aristotle says about the polis applies to com-
panies in interesting ways, the two are not the same. Depending on
one’s point of view, the purpose of the polis or of any good state is to
improve its citizens’ lives or to give them the opportunity to improve
their own lives. The purpose of a company is less clear. Neither Aris-
totle nor we would say that the primary purpose of a company is to
make its employees virtuous. Usually a company has a mission; always
it must make a profit. Normally it can support virtue in its ranks with-
out compromising its primary purpose, perhaps even as a way of sup-
porting that purpose, which need not be its only purpose. It may also
undertake to serve some internal and external stakeholders, particu-
larly employees and customers. But beyond the purposes that a com-
pany sets for itself, the community safeguards markets and otherwise
supports business as a whole because business does or should perform
a crucial public service.

In spite of this good news, we simply cannot say that most compa-
nies make their employees virtuous, or that failure to support virtue
will always undermine a company’s profitability. We can say that it
is in several respects a good thing for a company to be supportive of
its employees’ virtue, and that taking the interests of employees and
certain other stakeholders as reasons for action is also a good thing
and can help a company succeed. We shall discuss that issue further in
Chapter 5.
Business can be a positive ethical force. It does not follow that it

usually is. In particular, it will not be if businesspeople are unethi-
cal. But in the course of this book, especially in Chapters 5 and 7, I
shall argue that there are some features of capitalism that support the
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virtues and that we can learn lessons fromAristotle about how that can
happen.
Our next step is to consider what Aristotle says about the develop-

ment of character, in which the polis is a crucial factor. I have claimed
that the ability to construct one’s character is a defining characteristic
of human beings. Chapter 4 describes how Aristotle thinks we do it.
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How we begin to acquire character

We have seen that Aristotle claims that a person of good character has
and acts on certain virtues, hence dispositions and emotions and even
interests that are consistent with the essential human characteristics of
rationality and sociability. But how does one acquire these virtues and
other items? I cannot simply decide one morning that I am going to be
an honest or courageous or patient person. I must cultivate the virtues,
and I cannot do it on my own: I must be socialized.

Aristotle gives his account of character development in the early
chapters of NE II and in some passages in NE III. A typical human
being is born with the capacity to be courageous or cowardly or other-
wise virtuous or vicious, but does not possess any virtue or vice at birth.
You acquire (say) bravery by first acting as a brave person acts until it
becomes a habit, much as you become a harpist by playing the harp.
In that way your decisions create your character (NE III 2 1112a2f.).
You cannot become a good person by studying ethics as a purely philo-
sophical subject: that would be like trying to achieve health by listen-
ing to what a physician has to say about health and not acting accord-
ingly (II 4 1105b13–19; cf. II 2 1103b28–30). Aristotle does not choose
the analogy lightly. As I suggested in the previous chapter, health and
virtue have much in common. Truly healthy living requires actually
undertaking a certain mix of diet and exercise rather than just reading
about it.

But you can practice badly over a period of time and thus become
a bad harpist, so you need a good teacher. Similarly, you can set out
to practice acting courageously but fall into the habit of acting in a
foolhardy way. To avoid this, you needmoral guidance, which typically
comes from your polis or from your parents, though Aristotle puts
greater emphasis on the polis as teacher. This is not surprising, given
what he says about the function of the polis as upholder of virtues

127
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and communities: noted in Chapter 1. You should start doing the right
things early in life, and thus develop good habits and in due course
become a good person. It is a long process.1

Rules can play a part in your early development. Telling a child not
to lie, for example, and enforcing the rule against lying will help the
child get into the habit of telling the truth. We come to have correct
desires through the mechanisms of pleasure and pain – reward and
punishment, as we might say if we follow Skinner (1972). In fact the
development of character is a matter of learning to enjoy right actions
and find wrong ones painful (NE II 3, especially 1104b5–13). So by
guided habit one is learning the right emotions and desires.
But adult education is more than habituation: for those who have

moved beyond reaction to reflection, virtue is about reasoning (NEX 9
1180a7–12). So, for example, later in life we learn why truthfulness is
important. Then, knowing its purpose, we may learn that one can tell
the truth in a way that defeats its purpose by misleading listeners. We
learn that there may be times and places and ways and circumstances
in which lying is appropriate, as when the secret police ask you where
your dissident friend is. But even then we may tell a necessary lie with
some feelings of repugnance, owing to our habit of truth-telling, with
which we have become comfortable.
We have noted that Aristotle takes emotion to be an important

aspect of virtue. It is a person of good character who, needing to act
rightly in the face of danger, willingly braves the danger and acts with-
out undue fear. But Aristotle demands more: the truly courageous per-
son does not have to push aside any serious temptation to cut and
run. One faces the foe or takes the risk with alacrity. But as we know,
Aristotle says in his discussion of weakness of will in NE VII that you
may want to be courageous and believe that a courageous person will
join in this attack, but still run the other way. Or you may join the
attack by overcoming an almost paralyzing fear and running towards
the enemy while wishing it were not necessary to do so and whimper-
ing the whole time. Or you may foolishly believe that there is nothing
to fear. In these cases you fall short of true courage. Preparation in
the form of repeated drilling is the usual way to help soldiers face the
enemy bravely, but Aristotle would doubt that mere drilling imparts

1 With approval Moberg (1999) cites Costa and MacCrae (1994), who provide
evidence that character is not well fixed until about age 30.
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true courage, which requires knowing how, when, why, and under
what circumstances to stand fast.

In a workplace a strong corporate culture may support good or bad
values, as we have noted, in part by habituating people to certain ways
of acting. Beyond rewards and punishments, role modeling can encour-
age good habits. Talking openly about corporate values and about a
corporate mission with which employees can identify is often effective
as well. Rules too, including ethics codes, may enforce good habits,
particularly if people understand their rationale. But as Bazerman and
Tenbrunsel (2011, chapter 6) point out, rewards and punishments by
themselves do not always have the intended effect. Aristotle agrees.

Habituation

Consider how little Philip learns to speak. At first he repeats words
in just the contexts in which his parents say them; then he says the
words in similar contexts. But in some cases the context is similar in
the wrong way. So he says “daddy” when his father is present, but
then also when some other man is present. In correcting him, the par-
ents are educating him in the use of the word “man,” which he will
then use more reliably thereafter, as he gradually acquires the concept
man. In due course he develops more difficult concepts, such as those
relating to states, events physical and psychological, and even to right
or wrong.

Philip extrapolates from the cases in which his initial words have
been confirmed: he reacts to cases that are similar to or different from
the original ones in important respects. So a dummy is not a man
because it is lifeless, and breakfast and lunch are not the same meal
because they are eaten at different times. In due course Philip may
progress from habitually making correct statements about persons and
lunch to learning some rules that allow him to extrapolate from famil-
iar cases: for example, that breakfast is eaten first thing in the morning
and lunch around midday.

Philip begins to learn courage by doing as his parents say in taking or
avoiding risks, and by following the examples of others. If he follows
bad examples, his parents and others correct him, we hope. In this way
Philip gets into the habit of performing brave acts, on the whole, but
even then he is not fully courageous. For one thing, he makes telling
mistakes. He cannot quite distinguish between courage and machismo,
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for example; so he sometimes takes inappropriate risks because his
peers are doing so, or because Andrea is watching. He is fairly good at
doing and avoiding the sort of thing his parents have taught him to do
and avoid, but he does not extrapolate very well from the paradigm
cases. He might act courageously on the football field as a result of
hours of practice and playing in games but be terrified of going to the
dentist. Even when Philip gets it right and takes the right amount of
risk, he does so without having thought about why what he has done
is courageous, or about why he should or should not do it.
Philip learns any concept by extrapolation to new situations and

actions. When a new case presents itself, we look for important simi-
larities to the old ones that form a basis for framing the new case one
way or another. Sometimes the decision is arbitrary. Sometimes there is
a solid scientific basis for the decision. Sometimes we extrapolate on a
pragmatic basis. If we take the analytic–synthetic distinction seriously,
we think that some features attach to things by definition. Aristotle
thinks that some similarities are more important than others because
they reflect essential rather than accidental differences. So a good act is
one that is performed by a good person, and there is nothing arbitrary
about the essence of a good person.
Consider the development of one’s concept of a human being. Even

young children can usually identify and reidentify a person correctly,
and can distinguish a person from a robot. But true mastery of the
concept requires knowing a great deal about what a person is – the
essence, as Aristotle would say. And arguments about what a person
is are moral arguments in part.
If I blow the whistle on my boss, is that an act of treachery or of

justice? The case is difficult in part because it resembles both cases
of treachery and cases of justice. We might be able to state principles
giving necessary and sufficient conditions for treachery and others for
justice, but they will be of little help in cases that seem to meet the
criteria for both. Aristotle’s view is that cases like this require practical
wisdom for correct framing, and practical wisdom has an emotional
component. We might prefer to say instead that in some cases no one
way of framing is salient, that instead one needs to be aware of the
variety of ways in which each case can be described.
Aristotle is aware that the process of induction does not automati-

cally lead to a coherent concept of the item in question. We use words
in ways that differ from their original meanings, or have analogical
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meanings, or relate differently to some focal concept.2 All the same,
he believes there is such a thing as getting the concept right, that is,
understanding the essence of whatever is before us. Aristotle does not
believe that this is easy: in some cases there are simple principles for
projection; in others, particularly ethical cases, there are no evident
and airtight ones. In a disputed case it may be necessary to test our
intuitions against a tentative principle for applying the word to decide
whether some event or act is a virtuous one.

Crary and Aristotle

Alice Crary (2007), undertaking to show how moral thinking is
broader than moral judgment-making, deals with two features that
some philosophers find it difficult to attribute to moral language at
the same time. We want to say, as moral realists do, that some moral
statements are objective; but we also want to say that they are action-
guiding.3 Crary argues that a concept is objective in the broad sense
that it determines the same content in different circumstances even if
the sameness of content is not determined by reference to some stan-
dard external to our discourse. It may be objective from the point of
view of the people who use the concept and have a sense of how to
use it right and extend it to new circumstances. For while these people
may argue about how to use it right, they nevertheless typically believe
that there is a fact of the matter about which they are arguing. This
analysis includes moral concepts, she claims.

How to deal with new cases is an issue for Crary as for Aristotle.
She holds we have “a sensitivity to the importance of similarities and
differences,” but “there is no question of rigidly specifying the content
of the envisioned sensitivity” (p. 41). And moral development is in part
a matter of improving that sensitivity, which Aristotle would recognize
as part of practical wisdom.

Aristotle deals with the problem of objectivity and action guidance
by drawing on his teleological science. He takes it as a fact that a
human life has certain ends that are good because they are natural;
so to call a trait a virtue is to relate it to a good end and thus both

2 In an important and controversial essay, Owen (1960) discusses how Aristotle
deals with this matter.

3 I am not convinced that there is a problem here. A sign that reads “Wet Paint”
is factual but guides one not to sit on the bench. But this is a very long story.
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state a fact about it and indicate a reason for having and acting on
that trait. Aristotle does not worry about objectivity very much. On
the other hand, ethics is not an exact science: for while there are right
and wrong answers to ethical questions, we cannot always be sure
what they are, and we cannot find them by applying some detailed and
reliable formula.
Crary argues that the sensibilities – which, as in Aristotle’s case,

include emotional reactions – that we bring to bear in speaking and
acting on the basis of what we consider important constitute much of
what morality is about. She holds that talking about importance in
this way, even when the concepts in question are not ones that we nor-
mally consider ethical, opens the door to cases in which one is engaged
in moral thought (p. 44). We cannot readily separate our assumptions
and sensibilities about what is important into the moral and the non-
moral. Some of them may seem nonmoral but still be a part of moral
thinking in the broader sense on which Crary focuses.
By way of illustration Crary cites Gilbert Ryle’s critical views of Jane

Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, among others of her novels (pp. 138–
49). Ryle assesses the sort and degree of pride that each of the main
characters in Pride and Prejudice exhibits and makes it clear that,
while not all of their forms are obviously moral – the donnish and
passive pride of Mr. Bennet and the “vacuous complacency” of Mr.
Collins (p. 141) are not what we would present as standard examples
of virtues or vices – they are nevertheless central to who each of the
characters is, and linked with the traits that we do readily call virtues
or vices.
Aristotle similarly appears not to distinguish our acquisition of the

concept man from that of the concept just. In both cases a child gets
into the habit of saying the word under the right circumstances – a
complicated matter, according to Aristotle, and it takes time to learn
how to do it – but then eventually needs to reflect on how it ought to be
done, especially in difficult cases and unfamiliar ones. He assimilates
moral cases to nonmoral ones at least as much as Crary does. On the
Aristotelian view, to identify anything is to identify it as a substance, or
a property of a substance, or an event involving substances; in any such
case there is some reference, perhaps indirect, to a substance and there-
fore to a purpose or good end. To be able to identify something as a
human being or reidentify it as the same human being requires know-
ing what a human being is. That necessity, in turn, as we can infer
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from arguments about abortion, requires dealing with some moral
issues. No concept, no human feature worth talking about, is with-
out moral content. For by definition a human being has certain pur-
poses and tends toward certain good end-states, which form the basis
of ethics.

Aristotle has a point. Even today we define many psychological
features functionally: pathologies are teleological concepts. Aristotle
holds that every feature of a human being is essentially related to
the whole of the person’s life, hence to the purpose of the person’s
life, hence to the good life, hence to virtue. Consider intelligence, for
example. Aristotle distinguishes ethical from intellectual virtues, but
all virtues require practical wisdom, which no unintelligent person has.
Of practical wisdom we can also say that it knits the traits of a virtu-
ous person together. Aristotle believes, quite reasonably, that flourish-
ing involves more than just what we would consider moral virtues. It
includes a sense of humor, for example, and other fairly self-regarding
traits. Aristotle would probably accept Ryle’s characterization of Mr.
Collins’s personality traits and would regard them as not contributing
to his flourishing. They are part of his character, but they give Elizabeth
and us reason to ridicule him, not to hate or fear him.

Skills and habits

The ability to act truly courageously is like a skill, of the sort that
a carpenter or a musician might have after years of experience and,
in due course, reflection. Perhaps you remember learning to play the
piano. When you start learning and your mother makes you practice
an hour a day, you are not good at it and you do not enjoy it very
much. You do it to avoid bad consequences from your mother. As
time goes by, though, your playing improves and you begin to enjoy
it. You also become conscious of technique. You learn that playing
well is not just a matter of hitting the right notes: expression counts.
Eventually you play superbly and get extraordinary pleasure from it.
Having learned some of the technical aspects of playing, you can say
why Glenn Gould is better than John Tesh.4 As Newton (1992, p. 359)

4 Yogi Berra once said to a sportswriter who was also an amateur pianist, “We
just bought a piano. Can you come over some time and show us how it
works?” Berra evidently espoused the principle-based theory of piano playing.
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says, employees may develop that way in their jobs: first they follow
instructions; then after a time they act by habit; finally, at least in some
kinds of job, they understand the purpose of what they are doing and
creatively find new ways to do it. It is fair to add that they also come
to enjoy it more.
Recall that Aristotle distinguishes between doing (praxis) and mak-

ing (poiesis). The former activity can be enjoyed just for itself; the lat-
ter is valued for its consequences. When you start learning to play the
piano, your activity is a poiesis, because its purpose is to please your
mother, or at least keep her off your back. Eventually it becomes a
praxis. We might push Newton’s point a bit further and say that, in
some jobs at any rate, the purpose becomes not just getting a paycheck
but doing the work in a virtuoso way.
An organization might use habituation to discourage sexual harass-

ment by rewarding and punishing good and bad behavior. It is of
course possible to make rules that will be useful insofar as they are
based on a clear understanding of what sexual harassment is and what
is wrong with it. The problem is, notoriously, that it is difficult to say
exactly what constitutes harassment; and in the absence of a clear defi-
nition, the law may seem to be demanding that people, especially men,
walk on eggs. So it often is with rules and principles. But if it were
possible to get all male employees to speak and act with respect for
women, in due course they might accept them as fellow employees
and feel comfortable in treating them accordingly and deplore treating
them otherwise. Many men cannot immediately change their attitude
about this; but they can act respectfully or courageously or justly for a
time, perhaps trying to imitate a role model, until they get into the habit
of doing so. They will still make the occasional gaffe, or bend over too
far backwards, but they are making progress towards acquiring the
virtue. “Assume a virtue if you have it not,” Hamlet urges Gertrude.
He suggests that she refrain from having sex with Claudius that night,
and the next, and over time it will become easier to abstain. “For use
can almost change the stamp of nature.”5

If all goes well with Gertrude, she will not only get into the habit of
not having sex with Claudius but also become comfortable with her

5 I follow Audi (2012) in using this passage to make a point about habituation.
Aristotle would emphasize that one cannot literally change the stamp of nature,
however; hence the “almost.”
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abstention, and she will be moved not only by her son’s importunate
emotions but also by considering what is wrong with having sex with
Claudius: it is incest, technically, and he is a bad man. In the case of
sexual harassment, it is a good thing for a man to get out of the habit
of calling women “sweetie” in the workplace and interrupting them all
the time in meetings, but true virtue is a matter of acting better because
one genuinely and with good reason respects women.

Free will

People of strong character can resist environmental pressures to act
against the considered first premises of their practical syllogisms, so
they have more autonomy than those who succumb against their better
judgment, or just do not recognize the pressures that influence them.
Autonomy in this sense – the ability to form and act on intentions
that are based on one’s well-considered values – is virtually equivalent
to practical wisdom, which is a necessary and sufficient condition of
good character. But we do not withhold blame from the weak-willed:
their incontinence is a fault in them. Character development aims at
something better. We are ethically obligated to acquire the right traits
and desires and the ability to act on them.

All this tracks with Aristotle, but there is a possible problem in
his account. He holds that one’s family and polis strongly influence
character development. If you are fortunate, your parents and fellow
citizens will offer you good role models, rewards and punishments,
and ethical education. But what if you are not so fortunate? Is it your
fault if your family and your polis are bad and raise you accordingly?
Aristotle claims that you are jointly responsible for your character
(NE III 5 1114b23), but it is hard to see how you can be responsible
for your character at all if you cannot choose to avoid being brought
up in a degenerate family or polis. In any case, acting on the basis of
habit does not seem to be acting autonomously.

Aristotle is well aware of factors that make actions voluntary or
involuntary, and thus beyond the reach of praise or blame; that is
the topic of NE III, especially chapters 1 and 5. Acting under phys-
ical compulsion is an example of an involuntary action. But if you
do something wrong out of ignorance because you are drunk, it is
your fault, because you voluntarily drank to excess (III 5 1113b30–3).
Ignorance of a certain kind may also excuse you: you may know that
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trespassing is wrong while not knowing that you have strayed onto
my property. In this case you know the universal but not the particu-
lar. (Whether your ignorance is a legal excuse is another matter.) But
if you know that selfishness is wrong but fail to see that what you
are doing is selfish, you are responsible. Nor does any other sort of
weakness of will excuse you. Aristotle says that your choices form
your character (III 5 1114a6). If you are responsible for your char-
acter in that way, you are also responsible for what appears to you to
be good, because your character determines what appears to you to be
good (III 5 1114b1). If demanding more than your share seems to you
simply a case of standing up for yourself, or if you are insensitive to
some ethically salient aspect of a situation, there is a problem about
your character.

The issue of causal determinism

Aristotle does not contemplate the determinist objection, familiar in
recent centuries, that the decisions we make, even as we develop a
character, are themselves the products of unknown preexisting causal
conditions beyond our control and knowledge. One likely reason for
Aristotle’s apparent failure to face this problem is that he does not
embrace causal determinism generally, or understand causality as we
do.
Yet Aristotle’s position on free will is not far off the mark. It makes

sense to think of free will as the ability to form and act rationally on
intentions that are in turn based on rational values and desires. Weak-
ness of will is a good example of the absence of free will, since your
will is weak rather than free and effective. In a state of weakness of
will you are caused by inappropriate factors in your environment or
by your own psychological pathologies not to act rationally, and the
reasons you offer for your actions are rationalizations at best. On this
account, free will is a matter of degree. So, arguably, is the appropriate-
ness of praise and blame, because one may be more or less susceptible
to them. (But the appropriateness of praise and blame does not track
precisely with its effectiveness, or with freedom of the will.) Paradox-
ical as it may seem, you may not be able to decide whether to have
freedom of the will; you may find it difficult to get into the habit of
acting rationally and therefore virtuously. Your ability to act freely can
be a matter of luck in upbringing or in some other respect.
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Aristotle does not believe that you are always a passive victim of
your desires, however: weakness of will is not universal. As we have
noted, he does believe that base people are victims of desires that they
wish that they did not have, because bad things have become pleas-
ant for them (NE IX 4 1166b23–9). Their first-order desires are not
under the control of their second-order desires. That we must avoid in
ourmoral development. Elster (1985) advocates “self-management” to
keep inappropriate desires and emotions from diverting us from our
most rational intentions. This may involve staying away from situa-
tions in which we are vulnerable, as well as what Elster calls strategic
preference formation, noted in Chapter 3: we cultivate certain desires
that support us in acting according to our values. This cultivation pre-
sumably includes getting into the habit of acting as if one had certain
preferences and certain reasons for action and thereby eventually com-
ing to have them. So we develop habits of desire and of reasons for
action, and not just habits of action. (See Werhane et al., 2011, for
further advice along these lines.) Notice that managing yourself in this
way requires having a fairly clear notion of the way you want your life
to go. As Aristotle says, you need to aspire to a life defined by desires
better than those of a child (NE X 3 1174a1–4) or a base person.
Rational choice is characteristic of human beings, and a good thing

in itself. You are responsible for your choices to a significant degree.
But Aristotle links human nature, rationality, virtue, and eudaimonia
so closely that he leaves little or no room for free choices that are bad.
These are the result of the process of choice going wrong, as in the case
of weakness of will, which undermines your autonomy.Whether or not
we entirely agree with Aristotle, most of us would say that people in
the grip of some pathology, including severe weakness of will, have
autonomy that is so sharply limited as to be unworthy of the name.

One might be tempted to object that this account simply ignores
causal determinism. For how can I be free to act when all of my actions
are the results of prior causal conditions? But it is far from clear that a
caused action is an unfree action. If my action is caused by my knowl-
edge and my sound and careful deliberation based on values that take
appropriate ethical and other practical considerations into account,
it is as free as an action can be. A certain action that I take – say,
applying my car’s brakes – might be caused in part by my seeing a
toddler walking out onto the street and in part by my aversion to
killing innocent children. There is no reason to believe that the presence
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of these causal conditions, my vision and my values, undermines my
freedom.6 Now if I had hit the child because I had poor vision or was
in the grip of an ungovernable compulsion to kill innocent people, I
would have been performing an unfree action.Whether my good vision
and rationality in one case or my bad vision and irrationality in the
other are results of my upbringing is irrelevant to the question of free-
dom. Kant calls this sort of approach a subterfuge, but it matters that
you have the ability to make a rational decision even if it is caused
by some previous conditions of your eyes and brain. Does it matter
that something causes your 20–20 vision, which in turn causes your
rescuing the toddler? Could it be otherwise?
Rationality has a central place in this account of free will. If virtue

is nothing but good habits, without reflection, then even the virtuous
do not control their own lives. But becoming virtuous is a matter of
rationality as well as habit.

Rational reflection

Getting beyond habit

Aristotle says that we proceed from habit to reflection on the way to
virtue (X 9 1180a7–12), but his account of weakness of will shows
that our progress does not take a straight line. It is possible for me to
come to a reasonable conclusion about how to deal courageously with
the boss but still be too weak of will to do it, possibly because I am
in the habit of keeping safely quiet. Duhigg (2012, pp. 129–32) argues
that sometimes you increase your willpower by developing new habits
to drive the old ones out. Like Gertrude, you may assume a virtue, take
a deep breath, and with trepidation say to the boss, “Margaret, there
may be some problems with what you’re suggesting.” You keep doing
this, and over time it will become easier to act courageously as you
know you should. Still, knowing when and how to challenge Margaret
is not only a matter of habit.
It is worth noting that Duhigg (pp. 138f.) finds evidence that one

can strengthen one’s willpower across the board. So, contrary to what
Doris and others may lead us to expect, it is at least possible to gain

6 Recall that these factors are real causes. See Davidson (2001, Essay 1).
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courage in the office, in the dentist’s chair, and elsewhere – and develop
other virtuous habits at the same time.

So long as virtue is just a habit, Philip is likely to be courageous in
some situations but not others. He will cheerfully accept hard contact
in a football game, since he has played a lot of football, but he resists
the dentist’s drill and shrinks from asking Andrea to the prom.7 Aris-
totle would say that Philip is not truly courageous if he is cowardly
or reckless off the football field. To be fully courageous requires Philip
to have a clear idea of what his values are and to be concerned about
them – to be concerned, that is, about the kind of person he is. Know-
ing what courage is and why it is important to act courageously enables
Philip to be confident in his belief about what is the courageous thing
to do in a particular situation. Clearly all this demands a high level of
rationality. This point seems to suggest that what looks like courage in
a bad cause is not true courage, for it is based on false beliefs or unten-
able values. That is what Aristotle says about “courage” shown for
bad reasons or in a bad cause. It might be more courageous to refuse
to fight in an unjust war than to fight in it.

Socrates was wrong in thinking that knowing what is the coura-
geous thing to do is a sufficient condition of doing it. He was probably
also wrong in thinking that it is possible to give a neat, unitary def-
inition of courage or anything else. But being able to give some sort
of true account of what courage is, perhaps by stating certain v-rules,
surely contributes to one’s ability to act courageously. If Philip is gen-
uinely courageous, he knows that courage requires him to speak can-
didly when the boss asks his opinion even if she will probably not enjoy
hearing it. That is worth knowing, but it is not enough. He must know
what courage looks like in practice. If the boss proposes to do some-
thing that Philip thinks is a mistake, Philip should state his reasons
for disagreeing with the proposal, but he should not call the boss an
idiot. In some cases Philip will state his objections but then get with
the program if the boss does not budge. In other cases Philip will dig in
his heels, or perhaps resign, or perhaps blow the whistle. True courage
sometimes requires Philip to be very practical and extremely wise, and
to have supportive emotions as well. His courage entails acting at the

7 Doris and others think that this is the way things usually are, because people
are not rational enough to regiment their beliefs and desires according to
reason. Aristotle himself would concede that that is true of many people.
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right time, in the right way, with respect to the right person, and so
on.
Suppose that Philip has good reason to believe that in the long run

the boss will get over her initial irritation and respect him for chal-
lenging her, but his will is weak, and he decides not to challenge her
because the thought of it makes him very nervous. In this and many
other ways we are all sometimes irrational. Our values and some of
our desires are inconsistent: we want what we wish we did not want,
sometimes because emotion plays an inappropriate role; and we act on
desires that are inconsistent with our values rather than on those we
know should be guiding our actions. As we have discussed, a variety of
factors can undermine our virtues, as we weaken or rationalize. That
is one reason why it is important to have the right emotions.
Aristotle seems to believe that our emotions are creatures of habit.

To become accustomed to something helps us lose our fear of it, our
disgust at it, our indignation about it. Emotions of this sort cannot
easily be reasoned away. On the contrary, we are more likely to cast
about for a rationalization of emotion-based prejudices. But Jones may
stop feeling unmanned and resentful as he gets accustomed to reporting
to Smith and to thinking of her not as a woman but as a good manager,
assuming that she is.

What rationality adds

If you are a virtuous person, you have a rational basis for what you do.
In particular, you understand not only the importance of (say) honesty,
but also something of its purpose, of how it contributes to our lives
together. But to say that virtue entails rationality is not to say, nor
is it true, that the genuinely virtuous person has achieved the sort of
knowledge of courage or benevolence that a mathematician has of the
triangle. On the contrary, ethical maturity is a matter of getting beyond
attentively following rules. At a certain point you are on your own, in
the sense that you make decisions without having a principle to tell you
exactly what to do. Hank Saporsky had no manual to consult before
deciding to insist that Deborah be sent to London. If he had been asked
why Deborah ought to go, he could have given an insightful answer,
no doubt having something to do with the importance of a corporate
commitment to her and others like her. But his answer would not have
proved that he was doing the right thing. It was not like deciding to
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fire a consultant who had been systematically cheating on time and
expense reports. It was a new situation, one that did not match any
previous situation feature for feature. It did not require new virtues, but
it did require Hank to think anew and independently. One reason for
praising Hank’s character is that he is open to continuing development
of his virtues as new situations arise. He can deal with these situations
because his decisions are grounded in his character, which can adapt
without wavering.

You want to avoid the situation in which, like the base person, you
find pleasant what you despise: in that case your lowest-order desires
are out of control. In the opposite case, you have reached the pin-
nacle of adult education when you are able to address the highest-
order question, “What sort of person do I want to be?” I argued in
Chapter 3 that the sort of person you are determines what your inter-
ests are; so the Aristotelian question is in effect asking, What do you
want your interests to be? I noted that according to Aristotle you will
not want to have childish or shameful interests; you want interests
that are consistent with your fully developed humanity. This question
would not be out of place if you are taking a business ethics course.
Do you want to be the sort of person who can enjoy only overwhelm-
ing financial success? Or the sort of person who enjoys a life in which
work plays an important but not dominant role and in which that work
offers challenge, variety, growth, association with interesting people,
and compensation that lets you live comfortably? The question is not
which one you prefer. It is a higher-order question about which one
you would choose to prefer if you could make that choice. It is not a
straightforward question about self-interest, though in Chapter 3 we
saw some evidence from positive psychologists that the latter sort of
life is happier.

It is characteristic of the human being and of no other creature to
be able to construct a character. A good character is an achievement
of reason. You are responsible for understanding that it is not good
for you to pursue the pleasures of a child or of a base person, and for
becoming the sort of person who wants to act accordingly. You are
responsible for seeing your life as a whole, not a mere succession of
experiences, and seeing to it that it is appropriate for a creature that is
a rational and sociable citizen in a community of rational and sociable
citizens. As in the case of physical health, you start with exercise, which
gradually you come to enjoy doing well.
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What is natural is not easy

Becoming the right kind of person and acting accordingly is natural,
in the sense that one is born with the capacity for it, but it is also diffi-
cult. Habituation is necessary but will not suffice; the process requires
rationality in working out what one ought to do. Aristotle’s model of
rationality is the practical syllogism, which begins with a statement of
what one wants and ends with an action. This seems straightforward:
I figure out what is good for me and act accordingly. But as we have
seen, Aristotle himself acknowledges in his discussion of weakness of
the will that it just does not always work that way. As a host of social
psychologists have argued, most people are not very good at working
out what is good for them or, even if they succeed in that, at acting
accordingly.
Consider Smith, who gets on well with people of other ethnic groups

as well as her own. When she was a child, her parents told her that all
races are equal, and they policed her language as well as her actions.
They saw to it that she became accustomed to hanging out in diverse
company, and she now enjoys doing so. When she says that she judges
people by the content of their character, she means it and acts on it. She
is in a better position morally than a person who has acquired no such
habits, and who reacts to human differences in a way that reflects our
hard-wired tendency to favor our in-group. (On this issue see Messick,
1998.) But there are some racial issues that are not amenable to habit-
formed intuitions: think of affirmative action and racial profiling, for
example. She must be able to reason about these issues and to reflect on
her own perceptions and emotions. And if she is a just person, she will
abjure not only racial prejudice but also prejudice against evangelical
Christians and wealthy Republicans.8

Not all instances of a virtue are psychologically similar. That is
why mere habituation will not create virtues that carry over from one
sort of situation to another. Military training, even with live ammuni-
tion, will not make soldiers truly courageous. The willingness to take
risks can be learned as a habit more easily than can the willingness to
take the calculated, justified risks that courage requires and of which
recklessness is incapable. Feeding the dog every day is a habit, and

8 Respectful and open-minded disagreement, which we shall discuss in Chapter 7,
is not the same as prejudice.



Rational reflection 143

not necessarily a sign of the virtue of conscientiousness. Understanding
one’s obligations – to one’s dog, to one’s employer, and to others – and
faithfully meeting them is a sign of true conscientiousness, developed
with reflective intelligence (Elster, 1985, pp. 15–26). It is the ability to
reflect that brings together an assortment of learned dispositions and
creates a virtue. That ability may also create virtues by separating states
that are psychologically similar. For example, reflection may teach you
that there is a difference between standing up for what you believe and
being intolerant of dissent.

To the extent that Philip is able to reason about what he ought to
fear rather than just relying on habit, he will understand why he should
not fear the dentist any more than he fears large tacklers when he is
carrying the ball. Of course just knowing that the pain of the drill will
be less than the pain of being tackled is not enough to reduce his fear;
we know how weakness of will can operate. It may turn out that the
role of reason in this case will be to make him go to the dentist in spite
of his fear, so that he eventually gets accustomed to the drill and thus
less fearful of it. If so, reason requires the assistance of habit.

It is important for people with some good habits to consider why
these habits are virtuous – that is, for example, what is involved in
being just and how it contributes to a good life. From this consider-
ation will emerge some broad principles concerning the nature and
application of justice. Simply knowing these principles will not make
the agent just, according to Aristotle, though it will help. As we have
discussed, one must come to see people and situations anew, in situa-
tions that do not easily fit the principles as we have understood them.

This is not as easy as it looks, according to Bazerman and Tenbrun-
sel (2011, chapter 4) and many other social psychologists. We con-
vince ourselves that we are fair-minded people and that our judgments
on women and others are made on the basis of pertinent evidence,
however prejudiced they may actually be. But one can avoid even
the most obvious inferences from one’s espoused principles. Think of
our enlightened Founding Fathers, who in the Declaration of Indepen-
dence declared it self-evident that all men are created equal but later
in that document charged King George with having encouraged slaves
in America to revolt.

Here we return to a point broached in Chapter 1. Is it so hard to
be virtuous – to have virtues that cover a diverse range of cases and
to avoid self-serving rationalization – that it is an unrealistic ideal?
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Aristotle does suggest that few succeed in being wholly virtuous. One
might infer from this that Aristotelian virtue ethics is disqualified as a
viable approach because it fails the test of attainability. I do not draw
that inference. There are a few people who really are virtuous, and they
can serve as role models for the rest of us, who sometimes act virtuously
because we have some sense of what virtue is and are capable of partly
satisfying our desire to be people of good character. We try to become
more like the heroes of virtue, including the great religious prophets;
we fail, but we make some progress in that direction.

What managers can do

If free will essentially involves the capacity to deliberate and act ratio-
nally, then the problem of free will is at least in part an empirical mat-
ter, on which certain social psychologists have something to say. For
managers and management theorists those findings will have practi-
cal implications. If one is to influence the behavior of employees and
others, it is useful to know to what extent they do act on their val-
ues, as opposed to mere habit or social pressure of some kind. Chang-
ing behavior by appealing to rational self-interest and encouraging
willpower does not work well in every kind of situation. Baumeis-
ter and Tierney (2011, chapter 10) give willpower its due, but they
acknowledge that, for example, losing weight successfully is largely a
matter of manipulating one’s physical and social environment and one-
self, as a technique of what Elster calls self-management. This is con-
sistent with Duhigg’s view that you sometimes increase your willpower
by developing new habits to drive the old ones out. (None of this will
be news to Weight Watchers or to Alcoholics Anonymous, or to Doris
and others, for that matter.)
To get employees into good habits may be a step in the direction of

making them more virtuous. Keeping them from temptation and offer-
ing no incentives for bad behavior will help. But there are ethical issues
here.9 To motivate employees in ways that ignore or undermine their
values – managing by fear, for example, or lies – is a form of manipula-
tion that undermines the character of agent and victim alike. There is

9 It should be clear by now that in saying this I am not claiming that in
discussions of psychology and ethics we can readily distinguish the empirical
from the normative.
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a moral dilemma, however. We believe that people ought to be treated
with the presumption that they are rational, but there is evidence that
many are not. We may say that good managers will encourage and
reward rationality, but that may be difficult, particularly if managers
themselves are not rational.

But Aristotle is not satisfied with finding the most effective man-
agement tools. He wants to show how to achieve the kind of ratio-
nality that supports virtue. This requires adult education in what he
calls dialectic, to which we now turn. As we do so, I must acknowl-
edge that there is controversy about exactly what Aristotle means by
dialectic and whether he consistently uses it inNE is controversial. (See
Salmieri, 2009, for example.) I use the word to refer to the method that
Aristotle explicitly uses in NE I 4 and at least occasionally elsewhere.

Dialectic

Fully developed character involves, among other things, making good
judgments in part on the basis of good principles. Aristotle holds that
one arrives at acceptable judgments and principles by the process of
dialectic. The process starts with common opinions (koina), or at least
the opinions of those widely regarded as wise people.10 The objective
is to have as premises of practical syllogisms consistent principles that
justify correct opinions. (See NE VII 1 1145b4–8, for example.) This
is not to say, however, that we can readily use these principles to guide
our actions in complex or novel situations.

We have noted that Aristotle’s view, laid out inNE II 3 and 4, is that
a good upbringing that inculcates good habits prepares one to con-
sider definitions of the virtues. A person who is well brought up and
therefore has good habits and appropriate emotions is capable of mak-
ing correct judgments about some individual cases of virtue and vice,
and capable of making somewhat more general judgments as well. But
Aristotle undertakes to show how we can justify these judgments by
coming to understand justificatory principles (archai; the singular is
arche), which typically take the form of definitions of virtues, which
are or generate v-rules. We collect common opinions, giving preference
to those of wise people, and then look for principles that show why
they are true and thus justify them – or at any rate many of them, since

10 The most influential treatment of this topic is Owen (1986).
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some will be shown to be false. When Aristotle uses the word arche,
which may be translated as principle or beginning, he sometimes has
in mind what we would consider moral principles, while at other times
he is thinking of particular moral judgments. The ambiguity is confus-
ing, but he explicitly claims that a starting point of an argument that
leads to a principle is called a beginning (arche) while the principle
itself is a beginning in a different sense: it is the starting point of the
justification of a particular judgment. (SeeNE I 7 1098b2–8, for exam-
ple.) He sometimes distinguishes the two kinds of beginning by saying
that particular judgments are known to us, whereas the broader prin-
ciples are known by nature. So the broader principles justify some of
our particular judgments but rule others out.11 If a principle generates
a particular judgment that is strongly at odds with our intuitions, or
perceptions, as Aristotle sometimes calls them, we have good reason to
abandon either the principle or the intuitions. He does not use any term
that we can translate as “intuition,” but I shall use it to refer to indi-
vidual perceptual or ethical beliefs in a way that I think is consistent
with Aristotle’s analysis as well as with modern usage. “This woman
is incompetent” and “Consultants should always tell the truth” are
examples of intuitions in my sense. I have no special perceptual faculty
in mind.
Here we may think of Rawls’s (1971, pp. 48–51) reflective equilib-

rium: you compare your principles with your judgments about partic-
ular cases and adjust one or both in an effort to make them consistent.
Neither the principles nor the judgments are prior; each is subject to
adjustment by reference to the other. If your principles are nothing
more than the result of rationalizing the intuitions on which you act –
a common occurrence, according to the likes of Haidt – they do no
justificatory work. On the other hand, if you embrace principles that
have no connection to any plausible intuitions, they will have little
credibility.
Aristotle thinks of common beliefs as being widely held among intel-

ligent people in a fairly homogeneous community. He is aware that
there are barbarians, including cannibals, who do not share these
beliefs, but he gives no sign of thinking that they might possibly

11 Aristotle does not say in the Nicomachean Ethics that the particular opinions
that are archai may turn out to need correcting, but he does say elsewhere that
what is “known to us” may be false (see Metaphysics VII 3 1029b8–10 and
Irwin’s translation of Aristotle (1999, p. 176).
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be right and wise Greeks wrong. It is indeed hard to argue with
those with whom we disagree about everything. You and I can reach
agreement on many important points only if we can start our conver-
sation with something that we hold in common. Aristotle does believe
that there is much on which we can agree because there is much that
seems intuitively obvious to all of those with whom we converse. But
our initial intuitions may require some elaboration or even alteration.

An example of dialectic

It is not unusual for a discussion in an ethics class to proceed dialec-
tically. The instructor asks students what they think the purpose of
ethics is. Some student says that the purpose of ethics is to make peo-
ple in general happy. The instructor asks whether the purpose of ethics
implies any principles. A student then offers the ethical principle that
one ought always to act so as to maximize the world’s happiness. The
instructor then tells a story about a deputy sheriff who is investigat-
ing a killing that appears to have been done by a homeless man, the
scourge of his village with his begging, public drunkenness, and other
petty offenses. There is evidence enough to convict him. But before the
deputy can make the arrest, he finds further evidence that incontrovert-
ibly shows that the victim was killed by the town’s leading citizen and
greatest benefactor, a woman who accidentally took a combination of
medications that caused her to lose her mind for a short time, dur-
ing which she did the killing. The homeless man and the civic-minded
woman have forgotten everything. The deputy can easily suppress the
damning evidence. The instructor asks: If the deputy is a utilitarian,
which of the two will he arrest?

Most students will say that utilitarianism requires the arrest of the
homeless man, but they also believe that to do so would be wrong
because it would be unfair. This intuition is strong enough to under-
mine the utilitarian principle as it is stated. Some students try to save a
version of the utilitarian principle by pointing out that there is always
a risk of the woman’s guilt being discovered later, with results that no
utilitarian could welcome. Better to make a policy of punishing only
the guilty. But the intuition that will not go away is that the woman
rather than the man should be punished because she is guilty and he
is innocent, that, quite aside from the possible consequences, it is just
unfair to punish the innocent rather than the guilty.
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Some students may also argue that the deputy is sworn to uphold
the law and therefore has a moral obligation to do so, and that the
villagers have a right to expect him to do so. This obligation and this
right also trump utilitarian considerations.
By now it is clear that the utilitarian principle needs some modifi-

cation. The intuitions are too strong for it. But the instructor might
encourage the students to scrutinize some of the intuitions. Must a
government servant such as a police officer or a soldier uphold the law
in every case? Our strong intuition is that Deputy Menendez of the
Pinal County Sheriff’s Department has that obligation, and we may
support a principle to just that effect. But what about a deputy sher-
iff in the American South before the civil rights movement? Should
he always follow orders, including instructions to treat black suspects
much more harshly than white ones? Some will say yes, others no. So
it is not immediately clear how to reach consensus – whether to adjust
the principle or the intuition.
We can imagine a dialectical conversation outside the classroom

as well. Suppose your friend Jones is in the habit of being con-
scientious about feeding the dog every day but not about showing
up for work on time every day. Then you might ask Jones why
he is conscientious about feeding the dog; then, once he has given
you his reasons for being conscientious about that task, you can
point out to him that the same reason applies in the case of get-
ting to work. That may not be the end of the matter, but it will
help him understand why his conscientiousness ought to apply more
broadly.

Introducing facts

Daniels (1979) argues that in dialectic – or, as he calls his version of it,
wide reflective equilibrium – we must take certain facts into account.
Somewho argue that the deputy sheriff is justified in beating an African
American demonstrator because all deputies are under orders to do so
are motivated in part by their belief that African Americans are con-
genitally inferior to whites in a way that justifies treating the races
differently – that is, treating African Americans more harshly. The
principle that they say justifies the beating is “Deputies should always
obey orders.” The principle that actually supports their view of the
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case is “Blacks should be brought to heel.” Clearly there are some facts
in play, but they are in dispute.

Racists’ intuitions, too, differ from those of nonracists in a way
that would interest Aristotle. The former would describe the beating
as “subduing a troublemaker in obedience to orders”; the nonracists
would describe it as “beating an innocent man.” Neither description is
inaccurate, but there is something incomplete and even obtuse about
the first one. It seems not to be the result of what Aristotle calls correct
perception, which is a function of good character.

The example suggests that one’s archai of both kinds, intuitions and
principles, can affect each other. They surely can, and in a way that
shows that dialectic is far from straightforward. I may feel strongly
that my intuition is right even when it is not. I may believe in a racist
principle that appears in my intuition: when I see this situation, it mat-
ters to me that the victim is black, and I describe it accordingly. And
my racist principle is the result of induction from many cases in which
my intuition has been that some black person is behaving badly, and
that intuition may have been supported by the norms of my racist com-
munity. In the process of dialectic I must compare my racist principles
with others having to do with equality and deserving, and I must exam-
ine my intuitions and see how well they fit with the facts of the case.
Of course my intuitions will affect my acceptance or rejection of the
facts of the case. So I may claim not to be a racist and say that this par-
ticular person, who happens to be African American, was obviously
asking for trouble. This is the kind of false perception that Aristotle
says indicates a flaw in my character.

The limits of dialectic

Even if we reach consensus on principles, it does not follow that we
shall agree on how to apply them. Recall that Aristotle does not believe
that our knowledge of ethical principles is unassailable, or their appli-
cation always straightforward. He takes them as seriously as a doc-
tor (NE X 9 1180b7–23) or a businessperson (NE III 3 1112b4–7)
or a comedian (NE IV 8 1028a23–34) must take seriously the princi-
ples of money-making or medicine or comedy, but also knows how to
treat different situations differently. Ethics is more like carpentry than
geometry (NE I 7 1098a29–34). The distinction is important: we know
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just how to apply the principles of geometry to a geometry problem,
even a problem in actual space and time.12

If I know a little about plane geometry, I can easily work out the
area of a parcel of land if it is rectangular and I can measure the sides.
If I know a little about medicine, I may not be able to offer a diagnosis
on the basis of my knowledge of a patient’s symptoms. A good diag-
nosis requires skill, which requires experience and intelligence. Physi-
cians often encounter conditions that are not the same as conditions
that they have seen before, and that therefore cannot be assessed by
straightforward application of any diagnostic rules. True skill is the
ability to deal with these new conditions.
Successful dialectic leads to good principles and good intuitions. But

the latter, though they must be consistent with one’s principles, must
also be based on correct perception. For example, one must know
whether a southern deputy’s thrashing of an African American sus-
pect was a case of obeying the law or being cruel, whether a particular
act was a matter of betraying one’s company or refusing to participate
in unacceptable practices. If you believe that a southern deputy sheriff
acted lawfully and therefore correctly, your belief may be influenced
by an emotional reaction that you would not have had if the victim
had been white. That emotional reaction is largely a result of habit:
you have grown up being instructed that blacks are inferior and there-
fore not entitled to the same treatment as whites, and you have grown
accustomed to believing, feeling, and acting accordingly. Dialectical
argument will put pressure on your intuitions about race, but possibly
not enough to change them. As intuitions depend in part on emotions
and emotions are in part creatures of habit, your intuitive reaction to
Jackson – your seeing him as a goodmanager rather than a blackman –
will require getting into the habit of treating him that way and in due
course thinking of him that way.
Werhane et al. (2011, p. 113) refer to this sort of understanding

when they discuss moral imagination, which “entails perceiving norms,
social roles, and relationships entwined in any situation.” Described
this way, moral imagination is similar to what Aristotle calls correct
perception in an ethical context, which wemight call moral perception:

12 Many present-day virtue ethicists agree. Nussbaum (1990), Hursthouse
(1999), Foot (1997), and others argue that we can apply principles but must be
wise about it.
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one sees the salient features of the situation, and those features will
often include norms, roles, and relationships. So, for example, Hank
sees Deborah as a promising employee and himself as a senior partner
of a firm that values professional standards.

Sometimes, however, familiar relationships and principles do not
tell one what to do in a new and complex situation (see Annas
(2011, pp. 18f., 74) in interpreting Aristotle; and Werhane (1999,
p. 93)). Suppose you are considering whether to send Deborah to
work with people who have a demonstrable prejudice against women
and will lose confidence in Bell Associates if she fails. Your intuition
in this situation is incompatible with the familiar principle that con-
sultants should be assigned on the basis of probable success with a
client. So either the intuition or that principle must yield. If Hank
decides to send Deborah to this client, his intuition has some credi-
bility in that he is a person of practical wisdom. But you seldom get
to the point at which you can say with perfect confidence that your
intuition is a clear application of an unexceptionable principle, and
the principle that you do have will have somewhat indefinite condi-
tions. Then eventually you will probably face a situation that intro-
duces new conditions. For that you will require practical wisdom,
which operates beyond the straightforward application of available
principles.

Organizing dialectic

Dialectic typically involves other people, though you can think dialecti-
cally on your own. It is a familiar truth that there is much to be said for
having your ideas challenged and for hearing those of others. Another
important advantage of having another party to the conversation is
that it reduces the probability of rationalization, that great enemy of
rationality in ethics. According to Lerner and Tetlock (2003, p. 433;
quoted in Haidt, 2012, p. 76), “exploratory thought,” a reasoned con-
sideration of available options, is possible only when the thinker or
decision-maker faces a well-informed, truth-seeking audience whose
views are unknown. Otherwise the purpose of the conversation is likely
to be not the truth but persuading the other party and perhaps one-
self as well, or just winning. Aristotle probably had such ideal con-
versations in the Academy and the Lyceum; that would help account
for his faith in dialectic. Philosophers sometimes come close to these
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conditions by undertaking conversations with intelligent people who
may disagree with them.
There is controversy about whether groups are better than individ-

uals at ethical reasoning. (See, e.g., Abdolmohammadi and Reeves,
2003.) It would be hard to show that they do, since the conclusion
would have to rest on a morally contestable notion of what counts as
improvement. If we could reach a consensus on that issue, we would
have to examine a number of kinds of reasoning, including dialectic,
that groups might undertake.
Rare, however, is the organization in which conversations of this

sort regularly take place. If you are a good manager, you will get better
advice from your subordinates if they know that you care greatly about
the issue under discussion, that you know the pertinent facts, and that
you have not made up your mind. But if there are multiple advisers
in one conversation, there will usually be some whose overriding goal
will be to defeat the others. It takes a good manager to control and
learn from that sort of situation.
Successful dialectic improves one’s principles and one’s intuitions.

Some people seem to have reliable intuitions,13 but the notion that
there is any such thing as expert intuition is a contested one.

Expert intuition: Deborah again

Kahneman (2011) distinguishes between what he calls System 1 and
System 2 thinking. The former is fast, automatic, intuitive, and more
influential than we think, and therefore the source of much irrational-
ity. System 2 thinking is slower, more deliberative, usually more ratio-
nal, “lazy” in not readily involving itself in one’s intentional activity,
and much less influential in guiding our thought than we think, or
hope. In Aristotelian terms, System 1 thinking is about archai in the
sense of individual opinions. A minor premise of a practical syllogism
might be a product of System 1 thinking. On the whole, System 2 think-
ing is about archai in the sense of principles, such as those that can be
major premises of practical syllogisms, though one can think carefully
and rationally about individual judgments as well.
Aristotle’s treatment of weakness of will shows that he understands

the strength of one’s immediate and irrational reaction to what is

13 This is what Gladwell (2005) writes about.
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delicious or otherwise tempting but not consistent with our consid-
ered values. The practical syllogism is a model of rational thought, but
it does not describe howwe always deliberate. Those who do deliberate
and act rationally have not only rational values (e.g., they understand
that dry food is good for humans or, we might say, that a virtuous per-
son is honest) but also correct perceptions (e.g., that this is dry food,
or that some action one is contemplating is dishonest). This ability to
see an action for the sort of action it is – that is, to see the ethically best
description of it, which typically identifies a principle under which it
falls – is part of moral imagination, a desired outcome of dialectic, by
which we not only find the best possible principles but sharpen our
intuitions.

Kahneman too, for all he says about System 1 thinking, seems to
agree with Aristotle in countenancing rationality at the level of intu-
ition. He and Klein (Kahneman, 2011, chapter 22) agree that there
is such a thing as expert intuition, though they argue that it is less
widespread than the would-be experts themselves believe. Expert chess
players have it: they can look at a board and just see threats and oppor-
tunities that mediocre players cannot see. Clinical psychologists sur-
prisingly often do not have it: their predictions are usually less good
than statistical predictions based on few parameters, as Meehl (Kahne-
man, chapter 21) showed. Kahneman and Klein argue that true exper-
tise requires an environment regular enough to be predictable and pro-
longed practice that enables the expert to learn the regularities, partic-
ularly through feedback.

What does this tell us about what Aristotle calls perception andWer-
hane calls moral imagination in the context of ethically significant and
complex situations? To begin with, we should guard against overconfi-
dence.We can say that a practically wise person, a participant in dialec-
tic, is one who is good at applying principles to complex situations by
virtue of an ability to see similarities between one act or situation and
another. The practically wise person sees that certain norms or certain
obligations associated with roles or relationships apply in new situa-
tions as they applied in significantly similar cases earlier (recall what
Aristotle says about Pericles and doctors), though there is no authori-
tative guidance on which similarities really count.

This is no common ability, and you will have reason to be skeptical
if I express great confidence in my own judgment in hard cases. But
consider Hank Saporsky again. He appears to have identified a feature
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of Deborah’s situation whose importance had escaped the notice of
Greg. He realized that Deborah was a young and somewhat inexpe-
rienced consultant with great potential for growth and contribution
to Bell Associates, and that she therefore needed and deserved the
strong support of the organization. He had been in this sort of sit-
uation before, and on the basis of his experience had come to believe
that visible support makes a great difference to a consultant’s long-term
success. He had no prejudices that would prevent him from taking this
fact seriously. And he was ready to take responsibility for his decision
and its consequences.
Whether Hank drew an inference from prolonged practice in a suf-

ficiently regular environment is plausible, though not certain. If asked
to defend his decision, he might have said something like this: “Over
the years I’ve come to believe that our confidence in our excellent
young people is self-fulfilling, and that we don’t determine excellence
on the basis of gender. I’ve also noticed that clients and others who
are prejudiced are able to set aside their prejudices for individuals who
impress them in the way Deborah has shown she can impress a client.
And anyway, what’s the downside here? We’re not exactly betting the
firm.”
That explanation does not fully reveal Hank’s flexibility. In a some-

what different situation he would probably have acted somewhat dif-
ferently. Deborah might have been less skilled, or Arnold more so. The
clients might have been Saudi rather than British. The firm might not
have been committed to its female consultants. In those cases he might
have acted differently. He acted with an eye on the time, the place, the
clients, and other details that had to be right for him to make the deci-
sion that he made. His decision was intuitive, but he was confident of
his intuitions as expressing his values under the circumstances. As a
PhD psychologist, he could see patterns in cases of unfair discrimina-
tion, but he was also alive to these crucial details, which differed from
case to case. That is what a person of practical wisdom can do; it is
what is involved in hitting the mean. If Kahneman is right, that kind
of practical wisdom is rare indeed.

Facts and dialectic in Aristotle

In the case of what Daniels (1979) calls wide reflective equilibrium
we bring in pertinent science and other facts as background. Irwin
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(1988, especially chapters 1–3) finds in Aristotle what he calls strong
dialectic, which resembles wide reflective equilibrium in that it too
incorporates pertinent facts but also Aristotle’s analysis of them. Aris-
totle’s metaphysical works supply him with a conception of substance
(it is the individual essence) that derives from common opinion but
is superior to it because it makes clearer sense of it. The notion that
a substance is identifiable through change by virtue of the persistence
of its essence and that a human being is a substance with an essence
underlies Aristotle’s arguments in De Anima, his primary work on
psychology. So when Aristotle undertakes dialectical inquiry in the
Nicomachean Ethics, he is dealing not only from common opinion
but also from his own views about human nature and the good life.
Not least important of them is that humans have natural ends, which
help determine the nature of the excellent life. These views do not
radically undermine commonly held opinions, but usually sharpen
them.

Recall, for example, that Aristotle dismisses the preference fulfill-
ment conception of human good by saying (NE X 3 1174a2–4) that
no one would choose to live a life with the intellect of a child and a
child’s idea of fun. Why not? Can Aristotle be sure that any reader
would concur? But Aristotle has already argued, with his metaphys-
ical views in the background, that the excellent life is about actual-
izing one’s human capacities. We may be inclined to agree with him;
if so, our assent will probably have something to do with our own
consideration of what makes a life worth living, based in part on our
own views of the nature of humankind. We do not envy the happy
idiot.

Similarly, when we consider business ethics dialectically, we have
as background some notions of the purposes of business and of what
is likely to achieve those purposes. Most business ethicists accept the
increasingly widespread view that capitalism is a source of prosperity
but that it must be restrained in some areas. Most of us believe that
work and autonomy can be mutually reinforcing but often are not and
sometimes cannot be. Most of us oppose discrimination on the basis
of irrelevant personal attributes. Most of us can identify instances of
bad behavior in organizations and in markets. It is important to have
some guidelines for thinking more thoroughly about those issues; so,
as I shall argue in Chapters 6 and 7, there is a place for dialectic in a
business ethics class and beyond.
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Ethical progress

Wemake ethical progress as our moral perception improves. For exam-
ple, many men, but not all, can now look at a woman in the workplace
and see a manager rather a girl who has been given a management posi-
tion. Many white people, but not all, can now see Barack Obama as
President of the United States rather than as an African American. This
is in part a matter of learning new facts, but also a matter of giving cer-
tain facts new prominence. When we think of Deborah, we think of her
first as a well-qualified fellow professional; from our point of view, that
is an essential fact about her, and her being a female is secondary. We
might not have done so in 1977.
Our emotional reaction, a crucial part of moral perception, is part

of how we see Deborah. If we resent her success, or experience a feel-
ing of sexual attraction that makes it hard to follow her presentations,
or are put off by the color of her lipstick, we will have a hard time
taking her seriously as a colleague. In fact our attitudes may influ-
ence how we judge her work. It is often hard to change people’s per-
ceptions overnight: they tend to be impervious to new information,
which can usually be reinterpreted or filtered or ignored, and they
cling to information that confirms their biases. When Jones raises his
voice, one thinks, he is being tough; when Smith does so, she is being
hysterical.
Suppose I believe that women should not be management consul-

tants, that they and society are better off if they become teachers or
nurses until they marry. You might try to use dialectic to change my
mind. You could start by getting me to admit that justice requires that
jobs be distributed according to qualifications. Then you could try to
get me to admit that there are at least some women who have the
necessary qualifications for management positions, and that therefore
women should be judged on their own merits. But I might respond
that the nuclear household is the basis of a good society and that it
requires full-time wives and mothers to keep it flourishing; so women
should not become managers and undermine the flourishing of the
nuclear family, hence of society. This claim is not easily refuted, in part
because it is the sort of claim that people believe because they want to.
So we might be inclined to say that dialectic works best among those
(few) who are able to clear their minds of prejudice, typically by a pro-
cess that involves emotional change. Habituation is the obvious way to
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change one’s emotions, but they are more easily changed if one under-
stands that they are irrational.

We can at least try to clear our minds of prejudice. And libertarian
conservatives who take Milton Friedman seriously ought to be down-
right eager to acknowledge that Bell Associates should hire and pro-
mote on the basis of what is best for the firm, not for society as a whole.
If so, then a libertarian conservative should be opposed to using “Deb-
orah is a woman” as a premise in any practical syllogism invoked in
this case. What will count is the value of Deborah’s performance; that
is a salient fact. But Aristotle gives no sign of believing that identifying
or even accepting a salient fact is always easy. We know that perfor-
mance assessment is notoriously vulnerable to prejudice, and trying
to do it by invoking quantifiable indices has all of the disadvantages
of ethical rules and not many of its advantages. Bringing a variety of
points of view into the dialectical conversation will improve it: where
we cannot be certain which description of a situation is the essential
one, we can at least try out a variety of them. But even that does not
guarantee anything.

Dialectic as a joint enterprise does help develop moral perception,
however. New viewpoints and facts of possible salience will encourage
you to look at your values and compare them to your more specific
principles and judgments, including the minor premises of your prac-
tical syllogisms. If you think that Deborah’s being a woman is a salient
minor premise, it may be useful to ask you to defend its salience, for
example by offering good reasons to believe that women tend to be
poor consultants. Being required to mount that defense may not imme-
diately cause you to change your views, but it may facilitate reconsid-
eration in due course, and alter some of your intuitions.

Endless education

Aristotle is a naturalist, an essentialist, and something of a tradition-
alist. He does not contemplate the sort of technological, economic,
and social change to which we are accustomed. But dialectic, which
we should understand will not get us to the final truth on every issue,
will continue to be a useful device even as things change, since it takes
account of facts much as wide reflective equilibrium does. As a natu-
ralist, Aristotle can absorb new facts and assess their significance, for
he thinks of his ethics as fact-based. Given the importance of emotions
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and the absence of algorithms, he might have some difficulty accepting
our views about women, slaves, foreigners, and others. But he has the
equipment to do so, as do we, along with prejudices and blind spots
some of which we no doubt retain. There is good reason to believe that
dialectic will continue to be useful for the foreseeable future, which
will offer new problems and new intuitions. Aristotle does not foresee
a time in which, for example, physical differences between men and
women become far less relevant to their place in society. He does not
foresee any possible controversies about intellectual property or the
threat of telecommunications technology to privacy. Aristotle may not
have considered dialectic a way to make ethical progress in a time of
radical change, but we can think of it that way, and still learn from
him. In Chapter 7 we shall explore that point further.

There is no reason to believe that we shall ever need a whole new
set of virtues. But the ways in which courage, benevolence, justice, and
the rest work in practice may well change, and we cannot predict how.
No doubt human beings will continue to be rational and sociable crea-
tures, but our notions of what is rational and of what social arrange-
ments make the most sense will change. Aristotle knows that we are
not entirely rational, but all the same we can see that he is something
of an optimist about our rationality. We know, too, that we are socia-
ble creatures – sometimes to too great a degree: social influences can
interfere with our rationality. But they can support it as well, as habit-
uation can supplement rational consideration. If you get accustomed
to working with women or members of some ethnic minority, you will
probably become more comfortable with them, better able to distin-
guish them as individuals, more inclined to see them as colleagues, as
part of Us rather than of Them.14 This process may precede avowing
that women are men’s equals, or it may follow the avowal and make
it sincere.
So there is no end in sight to our moral education. We form new

habits, acquire new facts, face new situations, and try to make coherent
sense of them all amid the clamor of emotion, social pressure, and other
generators of blind spots as well as of insight. But we do not discover
any algorithms that guide one’s choice of a salient description of an

14 Messick (1998) claims that we have difficulty making distinctions among
members of an unfamiliar social or ethnic group. They all look the same to us.
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action or a state of affairs, and we cannot always make our emotions
support what rationality we do have.

The fact is that dialectic is a difficult process and not a straightfor-
ward one. We do not normally abandon our intuitions and associated
emotional reactions the moment they seem to be in tension with our
principles. Instead we sometimes tweak our principles to make them
fit our intuitions, or we even change them. Consider the individual
mandate that is part of the Affordable Care and Patient Protection
Act, or Obamacare. For years many prominent Republicans, includ-
ing Senators Hatch and Bennett of Utah and Governor Romney of
Massachusetts, had followed the lead of the Heritage Foundation and
other conservatives and supported a mandate,15 without which emer-
gency rooms must offer uninsured patients expensive care that will
ultimately be paid for not by its beneficiaries but by the insured. But
when a Democratic president offered a scheme with a mandate, these
Republicans and virtually all other conservatives not only opposed the
mandate but also argued that it was unconstitutional. It is difficult to
believe that their change of heart was the result of a dialectical exami-
nation of their intuitions and principles.

Haidt (2012) argues that that is just how most people think most
of the time. Of the odious Claggart, villain of Billy Budd, Melville
(2001) writes, “His conscience was lawyer to his will.” Haidt would
say that Claggart is not unusual. Principles offered in defense of our
singular judgments and actions are just public relations. They do not
motivate us, any more than a concern for constitutionality suddenly
began to motivate those prominent Republicans.16 To put Haidt’s view
in Aristotelian terms, weakness of will is nearly universal. In terms used
by Doris and his allies, Haidt is in effect denying that character is a
major factor in our thought and action.

Haidt considers himself an intuitionist, in the sense that we make
nearly all our moral judgments on the basis of intuition, unless we are
philosophers (2001, p. 829). But Pizarro and Bloom (2003, p. 194)
offer what amounts to a remarkable challenge to Haidt: they argue that

15 Romney supported the Bennett–Wyden bill, which included a federal mandate.
Obama himself opposed the mandate during his primary campaign.

16 Haidt may consider himself an exception. He gives thoughtful reasons why
he has abandoned his long-time liberalism in favor of a view closer to
conservatism in some important respects.
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intuitions may “serve as a starting point for deliberative reasoning,”
almost as though they were describing dialectic. They point out that
we can influence our intuitive reactions in at least two ways. We can
remind ourselves to take a certain perspective on events: for example,
we can remember to put ourselves in the place of someone whom we
might be inclined to judge harshly. We can also control our emotional
reactions by controlling our environment in a way that encourages
good reactions and good second-order desires (that is the term they
use; p. 195). They cite Aristotle, though not any specific passage, and
they are right to do so. A necessary condition of reasoning properly is
having good intuitions, and we get these through habituation guided
by good teaching. And as we develop principles to guide us, we can
reflect back on our intuitions and see which ones need to be changed.
But putting these principles into practice and aligning our intuitions
with them requires us to develop practical wisdom. This involves culti-
vating the desires of a mature person rather than those of a base person
or a child. Habit plays a role in the process of cultivation.
I shall argue in Chapter 6 that education in virtue can be a positive

force in getting people, including businesspeople, to be more rational
in the sense we are discussing. As Haidt himself says, training in phi-
losophy can help one think more rationally.
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MacIntyre

Alasdair MacIntyre (1985) is an Aristotelian, a virtue ethicist, and a
critic of liberalism in general and of the Enlightenment in particular.
He notes that ethics before the Enlightenment was based on a strong
form of naturalism, a teleological and often religious view of human
nature. He supports Aristotle’s view that rationality is a matter not
only of being able to draw valid inferences from certain premises but
also of having correct premises about what sort of life is appropriate
for a human being. There is nothing rational about an abiding motiva-
tion to paint everything blue or to torture small animals or, Aristotle
and MacIntyre would say, to strive to earn a billion dollars. We fail
to understand both our sociability and our rationality if we believe
that self-interest is mere preference satisfaction and that benevolence
always entails costs.

According toMacIntyre, philosophers of the Enlightenment not only
abandoned the teleological conception of the human being but also
supposed that the individual could be fully human even in the absence
of certain essential relationships. The idea that a person may or may
not be part of the fabric of a society makes no sense from his or Aris-
totle’s standpoint: it would be like saying that a foot or a hand may
or may not be part of a body (Pol I 2 1253a19–22). In part for this
reason, MacIntyre holds that the notion that ethics is determined by a
contract between the individual and society is a great mistake.

Hume, whom MacIntyre’s considers part of the problem, is well
known for saying that it is not contrary to reason to prefer the destruc-
tion of the world to the scratching of my finger. Thereby he suggests
that rationality is about means to ends, and that no end is naturally
superior to any other. If that is true, there can be no rational account
of the good life and no basis for morality apart from whatever we
happen to desire. And in the absence of reason in determining what is
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to be desired, we are relying on emotion alone, says MacIntyre. So he
calls his target emotivism.

What MacIntyre calls emotivism and I call empty utilitarianism is a
theory of human behavior as well as a moral theory. Those who think
that it works as a psychological theory are inclined to find it satisfac-
tory as a moral theory. The separation thesis would not permit this
sort of inference: it holds that a theory cannot be both a psychologi-
cal theory and a moral theory. MacIntyre rejects the separation thesis
and rejects emotivism as wrong empirically and morally. But even if,
as Doris and others claim, it is a weak psychological theory, it can still
be a good moral theory.
All this relates to MacIntyre’s other great claim, which is that social

science should not pretend to be scientific. I extrapolate a bit, but in
a way that has support in MacIntyre’s text. Human behavior is a fit
subject for science if we can observe and measure human psycholog-
ical states. This seems at first look impossible: beliefs and desires, as
well as many other psychological states, are surely unobservable and
unmeasurable. But if behaviorism is true – that is, if beliefs and desires
are dispositions to act – then perhaps we can observe andmeasure these
states somewhat as we can observe and measure typical dispositional
entities. So at the very least, I can infer what you desire from what you
voluntarily do. And if the kind of utilitarianism that MacIntyre attacks
is true, then we can observe whether something is good for a person,
for getting what one wants is good for one. Then, with a little help
from economists, we can look at a large number of people and observe
whether some act is morally good. But as I argued in Chapter 3, human
thought and action are not open to observation and measurement in
that way. There can be no science of reasons and actions. Behaviorism
is false. Radical individualism, unreflective economics, empty utilitar-
ianism, the notion of utility as preference satisfaction, and a common
sort of organization theory are wrong.
It does not follow that anything like a scientific approach to certain

organizational questions is impossible.1 For example, though we can-
not clearly observe beliefs or precisely measure the strength of desires,
we can conduct surveys that give us a useful idea of what employees
want and what they think. If three-quarters of all the employees in
an organization state in a confidential survey that they believe that all

1 I think Donaldson (2005) agrees with me on this point.
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their senior managers are dishonest and cruel and that therefore more
transparency is called for, the organization undeniably has a problem.
It would be foolish of the senior managers to dismiss the results because
they are not really scientific, though there are some who would do
just that. Aristotle claims that it is a mark of erudition to refrain from
demanding more precision than the subject matter admits of. Wemight
add as a corollary that one should not demand more precision than is
required for practical purposes. Sometimes it is safe to assume that
people see what is going on and know what they want. But sometimes
that assumption is not safe at all.

We are inclined to believe that we typically act to achieve some result
that satisfies us. In fact, MacIntyre says, sometimes we enjoy intrinsic
goods: some actions are good in themselves. I stand to gain from acting
in a friendly, cooperative way: the organization will probably benefit
from it, and will probably reward me for it. But human beings, sociable
creatures as we are, naturally enjoy friendliness and cooperation and
other active virtues for themselves as well as for their good results. As
we know, that is Aristotle’s view.

Practices and institutions

Central to MacIntyre’s critique of business is the notion of a practice,
which is meant to translate the Greek praxis. As we noted in Chapter 1,
praxis (doing) contrasts with poiesis (making), and suggests an activ-
ity that is good in itself. A practice is a “coherent and complex form
of socially established cooperative human activity” (1985, p. 187).
These activities are performed according to “standards of excellence.”
Virtue – that is, excellence – in practices creates goods internal to the
practice. For example, cooperative work on a practice requires and
so cultivates not only technical skill but also trustworthiness, honesty,
sensitivity, pride in one’s work, loyalty to the group, unselfishness, and
so on. The practice may generate external rewards like money and
prestige, but the internal goods are more important. The practices are
schools of virtue; this is where, if anywhere, ethics may be found in an
organization.

MacIntyre accuses managers of ignoring values, which they consider
none of their business (see pp. 24–6 on Weber, for example), and aim
at effectiveness, which turns out to mean profit, which Aristotle would
consider a means to some end and not a worthy end in itself. Any
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external goods that they create, like money and prestige, are typically
owned by individuals rather than being shared, and are “subjects of
competition in which theremust be losers as well as winners” (pp. 189–
91). That is, markets are zero-sum games, whereas internal goods are
shared, and create win-win situations. We can infer that if a company
does have a prosocial mission, MacIntyre has reason to attribute some
virtue to it, though he does not say so.
Practices require institutions to support and protect them, to hire

and pay the practitioners, marshal them, and give them an organiza-
tional home. Corporate institutions must aim at profits and market
share, hence at high productivity and low costs; so managers focus on
the external goods thrown off by practices. But institutional impera-
tives are typically at odds with the practices. Aiming at maximizing
profits undermines the intrinsic enjoyment of the internal goods that
one might find in cooperative activity in an organization. If, as Bertland
(2009, p. 25) says, “ . . . the role of an institution is to provide opportu-
nities for individuals to develop capabilities to function at a level wor-
thy of human dignity,” business organizations fail badly, according to
MacIntyre.

Leisure

Aristotle seems to take a more radically antibusiness approach by
claiming that virtue requires leisure.2 We might take him to mean that
only people of independent means can be virtuous, because they do
not need to work or do anything else that they do not want to do.
This would be a slightly misleading interpretation. Aristotle suggests
that any activity that is good in itself is a form of leisure (Pol VIII 3
1338a1–6,NEX 71177b16–26). That would include not only the sort
of thing one enjoys doing in one’s free time, but also work that is intrin-
sically good.
According to Aristotle, some forms of work do not qualify as leisure

even in that broad sense (Pol VIII 2 1337b10–15). He takes it as evi-
dent that the work of farmers and merchants is entirely aimed at some
extrinsic good, such as a wage for the worker and in some cases return
on investment for the owner as well. Most such people do not do

2 On this issue I am indebted to Ciulla (2000, pp. 192f.) and Miller (1995,
226–8).
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this sort of work to help a friend or enjoy intrinsic satisfaction; so
they are not living well, not developing the virtues.3 They are there-
fore not qualified for full participation in the governance of a polis
(Pol VII 9 1328b38–29a2), which is supposed to promote justice in
support of the virtuous lives of its citizens.

MacIntyre takes a similar view in noting that for employees the pur-
pose of work is normally corporate profit, and the benefit for them is
a wage. From this MacIntyre infers that the work is not good in itself
and does not promote virtue. This is true of much of the work cre-
ated by the industrial revolution, which largely eliminated relatively
autonomous craft work and made employees parts of the machinery.4

Frederick Winslow Taylor thought he was creating a win-win situa-
tion by closely controlling employees’ movements to increase their effi-
ciency and then sharing the increased profits with them; so one works
just to get paid. It is the model of the utilitarian justification of work,
and MacIntyre despises it. But he does not show that Taylorism or
anything remotely like it is found in most profit-making organizations
today.5

Some objections and amendments

MacIntyre makes two main points against business. First, the pursuit
of profit crowds out the virtues in organizations.What might have been
intrinsically valuable cooperative activity is spoiled because it aims at
profit. So the work of a businessperson is not intrinsically good. It is
pure poiesis: it is not an enjoyable cooperative activity, so it is not a
praxis. Second, firms do not aim at any good end. MacIntyre (1985)
criticizes Weber (pp. 24–6) for simply dismissing questions about the
values of the ends at which managers aim. The problem is not just
that businesses are supposed to make money: it is that money is a
means rather than an end, and businesses countenance no further pur-
pose, and thus evade any ethical questions about what they are creat-
ing. MacIntyre’s two criticisms of business are related. To refute them

3 The suggestion that work can be fulfilling or servile depending in part on the
purpose seems lost on MacIntyre.

4 See Ciulla (2000, pp. 88f., 92–96). In Marxian terminology there is a problem
about alienation. It should not surprise us that MacIntyre has been influenced
by Marx.

5 Heugens, Kaptein, and van Oosterhout (2006) argue that it simply is not.
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is a matter of showing that in a good organization people do enjoy
cooperative activity done in support of a prosocial corporate mission.
MacIntyre does not consider managing a practice, but it is like a

practice in that it can be done excellently, and it can create internal
goods of its own (Moore, 2002, 2005a, 2005b, 2008, 2009). Man-
agers can protect the practices while ensuring that they provide the
organization with the external goods necessary for it to compete suc-
cessfully. MacIntyre’s claim that the profit mandate must undermine
internal goods in an organization is not obviously true, nor does he
provide much evidence for it.6

External objectives in general do not always undermine internal
virtue. Aristotle allows that a soldier in a national army not only
develops military virtues but also benefits his nation by fighting for
its defense. Aristotle argues (NE X 7 1177b2–4, 16–20) that virtuous
actions, as in war and politics, are good in themselves but also aim at
some good result. In this respect they differ from the kind of godlike
philosophical contemplation that has no further aim. He would not
claim that the goal of national defense undermines the development
and exercise of courage, duty, and honor. But then how does the over-
riding purpose of winning the war differ from the firm’s (supposed)
overriding purpose of making a profit?
Internal goods are necessarily connected with external ones in the

sense that, although virtues are internally good states of the soul, vir-
tuous people characteristically and essentially generate external goods.
Consider courage, for example. It would not be a virtue if courageous
soldiers and politicians did not benefit the state. There is some rela-
tionship between a practice and the quality of its product. If I take
pleasure and pride in making a violin, with or without the partici-
pation of others, I am pleased with and proud of the quality of the
music that the violin produces. If we could maintain a strict separa-
tion between praxis and poiesis, we would probably say that making
a violin is a poiesis; but like many virtuous activities, it can be valued
for its intrinsic rewards as well as for its results. There would be no
good craftsmanship or any sort of virtue in enjoying making an ugly
sounding violin. A group of investment bankers who enjoy working

6 See Jackson (2012, chapter 3), who argues that one will take that view only on
the assumption that profit is the single purpose of the firm – a view that
MacIntyre does seem to take. Profit may be a result of virtuosity, Jackson
claims.
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in an atmosphere of trust and cooperation to create a financial instru-
ment that is far riskier than it appears to potential customers cannot be
acting virtuously, whatever internal goods characterize their practice.
Similarly, what may pass for honesty, cooperation, accountability, and
so on will fall short of excellence in an organization dedicated to bad
purposes, such as manufacturing tobacco.

Koehn (1998) offers the example of the Nazi architect Albert Speer.
Sundman (2000, p. 251) argues that a manager in an evil enter-
prise may still be a good manager, as opposed to a good person. I
am not so sure. We might hesitate to say that a teacher who fol-
lows the curriculum of a school that supports terrorism is a good
teacher.

It is not clear that the primary purpose of the company in hiring
Jones to make violins is to make a profit: the profit itself might be
considered a necessary condition of achieving the mission of the orga-
nization. But in any case, Aristotle suggests that one can make and
sell things virtuously. In particular, as he says in NE V 5, justice in
exchange is a matter of people trading away what they do not need
and getting what they do need. His account is sketchy, and it does
not begin to deal with most of the ethical issues that markets raise.
For example, he does not discuss monopolies or purchases of things
that will not turn out to benefit the buyer. But the point remains
that Aristotle does believe that buying and selling can be done justly
and that justice in this case is based on reciprocal and positive-sum
benefits.

MacIntyre not only fails to show that concern for profit crowds
out virtue: he does not give an adequate account of the circumstances
under which workmay be intrinsically good. Beadle and Knight (2012)
address the similar issue of meaningful work, but they do not find that
meaningfulness has much to do with whether the work is a praxis.
They argue that meaning can be created bymany sorts of factor, includ-
ing characteristics of the individual (pp. 441f.) and the opportunity to
negotiate the terms of the work (p. 439), but not characteristics of
the job (p. 441), surprisingly. They note that there is serious empirical
work to be done here – and of course conceptual work is appropriate
as well if meaningfulness is at issue – but that one point is already clear:
a virtue perspective is a necessary condition of talking about intrinsi-
cally meaningful work as an ethical issue (p. 436). Evidently it is not
sufficient.
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Good employees and good organizations

Contrary to what MacIntyre seems to believe, internal virtue in his
sense can be a success factor for an organization, and it is no less vir-
tuous for that. Employees’ excellence in what he calls “socially estab-
lished cooperative . . . activity” characteristically generates social cap-
ital and so helps preserve the commons in organizations. It does so
particularly where employees take the mission of the organization to
be of value.
Consider a CEO of a large company that manufactures excellent

products, sells them at competitive prices to well-satisfied customers,
and makes profits that sustain growth. The board might decide that
the CEO ought to be given stock options as an incentive to perform
well; or the board might instead decide just to give CEO a good salary.
We know that some economists and organization theorists say that
the CEO will perform better if given the incentive of stock options.
We also know that that is not always true; often incentive compen-
sation changes the manager’s view of the job and its purpose. And
the theory that that is how managers must be motivated is, MacIntyre
would probably say, exactly what you get when you begin to think of
social science as a natural science: you greatly oversimplify your view
of human nature so that you can quantify it and in other ways make
it fit for scientists.
It is odd that MacIntyre focuses so much on practices in organiza-

tions and so little on other areas in which virtue matters. He should
approve of the CEO who performs well without incentive compensa-
tion owing to something like loyalty to the organization and a profes-
sional attitude towards the position of chief executive. The excellence
of the organization is itself an incentive for the good CEO, and run-
ning the company in the right way with the right results is a source of
pride and satisfaction. And as no CEO can be a manager or a leader all
alone, the good CEO will enjoy the associative virtues and the social
capital that they create, in part by treating employees respectfully and
honestly and thereby encouraging them to take the success of the orga-
nization as a source of pride and satisfaction.

Moore: characteristics of a good organization

Moore (2012), a sympathetic but firm critic of MacIntyre, collects evi-
dence to support the claim, also made by Ghoshal (2005), Bazerman
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and Tenbrunsel (2011), and others, that individual financial incentives
are the enemy of virtue. They attract “self-centered narcissist[s]” to
the executive ranks. They undermine the sort of social capital that cor-
porations should be encouraging among their employees: the motive
to reciprocate, the desire for social approval, and the desire to work
on intrinsically rewarding tasks – the bases of practices, in MacIntyre’s
sense. Drawing from his own research and that of others, Moore offers
eight “parameters” for developing an organization that is both virtu-
ous and successful. The parameters go well beyond what MacIntyre
values, or even notices, in organizations. Many of them have to do
with social capital.7

First, focus on the purpose – by which Moore seems to mean the
mission – of the organization. It is important to persuade employees
that the mission of the organization has its own importance and that
it confers value on their jobs. Being proud of the quality of the prod-
ucts or services they create may motivate employees, contrary to the
homo economicus assumption. Wanting the organization to do well,
the employees will be less likely to act on what they take to be their nar-
row interests and become slacking free riders. In such cases the belief
of most employees that other employees are pulling their weight will be
true because it is self-fulfilling. Thus a good external mission strength-
ens internal social capital.

There is a mutually supportive relationship between the success of
the organization in fulfilling its mission and the cooperative work of
trustworthy, unselfish, loyal employees. As we noted in Chapter 1,
Collins and Porras (2002) find evidence that long-term financial suc-
cess is a result of a clear and compelling mission. Johnson and Johnson,
Whole Foods, and some other successful companies have taken this to
be fundamental. Firms like this offer counterexamples to MacIntyre’s
claim, rejected by Moore, that profit must undermine virtue.

MacIntyre agrees with Friedman that the purpose of the firm is to
generate external goods, for stockholders first of all. I see no good
reason to think of a firm as having only one purpose or serving only
one group of stakeholders, though some stakeholders deserve pri-
ority. Moore may have changed his view slightly. In 2006 he and
Beadle inferred from the 1919 Dodge vs. Ford Motor Co. case that

7 Pastoriza, Arino, and Ricart (2007) put the primary responsibility for
developing social capital on the chief executive, who is in charge of shaping
employees’ motivation.
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“Anglo-American capitalism” takes the purpose of a corporation to
be profit for the stockholders. But Dodge is not the last word on the
subject, in law or in practice. Allen (2006, p. 42) notes that courts
in Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Connecticut have ruled in the opposite
way, and that we have not reached a consensus on this issue. One way
to deal with the ethical gulf between MacIntyre and Friedman is to
use the old philosophical device of denying a premise that they hold in
common: that the purpose of the firm is only to enrich the stockhold-
ers.
Second, Moore advises, hire and nurture prosocial employees –

cooperative, honest, conscientious people. This is not bad advice, but
it is difficult to say in advance who will be a cooperator and who will
try to be a free rider. That much should be clear from the work of
Doris and others on the questionable status of character – or, as I
would prefer to say, its fragility. Moore clearly does not accept the
Doris view of character; in fact, he finds evidence in the literature that
conditional cooperators comprise about half of the population and
free riders about a third (p. 307). Showing the conditional coopera-
tors that the conditions are right for cooperation is crucial, and it is
helped by cracking down on the free riders.8 This does not require
knowing ahead of time exactly who the free riders are. It may be that
the most one can do in the absence of adequately subtle psycholog-
ical testing. Moore is assuming that the right kind of organizational
structure and its systems are necessary but not sufficient for the orga-
nization to be a good one, and it should be obvious by now that I
agree.
Third, design jobs so that they offer an opportunity to be virtuous.

This seems to mean not only that the employee has reason to be hon-
est, but also that the job demands skill, conscientiousness, autonomy,
cooperationwith others – that is, the virtues characteristic of a practice.
It is not easy to do this for menial jobs,9 but many if not all employ-
ees can be made to see that they are respected. This and most of the
parameters are about creating a certain sort of corporate culture.

8 Maitland argues that solving the assurance problem in this case will require
management to be prepared to punish free riders. [Maitland, I. 2009.
“Economic Imperialism and its Enemies: The Case for Governance.” Published
and circulated by the author.]

9 But it has been done for coal miners. See Trist and Bamforth (1951). Even a job
that does not require great skill or grant much autonomy deserves respect and
offers a certain dignity. But this is not an Aristotelian idea.
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Fourth, curb executive pay. Presumably this will require the cooper-
ation of board members, who seem thus far not amenable to this move.
Bazerman and Tenbrunsel (2011, chapter 6) go further: they give evi-
dence that offering bonuses for behavior that is supposed to add value
often turns out to be futile or worse, as executives game the system.
In fact those schemes tend to undermine executives’ ability to concen-
trate on the success of the firm. Bazerman and Tenbrunsel even give
evidence that people will be more cooperative in some areas if they are
not compensated for it. They broaden the point by arguing that impos-
ing rules is by no means always an effective way to manage. No virtue
ethicist will disagree.

Fifth, make decision-making participative, and encourage rational
critical dialogue.Moore would no doubt agree with Lerner and Tetlock
(2003, p. 433) that participants should state their views as though to
a well informed, truth-seeking audience of people who have not made
up their minds. It is indeed hard to see how organizations that are
top-down dictatorships can encourage employees to take the organi-
zation’s mission as a guide to action or a source of pride if they have no
ownership of it. There are of course some organizations – the military
in battle may be one – in which there can be little scope for extended
discussion. But the disadvantages of command and control are well
known: there are some dictatorial managers who could improve their
performance by listening occasionally, though not all of them will,
since they enjoy being dictators. I have argued, and will argue again,
for the importance of dialectic in working out the right thing to do.
But to believe that dialectic is always sufficient for solving problems
of authority and accountability in the workplace is, as Moore would
probably agree, to put too much faith in the rationality of managers
and employees.

Sixth, trust rather than monitor employees. This seems to presup-
pose that the other parameters are in place, though it can amount to a
self-fulfilling prophecy. In some cases, however, it can be disastrous.

Seventh, encourage group identity. In politics and management there
are few issues more critical than finding ways to cause people to sup-
port the common good. A compelling mission will help. In some orga-
nizations it will be useful to create band-of-brothers cultures within
units, though competition and mistrust across unit lines may be an
unintended consequence. Creating an Us often entails creating a Them.

Eighth, maintain transparency. This creates and is created by trust,
with which it shares some advantages and disadvantages. In some large
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organizations, however, revealing details of matters such as corporate
strategy to all employees would be risky.
Of Moore’s recommendations only one has much to do with MacIn-

tyre’s views of possible (or impossible) virtues in organizations. There
is nothing about the noxious influence of the profit imperative. On the
contrary, given what Moore says about the importance of the organi-
zation’s purpose (i.e., mission), he can argue that profit is a means to
accomplishing the purpose, and not an end in itself. That should satisfy
MacIntyre, and Aristotle as well.
Taken as a whole, the point of the eight parameters seems to be that

an organization succeeds by giving each employee reason to believe
that the mission of the organization is worth pursuing and reason
to believe that the other employees have the same reason. The eight
parameters are best effected together. Some of them cannot easily be
done in isolation; others, including the last, can, but it would probably
make things worse.
Could an organization like this be internally good but externally

bad, by producing bad products or taking advantage of monopoly
power, for example? Possibly, but in that case it would be less likely to
be able to rally its workforce around its mission.
It would be an understatement to say that none of this is easy, par-

ticularly for large organizations in which most employees do not know
most other employees. We know that Aristotle believes that the polis is
the school of virtue, but he is thinking of a city-state that we would not
consider large. For reasons to be discussed in Chapter 7, it is easier to
create what Moore advocates in small companies or subunits of large
ones.

Organizational citizenship behaviors

Moore’s ideal organization fosters and is fostered by what are called
Organizational Citizenship Behaviors (OCB), a concept recently for-
mulated to describe employees’ acting for the common good – or, as
we might say, acting to preserve the commons – in the corporation
(Sison, 2011). An organization benefits from OCB when its employ-
ees go beyond the minimum requirements of their individual jobs and
with good will and mutual respect work cooperatively for the success
of the enterprise. In MacIntyre’s terms, they are engaged in virtuous
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practices. They are creating social capital, which is good in itself as
well as being productive in a competitive market.

Sison uses the notion of OCB in discussing Aristotelian citizenship in
organizations. Akerlof (2007) has proposed that economics attend to
what he calls “natural norms,” which lead employees to contribute
more than they strictly must to corporate success. Recall his claim
(1982, p. 543) that employees’ productivity can be explained by refer-
ence to their “sentiment for each other and also for the firm.”

As Sison notes, there is a long-lived controversy about the ways in
which employees are like citizens of a polis. In discussing the issue,
Sison brings in two distinct conceptions of citizenship. One of them
is what MacIntyre would call a liberal conception, which empha-
sizes rights, and in particular freedom from government control. The
other, which Sison identifies with Aristotle’s notion of full citizenship,
requires assuming obligations to the group and generally being civic-
minded. It goes well beyond fulfilling a contract, whether a pay-for-
performance contract or any other; in fact such a contract presupposes
employees are distinct from the organization in a sense that OCB does
not contemplate, for a good organizational citizen is supposed to share
responsibility for the success of the organization. Such a citizen is a vir-
tuous employee.

One might reasonably say – though Aristotle would not – that the
obligation-rich form of citizenship is appropriate for employees and
the liberal one for citizens of a state. Néron and Norman (2008,
pp. 10f.) note Galston’s (1991, pp. 225–7) similar distinction between
civic-republican citizenship and liberal citizenship. The former obli-
gates you to take an interest in the community and aim for the com-
mon good. The latter permits you to be self-interested. If we could
summarize Moore and Sison in a phrase, we would say that the lib-
eral form of citizenship is insufficient for a good organization. From
MacIntyre’s point of view, liberalism of this sort in either an organi-
zation or a state is the enemy. We shall discuss this issue further in
Chapter 7.
A difficulty about this kind of organizational citizenship is that one

can count on it to benefit the employee only if the organization has
the characteristics that Moore predicates of good organizations. If
the company is dominated by free riders, cooperators will be at a
severe disadvantage. Trusting the untrustworthy and contributing to
the exploitative is too virtuous by half, hence a kind of vice.
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A problem about loyalty

Many theories of management appear to be aimed at improving cor-
porate performance by designing jobs that essentially involve prac-
tices, with goods internal to them. Earlier in this chapter I mentioned
trustworthiness, honesty, sensitivity, pride in one’s work, loyalty to
the group, and unselfishness. Theorists of Total Quality Management,
for example, would claim to be encouraging these and similar virtues.
Behind many such theories is the notion that managers and employees
are working together as loyal and committed members of a team, or
even a family, in aid of a corporate mission that animates them all.
One problem with theories of this sort we have already noted. A

corporation will be celebrated in the literature for demonstrating the
power of this or that arrangement, and then serious problems begin
shortly after publication. As Rosenzweig argues, managers are often
deluded when they take teamwork and so on to be independent vari-
ables. But when we attribute them to successful companies, the halo
effect is often at work: success is the true independent variable, and the
impression of virtuous solidarity is the result of success. In any case,
corporations often find that management innovations work well for a
while but then run into unintended and unforeseen consequences. At
this point MacIntyre might well argue that Rosenzweig has demon-
strated the futility of pseudo-scientific theories of management. But
who would argue that cooperation is unproductive or that it does not
require trust? Who would argue that free riding is a success factor in
an organization? The least we can say is that MacIntyre fails to show
that the corporate profit motive is inconsistent with virtue in the cor-
poration.
Unfortunately MacIntyre is not wholly wrong. A great many com-

panies, including those that undertake teamwork based on loyalty and
commitment, fail to act on their espoused values. Often they have
proved ready to turn to downsizing when it offers advantages. And
“Who can blame us?” they might ask. To forgo opportunities for profit
as a way of preserving jobs is really a form of welfare. This response
presupposes that employees are to be treated primarily as means, and
stockholders as ends. That follows from Friedman’s principle that the
overriding responsibility of management is to make profits for the
stockholders. But Friedman does not offer any proof that stockhold-
ers should get as much as possible of the margin while employees get
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only what is needed to keep them from leaving. That the stockholders
own the company is a pertinent fact, but not a decisive one. Friedman
argues that this is the way to build a strong economy. Hedrick Smith
(2012), on the other hand, argues that a strong economy requires a
strong middle class, which stockholder capitalism is undermining in
America.

Fake loyalty

But worse, as Ciulla (2000, especially chapter 9) says, companies are
betraying their employees. Management demands loyalty and commit-
ment and only pretends to offer it in return. As things are, many down-
sized employees have reason to feel deceived. It is common to blame the
competitive pressures of globalization for downsizing and outsourc-
ing, and consequently for employees’ stagnating wages despite their
increased productivity. But employees’ wages have not stagnated in all
industrialized countries: in Germany, for example, they have increased
along with workers’ productivity, as they did in this country for nearly
thirty years afterWorldWar Two. Since then executives and stockhold-
ers have reaped nearly all of the gains from productivity (Ciulla, 2000,
especially pp. 155–7; Smith, 2012, chapters 4–6). That this situation
is so common in America makes it difficult for employees to have the
confidence required to participate in creating the kind of organization
that Moore envisions.

It is unrealistic to think of most organizations as families, and dis-
honest of management to represent them that way. It is possible to
make employees members of a team without offering them perma-
nent employment. Employees can think of their jobs as representing
opportunities to develop valuable skills, including those that enable
them to participate in coherent and complex forms of socially estab-
lished cooperative human activity according to standards of excellence
and to derive great satisfaction from doing so. They can liken them-
selves to athletes who may be traded to a new team but are expected
to mesh with their new teammates and continue to play the game
the right way. Jones and Smith are in business for themselves, in a
sense, but it does not follow that they should have a narrowly self-
ish attitude towards their work. It is possible to have an organiza-
tion that approaches Moore’s ideal without promising anyone lifetime
employment.
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There will be situations in which a measure of loyalty is a necessity.
Training an employee may be a significant investment, and there will be
little or no return on it if Jones leaves the company and uses his newly
acquired skill elsewhere. Or if the training is narrowly applicable, Jones
too will see a return on his investment of time only if he keeps his job.
In cases of this sort there is reason for the employer to keep Jones on
for an extended period, and to give Jones a strong incentive to stay.
And of course Jones and the company will have to trust each other if
they are to undertake the joint investment.

Leadership

If all or nearly all people were rational in the way economists typi-
cally think people are, management would be a nearly impossible task,
even with the best possible performance compensation schemes. But in
fact some people are reasonable in Rawls’s (1993) sense: the reason-
able person is motivated to act cooperatively according to mutually
acceptable principles. The rational person in this sense is more nar-
rowly self-interested. Reasonable people are typically willing to play by
the rules so long as others in the game play by them as well, even when
being reasonable conflicts with rationality in the economists’ sense.
They appreciate and reciprocate others’ cooperative behavior rather
than exploit it. These are the conditional cooperators that Moore
claims constitute about half the typical workforce. In an organiza-
tion a rational person in the sense we are discussing – not Aristo-
tle’s sense – may be a free rider; a reasonable person will not be.
The commons is preserved in an organization only if most people are
reasonable.
Competitors may be reasonable people. So, for example, I want to

succeed; it follows that I want you, my competitor, to fare less well
than I do. I am not thereby being unreasonable, because I accept that
you want to win too, and I espouse no principle to the contrary. My
governing principle is that I am motivated to play by the rules if you
do, but I still want to beat you.
To be reasonable in this case is to be motivated by the interests of the

organization. Smith may cooperate even if she thinks that she would be
better off as a free rider; she may even think that she can get away with
being a free rider and serve her own narrowly defined interests or her
own notion of correct compensation policy. But however reasonable
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she is, she will not cooperate as long as she believes that others are not
cooperating and that therefore her cooperation would be futile.

That everyone is reasonable is not a sufficient condition of the preser-
vation of the commons, because any individual in the organizationmay
be reasonable and yet doubt that others are as well, and may conse-
quently feel justified in acting selfishly in the belief that to do otherwise
is pointless. So the reasonable people must trust the other reasonable
people; that is, they must believe that the other people are reasonable.
Not only that: they must also believe that the other people trust them.
For if I am reasonable and think that you are reasonable but think that
you do not think that I am reasonable, I have good reason to believe
that youwill not cooperate, hence good reason not to cooperate myself.

Cases like this create an assurance problem that cannot always be
solved just by punishing free riders. The problem may arise even where
employees are not being selfish but instead want to add more than
financial value, and to people other than only themselves. They may
have different values, or different ideas of how the organization may
add value. A strong sense of professionalism is not proof against the
problem.

A third sort of leadership

This situation calls for a certain sort of leadership. James McGregor
Burns (1978) argues that leadership may be transactional or transfor-
mational: the former is a matter of getting people with different desires
to negotiate and compromise. The latter is a matter of changing peo-
ple’s desires or even their values, so that all those involved willingly aim
at the same goals. Burns seems to prefer the latter sort of leadership,
which he apparently believes entails getting people to put aside their
selfish desires and embrace larger and worthier ideals. But changing
people’s desires and ideals is difficult, and not obviously a good thing.
We may even think that there is something intrusive about doing so.
Should managers – or politicians, for that matter – really manage other
people’s values? We know that this is a controversial issue.

I believe that organizations need a different kind of leadership, a
mean between transactional and transformational. This sort of lead-
ership is about creating social capital. It is a matter of thinking of the
organization as a commons that must be preserved, on the understand-
ing that preserving the commons is the best way to accommodate the
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desires and values of the managers in the aggregate. It is a matter of
causing managers and employees to take the interests of the organi-
zation, or their part of the organization, as reasons for action. This is
not transactional leadership. A transactional leader will typically offer
compensation and job security in exchange for productivity; but as we
know, that deal does not always work very well even if the commitment
is kept. In fact it may make people less productive. Nor are we talking
about a transformation of people’s core values; that is a task beyond
most managers.10 If employees put their personal interests ahead of
corporate interests, it will be hard to change their minds. A leader of
the sort I have in mind can convince people that their own interests
are best served if the organization prospers and that they should take
a measure of pride and satisfaction in their cooperative achievements.
But there is an issue of credibility: each employee must not only trust
the leader but also believe that the other employees do as well.
A leader who values social capital will encourage practices that cre-

ate internal goods, including not only technical skill but also pride in
the quality of one’s work, loyalty to the group, unselfishness, trust,
trustworthiness, and honesty. But because these internal goods include
trust and trustworthiness, employees will believe that their own inter-
ests are best served if the organization succeeds, because they will
believe that that success will benefit them all, financially and in other
ways. They will therefore be motivated to work for the success of the
organization, as, I think, in the case of Moore’s ideal organization.
This is what MacIntyre says cannot happen in an organization that

must make a profit, for financial incentives drive out virtue-related
incentives. He is right to this extent: as I have argued more than once, if
an organization offers only financial incentives to motivate employees
and managers, they will take their work seriously only as a means to
their compensation and not as having any intrinsic value or as fulfilling
any ethical obligation to the organization. As a result they will tend to
work less productively and perhaps even opportunistically.
MacIntyre does not contemplate situations in which external suc-

cess, including financial success, is the result of employees committing
themselves to the success of the organization on the understanding that
all employees are doing the same. In that case – far from crowding out
the practices that create internal goods – success will reinforce virtuous

10 But Turner et al. (2002) found that managers scoring high in moral reasoning
showed relatively high transformational leadership behaviors.
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practices much as a team’s victories reinforce teamwork. Nor has he
thought, as Newton (1992, p. 359) does, about how employees may
develop in their jobs: first they follow instructions; then after a time
they act by habit; finally, at least in some kinds of job, they understand
the purpose of what they are doing and creatively find new ways to do
it. That will probably not happen if the employees think of a job only
as a means to compensation.

Moderate optimism

We should not give in to oversimplification or overoptimism. Not all
organizations can create or even need much social capital. There are
some that require their employees to be creative and to cooperate in
ways that make assessment of individual achievement difficult, but
some jobs and some organizations are not like that. Even in some orga-
nizations that are like that there may be room for slacking and other
kinds of free riding that are hard to detect.

Much of this chapter has argued for a certain community of inter-
ests between labor and management and among competitors. This is
part of the story, but not all of it: labor and management and com-
petitors do not have identical interests, though bargaining in good
faith can help preserve the commons. Where their interests are not
identical, it would be naı̈ve to try to reach a dialectical resolution
of their differences. They are arguing not about the truth but about
who gets more, and all parties should understand that. Ciulla is right
in warning that talk about everyone being on the same team can be
deceptive.

Having argued that employees can create social capital that supports
and should therefore be supported by a profit-oriented enterprise, I
now undertake to criticize MacIntyre further by proposing that there
is room for social capital not only in firms but also in competitive mar-
kets.

MacIntyre’s case, we should recall, rests on the notion that the pur-
pose of the firm is to make money – that is, enrich the stockholders.
But we have seen evidence that the most successful firms aim at a cor-
porate mission that extends beyond profits and achieves profits as a
result. Corporate missions typically mention customers, but there is
no reason why they should not mention other stakeholders whose pur-
poses a firm must serve in some way if it is to succeed: in particu-
lar, employees and suppliers. These stakeholders are not necessarily
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means to the interest of the stockholders, though they might be if the
stockholders had most at stake and at risk in the organization. And
that would be the case if a corporation could fire any of its stockhold-
ers and confiscate their stock.

Virtues and stakeholder relations

Aristotle would not accept MacIntyre’s view that commerce is a zero-
sum game. On the contrary, as we noted in Chapter 1, he argues in
NE V 5 that exchange is a uniting factor in a community. Exchanges
happen because people can meet each other’s needs, and thus make
each other better off through trading justly. This seems to be a view that
most businesspeople and most business ethicists would readily accept.
But sometimes there are heavy transaction costs, and we look for ways
to reduce them.
According to the standard theory of the firm, usually attributed

to Coase (1937), organizations exist because they reduce transaction
costs relative to market relationships. The latter are sometimes fraught
with uncertainty that no contract can eliminate; so the parties must
undertake research, negotiation, and other costly means to reduce risk.
The relationship may fail because of mutual distrust, to the disadvan-
tage of both parties. By acquiring the supplying firm the buyer can pre-
serve the economies that would otherwise be lost, but it is not always
possible. When it is not, social capital becomes important.
Freeman, Harrison, and Wicks (2007) argue that corporations and

their stakeholders ought to create win-win situations – just what
MacIntyre claims is impossible. For example, a supplier might say to a
customer, “My materials costs have exploded and I’ll take a huge hit if
I have to sell to you for the price in our contract. Can you help me?” If
the customer is happy with the supplier’s work and trusts the supplier,
the response might be, “All right, but I’m assuming that the next time
your materials costs are less than you anticipated, you will return the
favor.” A relationship that allows that kind of flexibility will be better
than one that demands sticking to the letter of the contract. (This will
not surprise a virtue ethicist.) The latter kind of relationship could put
one party or the other out of business and/or enrich some lawyers.11

11 See Phillips and Caldwell (2005) for a discussion of supply chain relationships.
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This is not to say that there is no place for contracts in the supply
chain or elsewhere. MacIntyre, unlike Rawls, dislikes the contractual
model of ethics, in part because it presupposes an untenable kind of
individualism; but that is no reason to say that there is never any place
for contracts. Heugens, Kaptein, and van Oosterhout (2006) take a
position betweenMacIntyre and Rawls: they make much of the impor-
tance of free consent in the contracting process (p. 393), but they do
believe that contracts are inadequate in some cases, as where the inter-
ests of the parties cannot be aligned at all (p. 401). They also suggest
that trust plays a crucial role in contracting.

A supplier and a buyer can both gain from a situation in which the
supplier dedicates a lot of resources to manufacturing an item that a
small number of buyers can use profitably. There is a risk, however: if
the supplier or a significant buyer leaves the relationship and no other
party takes up the slack, great costs will be forever sunk. Negotiations
in matters like this may turn into a lose-lose battle for leverage. Rela-
tionships of this sort, and stakeholder relationships generally, will be
win-win insofar as the parties are trusting and trustworthy to a signif-
icant degree. It is helpful for both parties to have, and be seen to have,
the virtues of honesty, loyalty, dedication to quality, and some concern
for one another’s well-being. They should work out a win-win relation-
ship based on justified trust. This does not preclude hard bargaining,
but in many cases each party needs to bargain with the possibility of a
long-term relationship in mind.

A kind of friendship

Drake and Schlachter (2008) argue that what they call sustainable col-
laboration engenders trust, communication, and acting toward com-
mon goals. This is, they believe, a special case of what Aristotle calls
friendship of utility, a genuine kind of friendship and not mere mutual
exploitation. (Aristotle’s account of friendship is in NE VIII and IX.)
They say, correctly, that the attitudes that it engenders not only create
long-term advantages but also are good things in themselves. They con-
stitute just the sort of virtuous activity, we might think, that MacIntyre
does not expect to find in business.12

12 Koehn (1992) too interprets Aristotle as saying in NE V 5 that parties to
exchanges ought to be bound by something like friendship of utility.
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Sustainable collaboration goes beyond information-sharing andmay
involve manufacturers using their own resources to help improve sup-
pliers’ operations and suppliers sending people to work in the man-
ufacturers’ factories. There is utility in such relationships, which are
relatively stable and long-lasting. But incentive sharing, communica-
tion, and trust are goods in themselves, and so resemble the goods of
friendship (Drake and Schlachter, 2008, pp. 858–62). This is a per-
suasive account, though it is not certain that Aristotle’s conception of
friendship is flexible enough to be pertinent to it.
The same is true of Sommers’s (1997) account. On her view, a friend-

ship of utility requires reciprocity not governed or limited by contracts
but expected because each trusts the other to honor the nature of the
relationship. It requires the parties to be virtuous, and to recognize each
other as people with legitimate interests. Each party wants the other’s
prosperity, and promotes it in the relationship. But this mutual good-
will rests finally on the desire for profit – or at any rate was created by
it.
MacIntyre believes that competition undermines the virtues. In the

sort of case we are discussing, however, actual and possible compe-
tition will usually put pressure on firms not to exploit, but to create
social capital with stakeholders in the supply chain and elsewhere. The
alternative is to be weighed down by transaction costs. Creating high-
quality goods and services at prices determined in competition – or
at least not much higher than competitive prices would be – is a way
of succeeding that enhances a firm’s reputation for trustworthiness and
similar virtues.13 It helps develop social capital with one’s stakeholders
and rallies employees around the corporate mission. Social capital and
profit are mutually supportive; and of course social capital, in addition
to preserving the commons, is a good thing in itself.14

From Adam Smith onwards, some philosophers have argued that
free markets demand such virtues as honesty and dependability; oth-
ers have argued in the other direction. (See Hirschman, 1982, on this
controversy.) I do not claim that these virtues are competitive advan-
tages in every case, still less that most firms have them. But they can

13 Hirschman (1982) credits Simmel (1955) with the insight that the essence of
successful competition is doing the best job of benefiting their customers.

14 But as we have noted, social capital is no guarantee of virtue: think of Albert
Speer, think of the Mafia.
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be competitive advantages in some cases. MacIntyre has not made his
case.

The real pro

Sometimes we use the expression “real pro” to refer to someone who
achieves success by doing things right. Carlton Fisk, the highly profes-
sional catcher for the Red Sox and the White Sox, understood excel-
lence as well as any player. When he saw the flashy Deion Sanders,
an opposing batter, fail to run out a foul ball, he shouted at Sanders
to “play the game right,” or suffer physical violence from Fisk. Fisk
always played hard, and his aggressive play sometimes led to fights
with opponents. But he would have said that trying to win showed that
he and the players on opposing teams shared an appropriate respect for
the game.15 Other players agreed that Fisk played the game right, and
that he was right to confront Sanders, even though by doing so he was
helping strengthen Sanders’s team, at that time the rival Yankees.16

We do not expect competitors in baseball or in business to make
particular decisions in the light of the common good, even when they
contribute to it in the long run. We do expect that a good outcome
will usually emerge from a competitive market in which competitors
succeed on the basis of quality and price. Friedman is right in holding
that managers of publicly held corporations should not focus primarily
on how to help humankind, but we need to add something about the
importance of trustworthiness and of at least conditional cooperation,
and of the social capital that they help create.

I have suggested that the game of business, like the individual orga-
nization, has some of the characteristics of the commons. The stake-
holders are better off in the aggregate if they play the game right –
that is, if they are all honest and make profits from selling goods and
services that add value, rather than tricking other stakeholders. But a
businessperson who can act dishonestly and get away with it may do
well (externally) if the others are honest. We avoid the tragedy of the

15 Almost all ballplayers will agree to the rule that you must respect your
teammates, your opponents, and the game. (See Turbow and Duca, 2010.)

16 Manfred von Richthofen, the Red Baron, the greatest of all German fighter
pilots in the Great War, killed as many as 80 allied pilots before being killed
himself. His body, borne to the grave by allied pallbearers of his rank, was
buried amid wreaths in a military ceremony as his enemies’ guns fired a salute.
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commons insofar as regulation is successful, but we know that that
is hard to get right. We strengthen the commons insofar as the stake-
holders respect – as opposed to serve – one another’s interests, as Adam
Smith believed they could and usually did. I do not need to be friends
with my competitors, but I must treat them as ends in themselves and
not merely as means. That is the sort of competition for which the real
pros, the Carlton Fisks of the world, demand the respect of all who
participate. That sort of rivalry will lead to prosperity.
Then there are the internal goods. Many successful businesspeople,

especially the real pros, enjoy what they do because it teaches and exer-
cises some virtues that, as Aristotle rightly says, make for eudaimo-
nia: intelligence emotional and rational; courage; sensitivity; coopera-
tiveness; respect for excellence; patience and, when appropriate, impa-
tience; conscientiousness; thrift; ability to postpone gratification; hon-
esty. Contrary to what MacIntyre believes, fair competition can teach
these business virtues and create their internal goods.
That list of virtues is not much different from Adam Smith’s, and

very close to McCloskey’s (2006) list of bourgeois virtues. Rosen-
zweig (2007) too would buy into this list. Graafland (2009) argues
that commerce encourages certain virtues and discourages others.
Wells and Graafland (2012) argue that intense competition may be
inhospitable to virtue. But businesspeople have an obligation to be
virtuous even when the environment, which is indeed influential, does
not encourage it.
We find the right sort of market more often in some businesses than

in others. In particular, it is hard to see the financial services industry
as anything but a zero-sum game. Even if we assume that all invest-
ment advisers are honest and competent professionals, every successful
investment is someone’s opportunity cost. And no sane person would
assume that honesty and professionalism prevail among those who cre-
ate arcane derivatives, as opposed to arcane electronic technologies.
There MacIntyre’s strictures apply well, and in fact may understate
the problem. It is a cause for worry that an increasing number of the
ablest college students are taking positions in financial services, where
their skills cancel each other out and virtue is not much encouraged.17

It was not always that way.

17 Shiller (2012) argues that arcane financial instruments are not bad in
themselves, and can be highly beneficial. I do not doubt it, but he has little to
say about the effect of highly probable information asymmetries.
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An example of corporate virtue and vice

For many years savings and loan institutions earned respectable prof-
its by making mortgage loans and paying modest interest on savings
accounts. A good loan officer would lend to people who could pay off
the loan. A bad one might lend to someone whose future income was in
doubt, or refuse to lend to a qualified applicant who was a woman or
a member of some minority group. The mission of the typical savings
and loan institution was to support savings and community develop-
ment, and in so doing the institution would make some money. Think
of George Bailey in the Frank Capra film It’s a Wonderful Life.

Many of the George Baileys of that bygone world were virtuous
bankers. They made a loan with care, taking into account not only the
financial position of the borrower but also such factors as the quality
of the builder’s work. They followed the norms of mortgage lenders
and passed them on to their successors. They did not pause and ask
of every loan whether it would contribute to the community, but they
were aware of the contributions that their institutions made, and proud
of them. George Bailey himself was unsatisfied with his lot for some
time; but in due course he saw what he had done for the community of
Bedford Falls and how grateful his fellow townspeople were, and then
he realized that he was, as his brother said, the richest man in town.18

The George Bailey banker considers the relationship between lender
and borrower a win-win situation; each party to the transaction adds
value to the other, and from George’s point of view his participation
in that sort of transaction is a good internal to his job and generates
external goods as well. George will not offer a customer an adjustable
rate mortgage that might suddenly adjust unaffordably upwards. He
will not encourage a customer to buy an expensive house on the ques-
tionable assumption that its value will double in a few years. He will
not exploit his superior financial expertise. If there proves to be a prob-
lem about repayment, George will try to work with the borrower to
find a mutually satisfactory alternative. He always wants a win-win
situation, and foreclosure is a loss for both parties. He has reason to
assume that the borrower, a neighbor in Bedford Falls and perhaps a
friend, wants win-win as well.

MacIntyre is right in noting that a contract between willing parties
does not guarantee fairness or a win-win outcome, especially when

18 I do not mean to suggest that these arrangements were the best possible ones,
but their shortcomings are not explored in the Capra film.



186 Virtues in and among organizations

there is asymmetry of information. It is impossible to write a contract
that will guarantee that both sides do well no matter what. The deal
requires a certain level of mutual trust that the other party is not an
opportunist who will take advantage of an unexpected circumstance.
Personal acquaintance helps build that trust.
In due course regulations on these institutions were lightened, in part

because depositors’ opportunities for better interest rates elsewhere
threatened to put the institutions out of business. The institutions could
also sell their mortgages to Fannie Mae and FreddyMac or some other
entity and make some money that way while doing a lot more lending
without taking any undue risk, or so the bankers believed. In twoways,
then, the lenders were tempted to make bad loans. Deregulation and
the Federal Savings and Loan Insurance Corporation made it easier to
do so, and the ability to earn a fee by passing the mortgages and their
associated risk on to the next party eliminated the negative incentive.
In many cases the loan officers were paid on the basis of the amount of
money they pushed out the door; hence they had an incentive to make
bad loans, and many of them did, and then passed them along.
These loan officers were often not virtuous. Their institutions had

lost their old community-oriented mission and had no new one except
to make money – in fact, to make it in ways sometimes antithetical to
the old mission. Their lending practices were motivated by their com-
pensation scheme, which gave them an incentive to steer borrowers
to unsuitable loans (Morris, 2008, p. 56). Their institution itself was
not virtuous, and Aristotle will tell you that personal virtue does not
thrive in a bad community. The broader community was not exactly
evil, but its combination of deregulation and insurance that created
moral hazard, its financial institutions whose structure and strategy
were not designed with much foresight, and its spectacular opportuni-
ties to indulge greed helped create a toxic brew.19 There was no place
in it for George Bailey and his virtues. It was made for the evil Mr.
Potter.
But the current problems are not merely a result of a generation

of mortgage lenders being like Mr. Potter. Some major factors are

19 This is not to say that all securitizing is unethical. The problem has been that
some have taken it too far. We know that Aristotle would say that there are no
principles that tell us exactly how far to take it, and that virtues have
something to do with avoiding extremes. Securitizing must be done in the right
way, etc.
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situational, as Doris would no doubt argue. The lenders do not know
the borrowers personally, and theymay not live in the same town. They
will not worry very much about the prospects of getting the mortgage
paid off, since they intend to sell it. Their compensation is often based
on sales. The questionwhether character as well as environmental pres-
sure is a factor in making decisions is a practical one in cases like this.
In some situations people do respond to very large financial incentives,
and there are few who can set aside their financial interests and act on
the basis of the long-term, broad-gauged view. And why should they, if
hardly anyone else does? On the other hand we know that, contrary to
what Jensen andMeckling (1994) claim, people do not always respond
to financial incentives in the same way, and they do sometimes respond
to more communal incentives. But in this case as in others, the financial
incentives crowded the communal incentives out. Aristotle’s view that
a virtuous person requires the support of a good community applies to
this environment, in which lending as George Bailey did it would be
unprofitable, in part because that kind of lending requires a long-gone
relationship of care and trust between lender and borrower. Bankers
could either forgo large profits and risk the wrath of their stockhold-
ers or play the prevailing game of dangerous leverage. They were in a
lose-lose situation.

As we have discussed, Aristotle holds that one of the marks of good
character is the ability to grasp the essence of an ethical situation. That
requires that you see your role correctly. If you are a good doctor, you
see your job as promoting the health of patients, but at the same time
you may be under pressure to contribute to the bottom line of your
health maintenance organization. In such cases the two goals – those
of practice and those of the institution, MacIntyre might say – are anti-
thetical, at least in the short run. We can say much the same of a good
mortgage lender, like George Bailey. But in the absence of the tradition
and the support of the profession, virtue disappears. Then if you are a
lender you typically describe your work as enriching our loan portfo-
lio rather than helping Mr. and Mrs. Grossman buy their dream house.
There is nothing intrinsically bad about enriching one’s loan portfolio:
banks are supposed to make profits. There is indeed something wrong
with only ever thinking of the effect of the transaction on the bottom
line.

If Friedman and MacIntyre are right in claiming that increasing the
bottom line is the ultimate purpose of the firm, then there is little or
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no room for deliberation about ethics over and above deliberation
about profits. If, on the other hand, the manager thinks of his/her job
as involving the assessment of the claims of other stakeholders than
merely the stockholders – customers, suppliers, and employees espe-
cially – then strategic decisions look rather like ethical decisions.20

It is worth repeating that I am not claiming that most managers think
of stakeholders in this way, or that they are real pros, or even that they
aim to create social capital in their organizations. I say only that all
that is possible, that it is consistent with corporate profitability, and
that it is a good thing. It is not contrary to human nature or to the
nature of capitalism.

20 It is no coincidence that Freeman is at once a strong advocate of
stakeholder-oriented management and a strong opponent of the separation
thesis, the notion that business decisions and ethical decisions are distinct.
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Teaching ethics

Aristotle claims that building character is a long process requiring the
best efforts of one’s family and especially one’s community. One does
not become a good person easily or quickly. If he is right, how can
anyone expect to make a business student a good person with one
course in one semester? My aim in this chapter is not to discuss the
broad question of how to teach business ethics, but to consider why
and how to teach character in a business ethics course.

There is something odd about expecting a business ethics course
to make students more ethical. We do not expect that a course in
accounting will make students want to be accountants: it tells them
what accountants do, and it may give them some sense of why that is a
good thing. A corporate finance course tells students how to husband
and increase corporate financial resources, among other things. It does
not make them greedy, except perhaps incidentally.

The objection to that argument is that courses in management,
accounting, and finance are supposed to show students ways to
increase their own wealth, hence their quality of life, by having a suc-
cessful career in the field, or in an allied field. That is not true of
courses in ethics. Not only do they not make students more ethical,
says the objector: they do not increase students’ quality of life. But by
now we know that this objection is poorly based: ethics is about one’s
interests, if Aristotle is right.

Even if they cannot mold students’ character, business ethics courses
have some value if they help students who already want to be ethical
businesspeople get better at it. Business ethics courses can raise crit-
ical questions about the standard economist’s definitions of morally
significant concepts (utility, maximization, and rationality, for exam-
ple) and presuppositions about behavior (egoism and empty utilitaria-
nism, for example) and thus leave room for alternative concepts and

189
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presuppositions (about performance incentives, for example). It may
thereby reduce the bad behavior that these self-fulfilling presupposi-
tions encourage.
One can also teach well-meaning students some techniques for

thinking rationally about what the right thing is, or at least for avoid-
ing some of the pitfalls of facile thinking. Recall that Aristotle con-
siders habituation a crucial process in moral development, but that
at a certain point it is necessary to introduce rational reflection. Some
social science, presented modestly, is appropriate as well. Organization
theorists can teach students some ways of creating organizations that
encourage rather than punish doing the right thing, and their lessons
belong in a business ethics course.

Focusing on character

All this is worthwhile, but recent corporate scandals maymake us hope
that business ethics courses of some sort will improve the character
even of those future businesspeople who are not clearly predisposed to
work and play well with others. I want to claim that a business ethics
course can improve students’ character by helping them think critically
about their values and realize them in practice.
I have argued, following Aristotle, that virtues recommend them-

selves in a way that principles do not, in part because there are self-
regarding, though not narrowly selfish, reasons to be a person of good
character. All the same, an ethics course may not much affect you if,
after careful consideration, you believe that the most ruthless person is
the likely winner in the zero-sum game that business seems to be, and
that you want to be that person. Nor can we do a great deal for people
incapable of learning to deal with complex situations, or those inca-
pable of doing anything other than what nearly everyone else is doing.
(Courses in management no doubt have similar limitations.) Not every
student is in such bad ethical condition, however, and a good course
can reach the ones who are not.
A good course in business ethics should raise questions about how

the students ought to make decisions once they are in business, and
in particular about the sort of reason that they should take seriously.
Adequate answers to these questions should encourage students to ask
themselves what kind of life they want to have.
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Controversy

Students know that ethical issues are controversial: we disagree about
them, and we disagree about how to resolve our disagreements.
Courses in ethics show that philosophers, who seem to think that
they have some special knowledge to impart about ethics, have dis-
agreed among themselves for millennia. At the same time, somewhat
paradoxically, students and others have strong intuitions about ethical
questions, and on occasion emotions to match. We argue, often coher-
ently and sometimes convincingly, about matters of right and wrong.
Often, moreover, we do not need to argue, for we have a set of views
about specific issues on which we do agree.

One way to resolve this paradox would be to claim that ethical
questions really do have right and wrong answers and that in some
cases we just have not discovered what they are. Then we might try
to find some principles of ethics that perform the same function as the
principles of science, or perhaps logic or mathematics, and do it just
as well. But I have joined many others in claiming that ethics does not
give us algorithms like those familiar to mathematicians, or principles
that look at all like scientific laws. If we ignore Aristotle’s warning
and expect too much of ethics, we shall be disappointed, and our
disappointment may lead to unfounded skepticism about the whole
ethical enterprise.

Acknowledging that ethics is not scientific may undermine it in the
eyes of some, including those who believe that organization theory is
a science. But organization theory is not a science, and a class in busi-
ness ethics would be a good place to show why it is not. Students may
be inclined to say that whether Jones is a better person than Smith is
subjective, but they should be asked whether they would say the same
of the claim that (say) Jones is a better manager than Smith. The fact
is, however, that neither claim can be decided by the scientific method,
yet both can be true or false and both may yield to evidence.

Corrupting the youth

Almost anyone who teaches ethics has had to deal with the familiar
slogan, “Who’s to say what’s right or wrong?” Most students are not
true relativists or nihilists – among other things, they have a lively sense
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of their own entitlements – but they are skeptical about our ability to
make sound ethical judgments. Students may become skeptics because
their time in college has led them to question the opinions and values
that they have learned from their childhood mentors, especially their
parents, and nothing solid has replaced the old certainties that they
now doubt.
Some students who enter college come from religious homes and

communities in which ethical verities are taught without much exami-
nation. Their parents may find, to their discomfort, that their children’s
time in college has undermined the verities and left a kind of ama-
teur nihilism, or at least an immodest skepticism, in their place.1 This
creates tension in the family, and the faculty gets some of the blame.
Parents and other traditionalists are not mollified by the response that
the unexamined life is not worth living. They may decide that there is
much to be said for religious colleges.
By the time these skeptical students begin to study business inten-

sively, usually in their third year, they are ready to embrace the view
that ethics, whatever else it may be, is not a major factor in business.
A student may read Adam Smith or Friedman and infer that one can
and even should be an egoist, for the Invisible Hand will take care of
the equitable production and distribution of goods, if that even mat-
ters. Acting in one’s own best interests becomes more than a plea-
sure: it becomes a duty. Students who take homo economicus as a
model of human motivation may believe that that is how nearly every-
one is motivated. Utility is a matter of getting what one wants. Pref-
erences are neither rational nor irrational; rationality is a matter of
the efficiency with which a means leads to the satisfaction of some
preference. People are egoists, utility maximizers; and if you are for
some reason not an egoist, you had better act like one if you want to
succeed. Ethics, which is often called altruism, is inefficient and even
irresponsible.
Students, and not only they, often assume that any reason you have

for doing something is based on self-interest. As we noted in the
Introduction, if a counterexample is proposed – Mother Teresa, for
instance – the response is that Mother Teresa was actually motivated

1 I know of no reason to claim that college typically makes students less religious.
Putnam and Campbell (2010, pp. 276f.) offer a survey that shows that among
African American and evangelical Protestants those with a college education
attend church more often.
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by the glow of pleasure she got from helping poor people. Quite apart
from whether there really is any such glow in the hearts of the char-
itable, the argument renders psychological egoism trivially true: since
nothing could count as evidence against it, it is compatible with all
states and events and therefore offers no information about the world.
In practice, however, students typically identify self-interest with hav-
ing money. (Why else would anyone go to business school?) Agency
theory is the embodiment of this attitude in the management and busi-
ness ethics literature. The assumption that agency theory describes the
motivations of senior managers has a self-fulfilling aspect, since it has
led to practices like stock options for senior managers.

It is possible that business ethicists bear some responsibility for this
state of affairs. One can teach a fairly enjoyable and well-evaluated
ethics course by just provoking arguments among the students. Unless
the professor brings the arguments to convincing closure, which is not
always easy, students may assume that there are no final answers to
ethical questions. Even if Professor Smith believes that there are right
or wrong answers and that she has the right ones, the inference that
students draw from her failure to convince them that some position is
correct, or her stance of neutrality in classroom debates, will reinforce
the impression that traditional opinions and values are questionable
and that there is nothing solid to replace them, except perhaps the
profit motive.

I know of no research showing that ethics courses undermine ethics,2

but we can see how it might happen. The Socratic method, much
favored by those who teach classes in philosophy and other disciplines,
may be part of the problem. Let us consider the method by looking at
its founder.

The dubious contributions of Socrates

On the most plausible reconstruction of a philosopher who left no
written work behind, we can say a number of things about Socrates.3

First, all his conversations are about ethics. Ethics is about improving
one’s soul; the best reason for being virtuous is that it makes one’s soul

2 But Bazerman and Tenbrunsel (2011, pp. 27f.) present some indirect evidence
that this is so.

3 The greatest influence on my views about Socrates is the work of one of my
mentors, the late Gregory Vlastos. See, for example, his Socratic Studies (1994).



194 Teaching virtue in business school

better and grants a greater measure of eudaimonia than does vice. So
Socrates’ conversations with friends and acquaintances aim at improv-
ing their souls and his. Second, the immediate purpose of most of his
conversations is to define some virtue: piety, justice, etc. Being able
to define each of these virtues is, he thinks, a necessary and sufficient
condition of having the virtue in question. You cannot be courageous if
you cannot give an unassailable definition of courage. In that sense the
unexamined life is not worth living; in fact, the unsuccessfully exam-
ined life is not worth much either. This is in part because only a vir-
tuous life can be a good life, so Socrates suggests, but he does not
argue the point to any great degree. Third, in the end Socrates’ inter-
locutors can never define the virtue under discussion. Nor is Socrates
himself able to define it: he can only destroy the definitions that others
propose, and he regularly does so. Finally, Socrates’ futile search for
virtues suggests that most people who believe that they are virtuous
are not.
Socrates was tried and found guilty of corrupting the youth, and in

particular of teaching them atheism. Defiant to the end, he claimed that
the most appropriate “punishment” would be to give him free meals
for life in thanks for his service to Athens, or at worst a small fine.
Instead he was executed. The plaintiffs were motivated in large part by
political considerations, for Socrates had had some questionable ideas
about Athenian democracy and some associates among its enemies. But
under the prevailing amnesty he could not be tried for treason, and the
charge of corrupting the youth was a substitute. Still, he had made
powerful enemies by apparently undermining the traditional values of
Athens.
Aristophanes, the greatest of the Greek comic poets, portrays

Socrates in The Clouds as a sophist: that is, one who teaches students
that there is no right or wrong. Sophists, who typically were paid
for their services, taught students how to argue for any conclusion
that they liked. The Socrates of The Clouds helps one of his students
“prove” that he ought to beat his father. The historical Socrates taught
no such thing, but he probably gave some of his students the impres-
sion that there is no sound basis for traditional morality and no known
way of demonstrating what is right or wrong.
Socrates might have said that traditional morality has stood us in

fairly good stead on the whole, and can continue to do so even as
we suggest possible improvements. We know that Aristotle was to
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say something like that, but Socrates did not. Perhaps he thought that
Athenian traditions had led to a democracy that was little better than
mob rule, thence to a brutal and unsustainable empire, thence to a
bloody and ultimately futile war against Sparta. And in the end, of
course, the Athenians killed Socrates. Why should anyone take the
ethical judgments of this community seriously?

Socrates’ errors

If Socrates encourages skepticism in his conversations, it is in large part
because he raises the bar too high. Being able to create a definition of
some item by finding what all instances of it have in common may
not even be possible. As Wittgenstein argued and Aristotle suggested,
words can be meaningful and useful without definitions that are uni-
tary in that way. More to the point, one can surely be pious or loving
or courageous without knowing how to define the virtue in question.
We might say that in certain difficult cases we make better judgments
if we have some clue about the features that make an act brave or
reckless or cowardly – that is how we interpreted Aristotle’s view in
Chapter 4 – but that is not Socrates’ view.
Socrates claims that there really are true propositions that set out

the necessary and sufficient conditions of certain virtues, and that not
knowing these conditions is fatal to ethics, though one is a little bet-
ter off if one knows, as Socrates does, that one is ignorant. Today
moral philosophers are more likely to say that there are no algorithms
for discovering right or wrong answers, or even for applying ethical
principles on which we can reach consensus. That sort of statement
could contribute to corrupting the youth if one claims also that the
absence of such algorithms (or clear and unassailable definitions, as in
Socrates’ case) is fatal to ethics. Most moral philosophers do not make
that claim, but some students might draw the inference, especially
under the influence of Socrates.

There is something puzzling about this. We have no algorithm for
rating American presidents, and we have no way to settle an argument
over whether George Washington or Abraham Lincoln was the better
president. But we do know that Lincoln was a better president than
WarrenG.Harding, and only a few students are prepared towaste class
time arguing otherwise. It would make sense to us to ask ourselves why
we consider Lincoln better than Harding and to identify some criteria
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on which we make that judgment. Surely we can do the same in the
case of ethics.
If the criteria we choose are principles, however, the result may be

disappointment and cynicism. I have argued that, even assuming that
principles related to utility, justice, and rights are all somehow perti-
nent to ethical assessment and decision, applying the sometimes com-
peting insights of each sort of principle to complex situations in the real
world is difficult and often inconclusive, especially in disputed cases.
Think of Deborah. If students believe that ethics ought to be sound
in the way logic or geometry or natural science is sound, then they
might well infer that there is no fact of the matter in ethics. Mak-
ing principles central to ethics does not have that implication, but
it may leave that impression. Making virtues central does not, since
students know that cowardice and dishonesty are real.

The students’ well-being

Aristotle does not want to raise the bar of precision in ethics as high
as Socrates did, or depict the study of ethics as an abstruse discipline
available to only the few anointed ones – professors of moral philos-
ophy, perhaps – who alone can clear the bar. We can make sound
ethical judgments, and the wise among us do so regularly and with
good reason. Students seldom doubt that some people are more intel-
ligent than others and that it is good to be intelligent, even though
most would agree that intelligence is too complex to be measured
reliably and validly. Nor do they doubt that some people are braver
than others or more honest or more virtuous in some other way.
They have all met cowards and liars, whom on the whole they do not
respect.
Even though we do often recognize virtue when we see it, however,

we might still ask why we have any sort of self-interested reason to
be honest or otherwise ethical. Businesspeople have been known to
say that this isn’t Sunday School, that they are out for number one,
and so on. Some businesspeople claim that ethics is good business –
a means, they seem to be suggesting, to business success. Those who
take ethics seriously will not believe that it is worthwhile to be ethical
only if doing so contributes to the bottom line. That thought, I have
argued, makes ethics just a branch of strategy. But if it is not a branch
of strategy, corporate or personal, what good is it to businesspeople?
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To address that question, as we did in Chapter 3, requires students to
think about what it is to live well. One reason for saying that Aristotle’s
form of ethics is particularly suitable for business students is that they
do need to think about what it is to live well, in part because many of
them confidently assume that they already know.

It would be too much to expect that a business ethics course would
convince all students that Aristotle is right in arguing that it is in
students’ long-term best interests to be ethical – in particular, to be
people of good character. It might, however, show some of them that
they should ask “What do I want my interests to be?” before they
ask “How do I best serve my interests?” It might show them that one
can develop one’s character and one’s interests with an eye on the
opportunities and limitations that human nature offers for living well.
But even if that is too much to ask, it is not unrealistic to encourage
students to consider their values, and to reconsider them. Doing somay
help undermine their unreflective assumptions about their interests,
particularly about the notion that ethics is opposed to self-interest and
the notion that success is a matter of satisfying one’s preferences or
maximizing something.

Ideally Jones as a student could think of his life as a whole, a story,
and work out what will be good for him now and later. If he is rational,
he can plan his future (NE I 10 1100b34–1101a14, VI 7 1141a27–
9; De Anima III 10 433b5–10, 11 434a5–10), but not everyone is so
rational. But Jones can at least understand that he can have mistaken
beliefs about what will turn out to be good for him. Most people are
not very good at “affective forecasting,” as it is called. Gilbert et al.
(1998), Loewenstein and Adler (2000), and others offer evidence that
you cannot accurately estimate how happy or unhappy some future
event, or your future success, will make you. Hence it is not easy to
know what sort of life you can enjoy. One can begin to teach Jones and
others the necessary self-knowledge by encouraging them to reflect on
their facile assumptions about what will make them happy.

This is not to say that business students have bad values. On the
whole they do not think of themselves as evil. They are more likely to
believe, along the lines of Friedman, that they serve a socially useful
purpose in pursuing their economic interests vigorously.4 There is no

4 Some of them say that in the long run it is a good thing for society that
businesspeople act unethically or amorally. That is just a confusion.
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reason to believe that they are different from most people who give
values any thought: other things being equal, most of them would
prefer to be driven by morally good ones (see Jones and Ryan, 2001).
Here too, as I argued earlier, virtue language comes more easily to
businesspeople and probably to others than does talk of principles: we
all like to think of ourselves as wise, mature, rational, and courageous,
though occasionally our doing so requires rationalization. So students
gain motivation as well as information from learning that, for example,
courage is something quite different from acting without restraint in a
macho culture.
It is salutary to suggest to students that as rational people they have

reason to value integrity, and as sociable people they have reason to
value associations. The guidelines implied by these facts, though signif-
icant, are broad indeed, as I have argued. Most of us would recognize
a greater variety of possibly satisfying lives than does Aristotle. In fact,
most of us think that the room for choice among possible lives is itself
a good thing, and we have seen reason to believe that Aristotle would
not entirely disagree. At the same time we respect the limits on that
variety that are implied by the requirements of our nature. As students
plan their lives, those who teach them ethics should encourage them to
consider their strengths and limitations, their opportunities, and what
they can and cannot learn to enjoy. Some of them may indeed turn
out to enjoy a life of intense competition and high risk, but it is a
mistake to let them thoughtlessly assume ahead of time that whatever
they happen to want is possible, or that they will enjoy it if they get it,
or that it would be a good thing if they did.
I do not claim that Smith can just decide while she is in business

school that she is going to be a certain sort of person with certain pref-
erences. Aristotle, who puts so much emphasis on learning good habits
over a long time, would not say so, as we can infer from Chapter 4.
Smith must be prepared to cultivate certain preferences and intuitions
and the strength of will to put them into practice. But right now she
can consider what sort of life she wants to have and why she wants to
have it. That consideration can be part of the process – no short-term
one – of consciously designing a life of sustainable values and of pref-
erences that are consistent with them. That is better than letting her
preferences be determined by the immediate environment into which
she places herself without thinking about how it may affect her.
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Milgram as cautionary

Nor should Smith assume that she will always act on her values. Stu-
dents respond to the Milgram experiment in part because they under-
stand one of its primary messages: that one’s values can be swept aside
with appalling ease by an authority figure. You are not autonomous,
the experiment says. Your values do not matter very much. Your char-
acter is weak. The lesson, taught by many social scientists, is a harsh
one; we do not want to believe that about ourselves. There is reason
to hope that, when confronted with it, students who go into business
will be able to respond to pressure by recognizing it, taking its possi-
ble effects into account, and acting on their values. Former students
who have learned about the experiment in a business ethics course tes-
tify that they do sometimes think of Milgram when they are in similar
situations, and act accordingly. Beaman et al. (1978) show that peo-
ple can be inoculated against crowd-induced culpable indifference by
being taught to recognize the crowd’s influence and to act appropri-
ately despite it (see Slater, 2004, pp. 109f.).

In Chapter 4 we discussed Haidt’s claim, similar to that of Doris and
to some degree to that of Kahneman as well, that on the whole people
are not motivated by principles or first premises of practical syllogisms,
but by shorter-term, more narrowly selfish or clannish preferences. The
Milgram experiment seems to be a case in point, especially for the sub-
jects who rationalized their shocking behavior. If students can learn
from the Milgram experiment to avoid blind obedience in some cases,
we might hope that they could learn how easily they can fall into all
kinds of rationalization. On the Aristotelian view, we have a moral
responsibility to be guided by first premises that reflect our considered
values. It is not clear that students can be taught to do so, but at least
they can be encouraged to ask themselves from time to time whether
they are rationalizing.

Bazerman and Tenbrunsel (2011, pp. 11–13) seem to agree that stu-
dents familiar with the experiment are less likely to be taken in by
Milgram-like features of the corporate environment, and when they
are responsible for that environment they are less likely to make it
Milgram-like. In fact they argue that business ethics courses should
turn away from considering utilitarianism and deontology and focus
on what actually makes people in organizations behave badly or well.
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But one focus does not preclude the other, and in any case students
need some sense of what counts as living well, which is more than just
refraining from shocking someone or, generally, doing something that
on reflection seems wrong.
This view presupposes that business students and businesspeople

care about their values. Most do, though not in all obvious ways. If
you tell a businessperson, “What you just did was unethical,” you
will probably get a negative reaction. If you say, “You are not a
fair-minded person,” the reaction may be a bit stronger. If you say,
“You are weak and easily manipulated,” the response will likely be
downright nasty. Most people want to think of themselves as being of
strong character, and so may pay insufficient attention to information
about the ways in which their character can be overridden or ignored,
though many will deny in a particular case that it has happened to
them.
We are familiar with the claim that the Milgram experiment shows

nothing about character, only that one’s behavior and immediate
desires are affected by the ambient culture. One’s character is a dif-
ferent matter, a harder thing to change and hard to assess as well,
even assuming it makes sense to talk about it. On the basis of a
number of studies of the impact of corporate culture, Chen, Sawyers,
and Williams (1997) echo Aristotle in concluding that ethical behav-
ior depends on the employee’s ability to recognize ethical issues, and
they go on to say that this ability appears to be a function of corpo-
rate culture more than of individual employees’ attributes. But I agree
with Bazerman and Tenbrunsel that it can also be a function of good
teaching ahead of time.
Even one who is willing to countenance a wide variety of sorts

of good life will agree that there is something pathetic about living
according to values that someone else has implanted in you without
your knowledge or consideration. Socrates was right in demanding
that his interlocutors examine their own values and try to show that
they were at least coherent. He was wrong about how they should
be understood and criticized, but right about the need to control and
take responsibility for one’s values – one’s soul, as he put it – to the
extent possible. Neither he nor Aristotle would admire anyone who
was content to be rich and weak. Nor, so far as we can tell, would
most business students.
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Ethical vocabulary and framing

Vocabulary is one of the prime vehicles of culture, as Schein (1985)
and others have argued. In an organization in which people are called
decisive and risk-accepting with approval, the culture may create peer
pressure that encourages shortsighted disregard of possible costs. One
who acts on impulse will be called strong. One who prefers moderation
or consideration of alternatives will be known as a wimp.

If you are a person of good character in Aristotle’s sense, you know
genuine strength and cowardice when you see it. The ethical manager
can help people consider the difference between (say) courage and the
readiness to succumb to macho peer pressure, in part by identifying
macho behavior by name and saying that it is not courageous and not
acceptable. A business ethics course can aid the educational process
by helping students become more fluent in the language of character.
This may entail raising questions about what they have been taught
in economics courses about utility and rationality, and in management
courses about effectiveness. Character is not aboutmaximizing. But the
problem should not be exaggerated. Students should have learned in
courses in organizational behavior that motivation is not simple, and
perhaps even that incentive compensation often does not work very
well. In any case, we have seen evidence that the language of character
is not a foreign language to business students or businesspeople. Keep-
ing character and virtue to the fore in teaching a business ethics course
is a good way of connecting with students’ intuitions about honor,
courage, and respect for fellow-workers and competitors, and a good
way of undermining some presuppositions that the students may have
acquired in some courses and encouraging those acquired in others.

A good business ethics course can give students practice in framing
states and events in ethical terms. That ability needs to be exercised
and developed, given a rich language, and sharpened by critical anal-
ysis. Even then it may be overridden by social pressure or inattention
or anything that causes people to perceive and describe their actions
inadequately, particularly if the corporate vocabulary and emotional
reaction become their own. If their moral language is impoverished or
insufficiently exercised, they may latch on to some other, non-salient
description of the situation: “I am helping Dr. Milgram, who knows
what he’s doing,” rather than “I am torturing innocent people.” Or,
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more generally, “I am a loyal employee,” rather than “I am a person
of such weak character that I’ll do anything I’m told to do.”

Mother’s knee and dialectic

One of the objections to teaching business ethics, or any sort of ethics,
to college age or older students is that their ethical views are set in stone
long before the course begins and that it is too late to change them.
Some of the objectors add thatMother teaches us some lessons that will
always stand us in good stead – the Golden Rule, for example. These
may be the same people who say that what is taught in management
courses is all common sense.5

Aristotle’s account of how one acquires one’s character from com-
munity and family over a period of years, discussed in Chapter 4, seems
at first look to strengthen the objection. You come to act in certain
ways habitually, perhaps in part because Mother offers rewards and
punishments. But Aristotle says that the good habits that you learn
from Mother are not yet virtues.6 He demands that at a certain point
one’s judgments and principles be subjected to rational scrutiny. The
set of principles needs to be internally coherent, and it needs to be con-
sistent with one’s views on specific matters. A dialectical conversation
can force students to compare their principles with their habituated
intuitions and see the need for some adjustment on one side or, more
likely, both. That is a task for a good ethics course.
It is not something that people usually do for themselves. Most of

us are not very rational if we do not have to be; most people are less
rational than they believe that they are. A dialectical argument can
expose inconsistency between, for example, the principles of equality
that I espouse and how I treat women. It is less likely to be able to
effect an immediate change in my attitude towards women, but I am
more likely to do so if I decide that justice requires me to treat women
professionally. And if I get into the habit of doing so, then my attitude
may change as well.
In the classroom or in the real world, dialectic or reflective equi-

librium should have some appeal for both principle-based and virtue

5 Recall that Costa and MacCrae (1994) argue that character is not well fixed
until about age 30. Aristotle would agree with them.

6 But Mother’s nurture is a necessary condition of your becoming virtuous
(NE X 9 1180a1f.).
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ethicists. While the former emphasize principles, virtue ethicists have
an interest in judgments – in Aristotle’s case, common ones, but those
of wise and experienced people especially – about particular situa-
tions. Aristotle suggests that virtuous people must trust their intu-
itions where principles compete or are hard to apply. People of inferior
character often do the wrong thing not because they have bad princi-
ples, though many do, but because they are unable to apprehend the
situation under the right principle, as Aristotle says people of good
character do. They may act on a principle that social pressure forces
on them, or one that rationalizes their previous behavior. This will
happen often when we are in unfamiliar situations or face complex
problems. You did not learn from Mother whether to send Deborah
to London, and her advice against hurting innocent people might or
might not help you deal with situations that resemble the Milgram
experiment.

Long experience and the ability to see complex situations from the
point of view of professional responsibility enabled some wise old
heads at Arthur Andersen to grasp the salient descriptions of the sleazy
actions of their auditors and others at Enron (see Chicago Tribune,
2002). No doubt they had emotional reactions that supported their
view. Unfortunately the winning intuitions were those of people of
bad character, who acted on principles having to do with large billings
rather than their obligations as certified public accountants. Some of
them had long experience, but that clearly is not a sufficient condition
of being a real pro.

A course in business ethics helps develop the kind of character that
generates morally salient descriptions of complex situations with emo-
tions and motivations to match. It plays the part that dialectic plays in
Aristotle’s understanding of moral education by encouraging students
to engage in critical analysis of their values with an eye to what is
coherent and sustainable.

There is no substitute for experience, however. Recall that Aristotle
claims (NEX 9 1180b7–23) that a good doctor understands a range of
illnesses and can handle individual cases best by virtue of his broader
scientific knowledge. But the only doctor who is a true expert is one
who has experience: without it, that general knowledge is useless. Sim-
ilarly in politics: experience and understanding of political science are
both necessary, but neither by itself is sufficient. So a good course in
business ethics offers the next best thing to experience: case studies that
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sharpen students’ ethical perception much as experience does, and help
them put it into practice.

Ethics and strategy: the value of case studies7

The case study method suits business ethics as it suits strategy. In a
typical strategy course the students read a text and then consider case
studies that challenge them to apply the principles in the text to a real
situation. This is the beginning of the process of developing not only
rules but also intuitions about strategy.
Strategy usually involves trade-offs. For example, investing for

growth will typically mean lower cash flow. This does not always make
decisions easy. Where the market is teeming with opportunity and the
strategic business unit (SBU) is stronger than any of its competitors in
all important respects, the strategy of reinvesting for growth is obvious.
But sometimes a group of weak SBUs can together achieve economies
of scale or use slack resources. Even if there were an algorithm indicat-
ing the correct strategy on the basis of the available numbers, it is not
clear that the value of finding the algorithm would justify its cost. At
a certain point the experienced and wise manager must make a partly
intuitive decision. Some managers are consistently better than others
at knowing which of the many accurate descriptions of a strategic sit-
uation is the salient one. Their track record is evidence, though not
always conclusive evidence, of their wisdom.
In ethics, similarly, one may have to choose between, say, benevo-

lence and justice. It would seem to be an act of kindness to pay Jones,
who is not well off, more than Smith, who does not have a family. On
the other hand, Smith is more productive. Here benevolence and jus-
tice do not actually conflict, since benevolence, which aims at a mean
between extremes, does not require paying Jones or any other
employee significantly more than he is worth. Still, the situation
requires some sorting out.
Not all cases are so easy, however. Should some form of justice pre-

vail in Deborah’s case? Or loyalty to the partners? Or professional-
ism in some sense? These virtues do seem at first glance to conflict.
But Hank is able to find the right action because he has the practical

7 Colle and Werhane (2008, pp. 757f., 761) argue for what is recognizably an
Aristotelian approach to ethics training that emphasizes dialectical conversation
and case studies. Obviously I agree. Furman (1990, pp. 34f.) also recommends
case studies.
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wisdom to see that being just to Deborah requires Bell Associates to
stand behind her, and that to do so is not an act of disloyalty to the
partnership or of unprofessionalism, and he acts accordingly. With the
instructor’s assistance students can reconstruct Hank’s reasoning and
learn something about what makes him a person of good character, and
they can see the point of his decision. For the students the discussion
of the case combines the advantages of experience and dialectic.

Using case studies gives students experience that supports the devel-
opment of their practical wisdom. They learn the warning signs of
rationalization and ethical anesthesia, especially if they also learn
about it by reading social psychologists like Haidt. They study cases in
which machismo and courage are opposites. So when a former student
joins an organization that is an ongoing Milgram experiment, there
should be a spark of recognition. Or a student might be in a situation
reminiscent of Deborah and Hank Saporsky. In looking at a case and
considering what its salient features are, students are developing prac-
tical wisdom and thus good character.

Authors of textbooks do not usually alter the principles that they
espouse to accommodate the complexities of business. A business with
high entry barriers is not always more profitable than one in which
growth quickly attracts new competitors, but Michael Porter (1980)
does not try to list all of the possible exceptions to his general princi-
ples. We do, however, expect a wise strategist to know an exception
upon seeing it. Most virtue ethicists acknowledge that there are situ-
ations in which (say) lying would be a useful move for all concerned,
but most of them would say that one should not lie even then, because
it is bad to be a liar. An analogue in strategy would be the advice that
an organization should usually stick to doing what it does best even
when the organization does business in a suboptimal way but change
would be disorienting.

I have noted with approval that Ghoshal and others have criticized
business theorists for trying to be natural scientists and thus violat-
ing Aristotle’s rule that one should not seek more precision than is
appropriate to the subject matter. The notion that business is essen-
tially about maximizing something can create a mindset that a busi-
ness ethics course can barely penetrate. But teaching practical wisdom
inmanagement courses would not only help students understand ethics
better, it would also make them better managers.8

8 Here I agree on the whole with Roca (2008).
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What shall I be?

A leading objective of a business ethics course is to help students get
better at answering the question, “What shall I do?” The practical wis-
dom required to put one’s values into practice is a necessary but not
sufficient condition of an adequate answer to that question. The stu-
dents need a critical understanding of their actual and possible val-
ues. That is to say, they need to get better at answering the question,
“What shall I be?” The question asks what dispositions and emotions
and interests one should cultivate over time, critically and dialectically.
An Aristotelian would take the view that in business, as anywhere

else, a life of integrity is a fulfilling life on which one will be able
to look back with satisfaction. Choosing that sort of life is no easy
task, however. One cannot readily choose which desires to have: many
people are tempted by doughnuts; some are tempted by dishonesty.
We can, however, ask students to reflect on what is most important
to them and how to protect it. Reading Michael Lewis’s Liar’s Poker
(1989), for example, provides an opportunity for this. Does Dash
Riprock lead a good life? Is the Human Piranha’s approval a good
thing? Is selling equities in Dallas inappropriate for anyone with any
self-respect? Why? How does Salomon Brothers of that era differ from
the Zimbardo experiment? Knowing about Salomon or Zimbardo or
Milgram may enable one later to stop and reflect, and to do some
moral reasoning rather than rationalization.
There is some encouraging evidence about the possibility of doing

that. As we noted earlier, Beaman et al. (1978) show that people who
are taught certain effects of social pressure will act better thereafter.
Nickerson (1994) argues that little of themoral reasoning that is taught
in the classroom is transferred, but Lieberman (2000) claims that con-
tinued discussion in an appropriate environment – something like what
Aristotle would call dialectic in a good polis – can make a positive dif-
ference. At least we can disabuse the students of the notion that ethics
is by its nature opposed to their interests, show how certain virtues
are compatible with a good life, and argue that integrity is a necessary
condition of it. If most students have fairly good values already, as I
suggested earlier most of them do, that should not be impossible.
One would have to be deeply optimistic to suppose that a busi-

ness ethics course could change a student’s character, though it might
increase the probability that a student will notice what is at stake in
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some cases. The Milgram case seems to have that effect. Remember,
a person of good character has correct perception. To understand the
phenomenon of framing and what affects it, to know how irrational
people can be and why, to realize how inaccurate affective forecasting
is, to understand how corporate culture can affect even one’s higher-
order desires – these are possible results of a business ethics course that
emphasizes character. If students understand the fragility of character,
they have a better chance to preserve it.

Fairly hopeful conclusion: choosing a job and
choosing a character

The decisions and experiences of a human life are linked by memory,
intention, commitment, and growth, which taken together constitute
a character. A human being has the unique and essential capacity to
create a life. It is seldom possible to design your entire life at once,
but you can create some goals and boundaries on the basis of the sort
of person you want to be and think you can enjoy being. A course in
business ethics can encourage that process. One important step of it
will be to make a decision about the beginning of your career.

Even for those who remember Milgram, corporate culture may be
very powerful. By encouraging a certain notion of success, a bad cul-
ture can thwart people’s ability to reflect on their values and to iden-
tify salient characteristics, as it can thwart the strategist’s attempt to
maintain a long-term perspective and see events from that perspective.
But if a strong organizational culture can affect one’s character in that
way, then the choice of an employer is a most important one. Having
been in a certain organization for a while, I may like being the sort
of person who enjoys acting ruthlessly, or in some other organization
I may become the sort of person who takes satisfaction in maintain-
ing a professional attitude. If Aristotle is right, by acting ruthlessly or
professionally I can become that kind of person. For some students,
choosing an employer (or a career, for that matter) will in effect be
choosing which desires and values to cultivate, hence choosing a char-
acter. Choosing an employer can be part of what Elster (1985) calls
self-management.9 Aristotle does not accept that living in the right

9 A mean between the view that character is what counts and the Doris view that
it is all about one’s environment is the view that a person of good character
chooses a good environment.



208 Teaching virtue in business school

polis is a sufficient condition of developing a good character, but he
does believe that it is a necessary condition.
The instructor can intervene here and help students examine what

their values really are at the moment of choice of a job. It is useful to
raise questions about why someone would want to pursue a certain
sort of career or join a certain sort of firm, and about whether getting
a certain job will be as satisfying as one has anticipated. That may help
expose the reasons given as incoherent or based on self-ignorance or
peer pressure or some other basis for rationalization.
Think of Smith, who is considering entry-level positions as she com-

pletes her MBA. She has two options: a job in the finance function
of a large firm known for valuing teamwork and personal integrity,
or a job in an investment banking house known for its competitive
environment and its contempt for its customers. Call them, by way of
considerable oversimplification, Google and Salomon Brothers.Maybe
she is already the sort of person who will be happy in one of those
environments but not the other. Maybe, on the other hand, Smith is
wrong in thinking that she could not be happy if she were not win-
ning admiration for making a vast amount of money. Maybe she has
bought into the pecking order in her second-year MBA cohort without
considering what sort of life in business would satisfy her. She might
indeed go with Salomon and come to feel contempt for those who set-
tle for selling equities, or she might take a job in a high-ethics company
and come to enjoy it and be quite happy that she did not go with the
investment house. But if what Lewis wrote about life at Salomon is still
true and the researchers on affective forecasting are right in general,
she might achieve success in the investment house but never find it
quite satisfying. Like Dash Riprock, she might always be looking for
the next fix. But by the time she learns this about herself, she may not
be the sort of person who could enjoy life at Google either.
It should be clear by now that I think Smith would have a bet-

ter life at Google, but that is not for me or any instructor to
decide, though it is appropriate to introduce the evidence, cited in
Chapter 4, that happiness has much to do with good associations. She
might choose a job on the firm conviction that it is a glorious thing to
be a pirate king. The instructor should help her think about whether
that or any prospective career or prospective life can be compatible
with values that will sustain her happiness, and to warn her of the fal-
libility of affective forecasting. It would also be a good idea to make
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sure she understands that she will probably have to deal adaptively
and creatively with new situations beyond her current understanding,
in which piracy may not be a viable strategy.

Other things to think about

Let me end with an Aristotelian admonition: one should not design
or assess a business ethics course in a purely results-oriented way.
Aristotle holds that the best life of all is one that is dominated by
abstract thought (NE X 7–8). That is something that one might expect
a philosopher to say. But the study of the humanities is important in
part because there is something to be said for rationality, subtlety, and
creativity of thought for their own sake. A course in business ethics
should aim at these internal goods as well as at preparing students for
a successful and honorable career in business.

There is reason to believe that the communities of the future will
be created by businesses as much as by governments. Like it or not,
one who is successful enough to become a leader in business will be
making a contribution to a better world or a worse one. Steve Jobs
surely did not spend most of his time thinking about how to build
a better world, but he seems to have had sufficient imagination to
understand the possibility that he was helping create a new notion
of community, which would affect people’s values and priorities. Few
MBA students will go on to be visionaries in the mold of Steve Jobs,
but it would be appropriate for them all to understand the impact of
business on the shape of future society as well as their own impact on
their immediate communities.

In the end you should go into business, or into anything else for
that matter, to enrich your life. You do this in part by making money,
so that you can afford to do life-enriching things. You also do it by
undertaking life-enriching things in the workplace. But it is a mistake,
one that Aristotle rightly deplores, to believe that making money in
business is intrinsically enriching. So a business ethics course should at
least point the way towards thinking about what constitutes living well
and, no less important, what does not. In choosing a job Smith is in
effect building a foundation for a life, and that is all the more difficult
because she should not assume ahead of time that she knows in any
detail where she wants to go, or even what she wants her interests to
be. On that issue it is important to Smith to make that decision and
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not have it made for her by someone else. And it would not be a bad
idea to make it with something like Aristotelian guidelines in mind.
A course in business ethics can make some contribution to devel-

oping this understanding; so can other business courses taught with
appropriate perspective; so can courses in history, politics, literature,
and other fields that can educate us about character. All of them can
and should contribute to the ethical development of businesspeople.
Some of them do so by warning us of our weaknesses, such as our abil-
ity to rationalize seriously irrational thought and behavior. Great liter-
ature in particular sharpens our practical wisdom, deepens our moral
imagination, and challenges our parochial ways of dividing the world
into those to whom we acknowledge obligations and those whom we
see as only means rather than ends in themselves.10

Many of today’s business students will become citizens of the world,
because business is global. They will need to be sophisticated enough
for that. In the next and final chapter I argue that Aristotle’s ethics,
though it is parochial and rigid in some important ways, offers us use-
ful insights as we consider how to deal with ethical issues, and espe-
cially ethical disagreement, in global business.

10 One could cite hundreds of sources in making arguments of this sort. A recent
and valuable one is Nussbaum (2010). Bragues (2006) advocates studying
Aristotle, Kant, and other ethicists rather than the virtue ethics and deontology
that are their legacy. Thereby one gets the advantages of reading great
literature and contemplating ethics closely.
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Global commerce involves people who hold a wide range of ethical
views. Can these divergent ethical views be sufficiently reconciled to
enable those who differ to work together? Have we any good reason
to claim that the ethics associated with modern democratic capitalism
is superior to more traditional ethics? This final chapter will not fully
answer these questions, and it will not even address many other ques-
tions about ethics and global business. That would take more than a
chapter. What I propose instead is to show that Aristotle has some
insights to offer us as we consider global business ethics, even though
he shows little interest in global business and has nothing to say about
many of the ethical issues that it raises.

Global business may seem to pose especially difficult problems
for virtue ethics. Enlightenment thinkers have sought principles that
encompass all of humankind; virtue ethicists have been more modest
and more parochial. Aristotle’s ethics is designed primarily for citi-
zens of a polis. It is adaptable to other contexts, but it seems to work
best in fairly small groups, where people hold many opinions in com-
mon, have emotional ties, and communicate directly. Virtual communi-
ties based on radically improved communications cannot substitute for
social relationships based on actual acquaintance.1 Ethics is about Us,
and most of the people in the world will be forever Them. Aristotle’s
parochial views on slavery, women, and businesspeople do nothing to
dispel our suspicion that his virtue ethics does not travel well, through
time or through space. As business becomes an increasingly global
affair, we may think that we should adopt global ethics, with broad
principles suitable for addressing the breadth of problems and opinions
we face. But that plausible and un-Aristotelian notion is wrong.

1 Dunbar (1992) argues that the size of the neocortex, which has not grown very
much in the past quarter million years or so, limits the maximum possible
number of stable personal relationships one can have to about 150.
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For the foreseeable future the increasingly dominant economic sys-
tem will be capitalism. Business ethics and business virtues and vices
will therefore be similarly prominent, and their effect will be felt well
beyond business. The ethics of business is part of a Western culture
that, according to Haidt (2012),2 presupposes a certain view of what
ethics is all about. In North America and Western Europe and in many
urban centers around the world, most people would say that the pur-
pose of ethics is to benefit individuals and to do so fairly and with due
respect for their autonomy. Your autonomous pursuit of what you pre-
fer may be curtailed only when necessary to prevent harm to others or
serious harm to you. The traditional view, as Haidt calls it, is based
on in-group loyalty, respect for authority, and purity as determined
primarily by religion.
As globalization proceeds, multinational corporations will recruit

managers and employees from wherever they can find qualified ones,
and multicultural workplaces will be a fact of life. So corporations
must deal with some different views of ethics, including the traditional
view, which is not very hospitable to capitalism. Business ethics as we
understand it represents the modern, Western view of what ethics is.
As a result of global commerce, traditional ethics is under siege. But it
will not quietly go away, and managers in global enterprises must deal
with it.
In a conversation with Haidt some years ago I briefly outlined Aris-

totle’s ethical theory. On the basis of that summary Haidt told me
that he thought that Aristotle’s views put him somewhere between the
modern liberal conception of ethics and the traditional one – a mean
between two extremes. This struck me as an insightful remark, and I
thought about it afterwards for some time and came to believe that it
was right, on the whole, and important.3

This chapter will consider some ways in which Aristotle can help
us as we consider the divergent notions of ethics that the world’s cul-
tures have to offer. Despite his lack interest in global commerce and his
coolness towards different notions of ethics,4 Aristotle can assist our

2 Others have made similar points, but I focus on Haidt to emphasize the
connection between his views on modern liberal ethics and his (and Doris’s and
Kahneman’s and others’) skeptical views on rationality.

3 Haidt did not elaborate; the elaboration that follows is mine. On the whole it
vindicates his statement if it is true; if it is false, he bears no responsibility.

4 Aristotle cites with approval the poets who said that it was fitting for
barbarians to be ruled by Greeks (Pol I 2 1252b8).
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thinking in three ways. First, it is characteristic of a person of prac-
tical wisdom in Aristotle’s sense to be flexible and adaptive enough
to deal virtuously with situations not covered by familiar principles.
So it is practical wisdom that will stand us in good stead as techno-
logical progress, especially in communication, creates new issues and
globalization unearths competing ways of dealing with them. Second,
his substantive view of ethics offers an attractive compromise between
the traditional conception and the modern one, of which the extreme
form is the Enlightenment view. Third, Aristotle’s methodology offers
a particular way of reconciling the conceptions: dialectical conversa-
tions inmediating institutions, such as small organizations or subunits
of larger ones, between advocates of differing conceptions of ethics,
may resolve enough of the differences that their proponents can coexist
and perhaps even reach a consensus on some important matters. This
is consistent with Aristotle’s view that the (small) polis is the school of
virtue. We do not become ethical by first learning great principles and
then applying them to our lives, and we most easily learn to cooperate
with and trust people with whom we associate frequently and closely
and to whom we must be responsive.

I shall not argue that the world will eventually embrace Aristotle’s
views. The spread of capitalismmay result in the victory of empty utili-
tarianism, radical individualism, and all of the other afflictions we have
discussed. I have no prediction to make and little to say about how
to make it all come out well. I want only to make some suggestions,
inspired by Aristotle, about possible ways forward.

Traditional morality

In more traditional societies – Haidt mentions India, where he lived for
a time – the cardinal virtues of loyalty, obedience in a hierarchy, and
purity lead to a significant emphasis on Us vs. Them, with a tightly-knit
Us, and in consequence little attention to individual autonomy.5 It is
the sort of morality that one would expect to find in a tribe that does

5 As Haidt notes, however, cultural conservatives in this country are more likely
than liberals to take traditional notions of morality seriously (2012, especially
chapters 7 and 8). We also see in the West an ongoing clash between
communitarians like MacIntyre and libertarians. Some (e.g., Sen, 1997) have
pointed out that certain ancient Asian philosophers sound remarkably modern
and liberal, for example in their emphasis on individual rights. But Haidt seems
to be thinking of the majority of people in traditional societies today.
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not associate with many other tribes, except in hostility or suspicion.
We are hard-wired to bond with people similar to us, and such a tribe
does little to alter or rationalize the wiring. One thinks of the people
of the Hebrew Bible. Their morality does proscribe murder and lies
and theft in the ennobling Ten Commandments, but much of what
the people are required to do is tied to their unique identity. They
are not noticeably tolerant of other tribes. Their respect for author-
ity, often including religious authority, is of a piece with their commit-
ment to the community, which does not hold votes on a range of vital
issues or encourage respectful and rational consideration of the opin-
ions of people in other communities. One of the functions of purity is
to distinguish themselves from those who are uncircumcised and eat
treyf.6

We see reflections of this moral divide in business. In India, still
a traditional society in some places, there is less opposition than in
America to managers hiring their relatives even when others are better
qualified. The view seems to be that, though profit and growth are
important, they should not crowd out all family considerations. In
Japan companies have long been more like families. But some Ameri-
can companies have become more familial,7 while Japanese companies
are becoming less so. In any case, we find both of these models and
others throughout the world. Which one is most appropriate will
depend on many factors, of which tradition is just one.
Traditional morality appears to be largely the invention of powerful

men in isolated and highly religious communities. People are expected
to do as they are told by their leaders, who claim to derive their legit-
imate authority from God, whose demands these leaders alone under-
stand and convey to the loyal and obedient people. The demand for
purity can serve to control the most intimate and personal aspects
of people’s lives and thereby create not only a willingness but also a
desire to be loyal and obedient. This attitude has some survival value
in an embattled community that requires a strong Us. The challenges
that face a traditional society are different from what we in the West

6 St. Paul, a virtue ethicist, downplayed the exclusivist aspects of Judaism and
sought to make Christianity a universal religion. St. Peter saw Christianity as a
part of Judaism.

7 At least they pretend to be. Recall that Ciulla (2000) shows that American firms
espouse something like the family model but in fact follow the market model
when they have an opportunity to lay employees off.
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normally face. One might say that traditional morality works better
for people with traditional lives and institutions.

But that is too facile. Leaving aside the question whether the ancient
practices are still functional, it is not enough to say that some prac-
tice or principle works better. Denying education to girls “works” for
communities dominated by extreme Islamists in that it helps maintain
their traditional way of life. But considering how the practice relates to
the way of life seems to reveal a utilitarian justification at best, and the
utility in question is largely a matter of preference satisfaction.8 That
is to say, the best possible argument for the practice has some limited
force but is inadequate for the same reason as is the utilitarian justifica-
tion for capitalism: as Aristotle would say but for his prejudice against
women, not schooling girls fails the test of human flourishing. In any
case, as both Aristotle and standard capitalists would say, dictatorship
based on religion may offend against citizens’ natural propensity to
deliberate and choose rationally. How can we hope to speak to those
who accept that view of ethics?

Looking for reconciliation

Donaldson and Dunfee (1999) approach the problem of widely differ-
ing ethical views by identifying some widely accepted “hypernorms,”
by which we can judge the soundness of local norms, which differ from
one community to another. Communities may have different norms
that are equally justifiable; or one community may have justifiable
norms and the other not, or both may be wrong. But judging local
norms on the basis of hypernorms will not be easy. As we know, prin-
ciples, whether or not we call them norms, may be hard to apply. Dif-
ferent communities may have different conceptions of justice, of the
scope of rights, and of the good life.9 If there is a hypernorm that rules
out some notion of justice, defenders of that notion will argue that the
hypernorm is biased in favor of some other conception of morality.

8 Paradoxically, a Western economist might support the practice for that reason.
9 Hampshire argues (1983, pp. 5f.) that one cannot assess a practice apart from
the way of life, whether modern or traditional, that gives it its meaning and
value. He is not claiming that we cannot criticize a certain practice or a way of
life, only that the criticism must take into account the contribution that the
practice makes to the way of life in which it is situated.
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If the available hypernorms do not rule out any notions, they are not
useful.
I shall next argue, following on Chapter 3, that there is much to be

said for capitalism, despite its problems. In fact what there is to be said
for it can be attractive even to some traditionalists. On the other hand,
capitalism is by no means good in all respects or in all its forms. So I
shall note some challenges that capitalist ethics faces, but then go on to
argue that Aristotle helps effect a reconciliation between the modern
liberal view underlying capitalism and the traditional view with which
capitalists must deal.

Capitalist ethics

I have argued that free markets score well with respect to certain forms
of utility, justice, and rights. Free market competition is extraordinar-
ily productive. It is just, in the sense that it rewards contributions to
the economy, hence to society. It supports autonomy, in the sense that
it offers wide ranges of choice of products one can buy and of jobs
one can take; and since there is competition for your dollar or your
services, your options are favorable. As Maitland (1997), McCloskey
(2006), and others have argued, it encourages honesty, industry, and
other bourgeois virtues.10

But while markets encourage certain bourgeois virtues, they do
not guarantee them. On the contrary, markets can also encourage
greed, short-term thinking, an Us-Them approach to ethics if any
approach at all, dark satanic mills, and the commodification of too
many aspects of life. We should be content with the more modest
claim that markets can support virtue given the right sort of busi-
nessperson and the right sort of government, which must be answer-
able to the right sort of populace. But more than that, the right sort
of people and government can support markets that are productive of
goods that we have reason to desire and of virtues that are desirable
in themselves. But “can” does not mean “will,” and emphatically not
“will overnight.”

10 But recall that Graafland (2009) and Wells and Graafland (2012) find a
complicated picture in the relationship between these virtues and competition.
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The standard defense of the free market – that it is ethical from the
point of view of utility, rights, and justice – embodies some question-
able and characteristically capitalist presuppositions.11 It takes utility
to be preference satisfaction, and I argued in Chapter 3 that it is not.
As for rights: a buyer has a right not to buy a product; an employee
has a right to resign. But are there no more rights in play? Is there no
other recourse for an abused employee? Are negative rights the only
ones? The standard defense presupposes that justice is a matter of hir-
ing, paying, and firing on the basis of actual and possible contributions
to the success of the organization. But all we can say about that notion
of justice is that productivity requires it (a dubious claim in any case),
not that it most closely approximates the Platonic Form of Justice. In
a small firm, as opposed to IBM, a form of socialism might be quite
productive. Would it be unjust? I know of no principle of justice that
justifies the judgment that either company is more just than the other.

But there are some areas in which capitalism does seem to serve jus-
tice in ways that may come to be attractive even to those who have
held more traditional notions of justice.

Justice for women

Justice was done, most of us would say, by Hank Saporsky in the
case of Deborah. I have argued that Hank not only understood that
gender is a poor basis for discrimination in business but also saw
Deborah primarily as a promising young colleague, not primarily as
a woman. We know, however, that there are organizations in which
Hank Saporsky would not be able to get Deborah sent to London.
Some organizations have their homes in national cultures in which
a woman’s normal place is nothing like what we find, or hope to
find, in North America and Western Europe. There a manager who
is considered just would not likely support a woman in a situation
like this. The manager’s intuitions will be unaffected by any feminist
sensibility, and if pressed he may offer principles that have to do with
a woman’s proper place.

11 Let us ignore for the moment the problem that real markets are often
uncompetitive, that participants are poorly informed or irrational, that there
are externalities – in short, that free markets are as scarce as free lunches.
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What can change this attitude? Capitalism has provided some oppor-
tunities for women because it has offered compelling incentives for not
discriminating on the basis of gender. In organizations that face serious
competition, as some large companies now do, thanks in part to glob-
alization, discrimination on the basis of anything other than ability to
do a necessary job is an increasingly unaffordable luxury. People who
have claimed that it is fair to give Jones the promotion because he has
earned it by his performance are now under pressure to say the same
about Smith. People who have claimed that Jones is an adult who has
the right to be treated with respect are now more likely to say the same
about Smith. It is costly to do otherwise.
One can, however, set out to make decisions and have attitudes that

are based on talent, fairness, and rights but still retain one’s preju-
dices. We tend to find plausible-sounding principles that justify our
intuitions, which are warped by our prejudices. So, for example, we
search for reasons to say that Smith, unlike Jones, is really not so good
at the job. But however irrational we may be in that respect, economic
pressure often leads to the habit of dealing with women as though they
were one’s equals, and that habit can spread beyond business.12 That
is a point in favor of capitalism.
Insofar as they encourage participants to judge people on the basis

of their contribution to the success of the firm, business considerations
may crowd out other, worse, bases of judgment. Leo Durocher, the
manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers when Jackie Robinson joined the
team in 1947, was a pragmatist rather than a freedom fighter,13 but
the power of pragmatism is the point of this story. Sensing a possible
revolt against Robinson, Durocher assembled the players and said, “I
don’t care if the guy is yellow or black or if he has stripes like a [exple-
tive deleted] zebra.” The reason he gave for not caring about race was
that Robinson was an excellent player and would help the team win
and make money for the players and, of course, for Durocher. That
is a narrow basis on which to judge people, but it helps undermine
racial prejudice in favor of persuasive grounds based on the legitimate

12 Kupperman (2005, p. 205) notes that changes in attitudes on matters such as
gender may “radiate out” and affect how we see and describe situations
beyond where the change occurred.

13 His most famous remark, “Nice guys finish last,” was taken out of context,
but it probably did not seriously misrepresent his attitude, which was very
much Us vs. Them.
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mission of the organization. He probably did not speak of aiming at
the common good, but he did appropriately talk about the success of
the team.

Tradition opposed Robinson. Some of his Brooklyn teammates were,
as his minor league manager had been, southerners by whom racism
was taken for granted, and they were not especially pleased to have
him on the team, especially as they had no choice in the matter. What
won them over, even more than being told that they had no choice
except to leave the team, was that Robinson was not only an excellent
player but also a fierce competitor, ready to do anything to support his
teammates. For that reason he reached their emotions, and they saw
him in a new way. The teammates did not cease to be clannish, but
now Robinson was one of the leaders of their clan, and the reported
racial attitudes of some of his skeptical teammates changed.

Business can do the same for gender equity. Where it is recognized in
a business context, for financial reasons, it will be easier for women to
gain the same kind of equal respect elsewhere, as in the family. In some
developing countries that are predominantly Muslim, practitioners of
microcapitalism face possible resistance from the husbands of women
who get the loans and use them to make serious money. The lending
officers try to explain the arrangements to the husbands in a way that
shows respect for their views and acknowledgment of the importance
of their support for their wives. It works fairly well if the profits start
flowing,14 though some religious leaders criticize it.

I have argued that a business that makes money by creating excellent
products and services and selling them for competitive prices is, all else
equal, a good business – an opinion that unites Friedman and Freeman.
Such a business will have good reason to set aside judgments based on
gender and race and to hire and promote on the basis of the employees’
ability to contribute to their legitimate way of making money. This
policy will be attractive to most employees who benefit from it, and it
will help socialize them.

It would be a mistake, however, to expect that people with deep-
seated traditional views about women will quickly be won over by
Smith’s competence. Seeing her as a good manager will require seeing
her differently, without the blinkers of confirmation bias and other
kinds of bias.

14 I heard Mohammad Yunus make this point in a public talk some years ago.
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Bribery

Most businesspeople and public servants in theWest agree that corrup-
tion is a major moral and practical problem. Those who take bribes no
doubt disagree. One can argue that bribery is widely accepted,15 and
claim that it is not much more corrupt than the practice of tipping.
A cultural relativist might say that to call a practice ethical amounts
to no more than to say that it is accepted in a particular culture, and
might defend bribery on that basis. But at the very least bribery is an
enemy of the good that capitalism does. It diverts money to those who
have leverage and away from those who can earn it in competition. It
harms those who have a right to expect that their tax dollars will pay
for the best possible bridge, not to pay off the best placed briber. It
creates a negative-sum game. It undermines markets and cancels out
much of what is virtuous about them. Some defenders of bribery argue
that police officers and other public servants are paid so little that it is
only fair that they supplement their meager income in an informal way.
That is at best an argument in favor of paying public servants more.
We have reason to hope that the global spread of democratic capital-
ism will reduce bribery. We shall learn something about justice from
understanding why and how bribery, once considered respectable in
some quarters, becomes less acceptable. There is no guarantee, how-
ever, that capitalism will reduce bribery just because it is the enemy of
capitalism. Consider Russia. Consider certain American states.
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development has

told large, efficient companies that they have the most to lose in the
race to the bottom that permitting bribery precipitates. They continue
to try to convince developing (and other) countries that their people are
much better off if they pay civil servants better and do not let them take
bribes or even solicit grease payments. That will work better where
the populace actually has a strong voice in affecting practices relat-
ing to bribery, as it does not in (say) Saudi Arabia. But large, efficient
companies are on the right side of this argument – as they eventually
were on the right side of the argument over apartheid in South Africa,
and for roughly similar reasons: it was bad for business.
Civil servants open to bribery will have strong intuitions about the

appropriateness of the practice and will not shed them easily. If you
are a poorly paid civil servant in a developing country, you will not

15 But not, significantly, widely legal.
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think yourself dishonest in asking for a grease payment. You need the
money, after all, and that is how things are done. In fact, it would
be a bit harsh for anyone to call you dishonest. What will probably
have to happen is that over time civil servants will get into the habit of
following the law and being honest, in part because they will be paid
better, and they will take pride in their honesty and be embarrassed
if they act otherwise. They will be developing a better understanding
of what honesty is. Think of Australia, where there is no tipping. If
you try to leave a tip, the server will likely stop you, sometimes with a
convincing show of mild indignation.

The growing consensus against bribery suggests that, as globaliza-
tion proceeds, cultural relativism may continue to be an interesting
philosophical issue but a less pressing practical one. Globalization will
probably move us towards consensus on bribery because it is bad for
business on the whole. So are cruelty and dishonesty in the workplace:
these vices reduce commitment, undermine trust, and so create costs.
For that reason their survival requires that they not see the light of day;
so transparency is their enemy, as therefore is communication, which
continues to improve radically as technology does. Similarly, a mea-
sure of social capital will probably survive widely, in organizations,
supply chains, and elsewhere because, as I argued in Chapter 5, it is
good for business on the whole.16

There is some uncertainty about what counts as bribery, however,
since there are no airtight and unassailable principles defining it. One
of the great political issues in this country now is the legitimacy of
campaign contributions. Most people agree that it would be immoral
to pay voters to vote for a certain candidate, but there are many who
see nothing wrong with rich citizens contributing millions of dollars
to buy campaign ads to influence those voters and the candidate as
well. But freedom of speech is a difficult issue here, in part because
communications technology has broadened our notion of speech and
raised questions that the old rules cannot easily answer.17

16 Whether the guanxi version of social capital is ethically justifiable can be
determined in part by whether it spreads or survives or, on the other hand, is
anticompetitive and therefore a drag on the economy that cannot be sustained.
See Dunfee and Warren (2001).

17 As it happens, the Supreme Court judges who are most confident of their
ability to understand and judge according to the intent of the Founders were
the ones who most readily applied the First Amendment to mass political
advertising.
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Property

Capitalism armed with technology will raise questions about prop-
erty as well. We have long known that commerce and therefore social
progress would be impossible without the institution of property,18

which Aristotle takes very seriously. He discusses it in Pol II 5, and
leaves little doubt that he believes, among other things, that one nor-
mally takes better care of a property if it is one’s own. He goes beyond
utilitarian considerations in claiming (Pol II 5 1263a29–b14) that pri-
vate property supports friendship, increases self-love, and encourages
virtues like generosity and moderation.
There are some difficult cases, however, even about what counts as

property. Suppose you, a product manager in a home products firm,
are eating lunch in a restaurant and overhear two of your competitor’s
product managers, who do not recognize you, talking rather too loudly
about their rollout of a new product in your market segment.19 If you
use the information that they have accidentally given you, are you
taking fair advantage of a competitor’s mistake or stealing intellectual
property?
Students usually argue that it is not unethical to use the information:

those people should have been more careful, they say. On the other
hand, when one day I put the case to two senior executives in a large
multinational media company, they both immediately responded that
one must approach the competitors and tell them to stop talking about
their marketing plan in public. In fact, both claimed to have been in a
similar situation. Their reaction was probably affected by their posi-
tion: they had had long experience trading in information, and they
took it seriously as a commodity. They considered the situation with
a strong sense of justice: whoever would appropriate that information
is stealing property. That seems to be a minority view, but it may gain
support as we become more sophisticated about the idea of intellectual
property.20

18 But much progress has been made in electronic technology by people who can
create networks precisely because they do not claim property rights.

19 I first heard of a case much like this from Tom Dunfee, who used it in teaching
at Wharton.

20 There are other equally difficult issues around property. Consider Friedman’s
and others’ questionable inferences from the claim that a corporation is the
property of its stockholders.
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In these cases markets support instances of justice: a fair and respect-
ful attitude towards women, honesty in working for what one gets
rather than extorting it, and respect for another’s property. These are
not the only virtues that markets teach us, and they do not come
with detailed instructions for application, but they are important and
laudable ones.

Problems

This account raises two related problems, however. First, even we
who accept the modern liberal notion of ethics face some unresolved
issues. We see the problems associated with bribery, but we disagree
about practices that resemble bribery in some important respects and
may seem inconsistent with democracy. Mass media have complicated
our notions of speech and the press, so we should not be surprised
if we cannot easily resolve today’s questions about political advertis-
ing. We consider property a matter of great moral importance, but
we are unsure about how to extend it to intellectual property. Our
standard conception of property, which after all has not prevailed
in all societies throughout history, does not answer certain questions
satisfactorily. So we have to ask ourselves what the purposes of the
institution of property are, and how we best fulfill those purposes
under new conditions. Second, not everyone will accept bourgeois
virtues as truly virtuous. From the point of view of traditional ethics,
women’s equality is not a good thing, and neither the profit motive nor
any other utilitarian consideration will always override that point of
view.

The first problem is in one important respect amenable to an Aris-
totelian approach. We have noted that Werhane (1999, p. 93) offers
a conception of moral imagination that is useful as we contemplate
these new situations: it is the ability to discover and evaluate possi-
bilities not determined by present circumstances, mental models, or
principles. This is a fair description of some of what practical wisdom
does.

Recall that, as a virtuoso pianist does not just play the notes, a person
of good character does not just act according to principles. Practical
wisdom, a faculty of the virtuous, is a matter of being able to go on
thinking wisely after the rules leave off. We have inadequate rules to
guide us as we consider how and why to protect intellectual property.
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Determining what counts as theft of intellectual property is more than
a matter of applying the principle “Thou shalt not steal” to copyright
and patent cases. Deciding how long to extend copyrights and patents
requires taking into account considerations that have to do with eco-
nomics – considerations with which Aristotle is not thoroughly famil-
iar. It takes great practical wisdom to create a system of intellectual
property that rewards productivity, maintains fairness (as opposed to
widespread monopoly pricing), and otherwise serves the stakeholders
appropriately. It takes an appreciation of how context can determine
the meaning of a thing or an action, as Aristotle suggests in discussing
the mean (at NE III 7 1115b17–19 and II 6 1106b16–22), where he
emphasizes the definitive roles of time, place, purpose, and so on. It
also takes trial and error, whose results will not end all arguments. We
may have what appear to be good principles for delineating intellec-
tual property, but then some new technology raises questions that the
principles cannot address. The best we can do is to bring practical wis-
dom to bear on the questions that it raises in the light of our strongest
intuitions and our favored principles concerning the purpose of prop-
erty. That is to say, as we are seeking new guiding (but not precise)
principles and new intuitions as well, we shall have to engage in dialec-
tical conversations. Much the same is true of our competing intuitions
about bribery.
Werhane and Gorman (2005) bring moral imagination to bear in a

sophisticated treatment of some issues in intellectual property. Among
other claims, they note that we are not dealing with a simple case of
ownership. The development of drugs and other intellectual property
is possible only owing to “an interactive networking set of processes
and overlapping ideas” (p. 607); hence the pharmaceutical companies
have some obligation to share their drugs. How to bring to bear all the
right stakeholders in the right way at the right time will require great
practical wisdom.
Now to the second problem. It may be possible to convert some tra-

ditionalists who see financial and other advantages in capitalism, but
bourgeois “virtues” may still not be real virtues at all. To critics like
MacIntyre they will look like nothing more than traits that help capi-
talism – admittedly a productive system – work smoothly and appeal
to capitalists old and new. More radical questions come from tradi-
tional societies, in which, as Haidt says, there is a different notion
of what ethics is all about. These questions arise around the issue of
gender equity. Why, a traditionalist might ask, should there even be
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any female managers, however productive they may be? That is not
what women should do.

A virtue approach is appropriate here, and it is compatible with the
values of capitalism. Granting women access to positions for which
their talents qualify them permits them to reach their potential as
rational deliberators and effective agents. A reduction in bribery can
encourage pride in contributing to the production of excellent goods
and services. The spread of private property can support family and
neighborhood values, as Aristotle suggests. The development of intel-
lectual property calls on our practical wisdom to help us answer new
questions and act virtuously accordingly.

In these cases involving gender equity, bribery, and property, the
virtue in play is justice. This is a virtue that most cultures honor, but
they have different conceptions of it. Even within the modern liberal
culture we are often unclear about what justice requires in new and
complex cases. The person of practical wisdom is creative and flexi-
ble enough to address these cases and find ways of putting justice into
practice. Precisely because Smith is a practically wise manager, she is
open to discussing various possible ways of designing just practices in
a wide range of situations.

We know that Aristotle himself would not call the reconciliation of
modern and traditional ethics an easy task or suggest that just anyone
is up to it, but he offers us some resources for addressing it. One of
them is his notion of virtue based on humans as rational and sociable
creatures: it is a mean between the modern and the traditional con-
ceptions ethics that should be attractive to both. The other is dialectic.
Global enterprise will never resemble the Academy or the Lyceum, but
it can make room for and learn from dialectical conversations among
people who, though some of their values differ, have some important
things in common.

We shall first discuss Aristotle’s view as a reconciling mean between
ethical extremes, and then turn to the usefulness of dialectic. I do not
offer his views as the only or even the best approach to global ethical
reconciliation, but they are surprisingly useful, especially considering
how parochial Aristotelian virtue ethics may seem.

Differences of degree

Solidarity and hierarchy differ from one community to another in
degree. Most of us in Western societies do believe that community is
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important and that most communities require hierarchies of author-
ity. But unlike people in traditional societies, most of us think that
authority in the political sphere comes from the just consent of the gov-
erned, and we want to live under the least authority compatible with
good order. We take loyalty seriously, but we try to identify its lim-
its on individual autonomy in a way traditionalists do not. We make
moral distinctions based on personal and other relations, but we do
not necessarily have less respect for those who are at a distance from
us: we do not divide the world into Us vs. Them in that way, though
we acknowledge special duties to those in our community and espe-
cially to our families. We include among Us people who have some-
what different convictions about religion, in part because most of us
no longer consider religion the unquestionable and unique basis of
morality.
Let us therefore not exaggerate cultural differences. What most peo-

ple in any culture want is health, a happy and stable family, pleasant
neighbors, some spare time for interesting things to do, and enough
income to pay for it all. Most people despise cowards, liars, and slack-
ers, though they may invoke different ethical theories or religious
beliefs to justify their judgments. As Appiah (2006, pp. 67, 80) says,
many of our disagreements are about how to practice values that we
share, such as respect for the importance of human life. We all value
loyalty and honesty, but we disagree about the rightness of grease
payments and whistle blowing. On Appiah’s view (pp. 63f.), this is
because we honor similar virtues but differ on their priority. Which
priority is correct may depend on circumstances that differ from one
arena to another. But I believe we also give slightly different accounts
of the virtues.
Even a concern for purity, a staple of traditional morality, plays

a role in the modern conception. We may think that in general we
shall care less about purity as our scientific knowledge of the world
increases. Once we know that thorough cooking can prevent trichi-
nosis, we are less likely to believe that God does not want us to
eat animals with cloven hooves. Yet in almost every culture there
are certain things that most people find disgusting (Appiah, 2006,
p. 54). We find the thought of cannibalism disgusting, as does Aristo-
tle (NE VII 5 1148b15–20). But what’s wrong with eating someone
who is already dead? Who gets hurt? Questions like these seem to us
to be beside the point. In cases like this it is not wrong to examine
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our feelings and ask what reason there may be for them, but it is cer-
tainly wrong to dismiss those feelings as superstitious. As we know,
our emotions can be sources of understanding and of support for our
intuitions, and they will not and should not readily go away. In this
case they seem to be connected to feelings of profound respect, even
reverence, for human beings.21

To my knowledge no Enlightenment philosopher or modern busi-
nessperson is so radically utilitarian as to accept cannibalism and sim-
ilar practices, but in today’s modern liberal societies Sandel (2012)
and others find a related utilitarian tendency to buy and sell things
for which there should not be a market, and thus to undermine their
actual value in aid of economic efficiency. There is nothing supersti-
tious, Sandel thinks, about forbidding poor women to become preg-
nant with the intention of selling their children to willing buyers. Call-
ing it an abomination might be a bit excessive, but we can see the point.
There is something questionable about paying children to read books,
for a reason that sounds Aristotelian: reading ought to be a pleasure
in itself, and not merely a means to an end, particularly not to a finan-
cial end; yet perhaps it could get children into the habit of reading, as
in the case of playing the piano. And as with incentive compensation,
payment may undermine better and stronger motives. So while tradi-
tional cultures are less likely than are modern ones to apply utilitarian
tests, hence less likely to commodify inappropriately, even in modern
cultures there is disagreement on this issue, as Sandel illustrates.

Aristotle’s ethics as a mean

Recall Haidt’s claim that we can see the Aristotelian position as a
mean between modern and traditional moralities. At one extreme on
the continuum that they occupy is Enlightenment morality, or at least
a caricature of it, with its emphasis on abstract universal principles,
unanchored individual autonomy, and empty utilitarianism. At the
other is dogmatic authority bossing all citizens around for the good
(authoritatively defined) of the obedient community.22 At the mean

21 So Woodruff (2001) would no doubt say.
22 Nussbaum (2010, p. 53) claims that deference to authority causes disasters in

corporations and elsewhere. The disasters surely come about as a result of
extreme deference. Refusal to acknowledge authority, the opposite extreme,
causes disasters of a different sort.
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we might hold that individual well-being and even identity are essen-
tially dependent to a significant degree on one’s community and that
any autonomy worth having entails being rational about what one
prefers. From this Aristotelian position we can reach out to those of
traditional morality by saying this: Yes, we understand the importance
of community to one’s identity; it is legitimate to divide people into
Us and Them, to recognize special obligations to family, friends, and
fellow citizens, with emotions to match. We must honor good com-
munities sustained by friendships of utility and be prepared to play
our appropriate roles in them, for it is in our nature to be dependent
upon others. We naturally are and ought to be motivated by the com-
mon good. We understand that what looks like autonomy may not be
morally justifiable or even beneficial for the agent. We cannot base
all of morality on unfettered supply and demand. In particular, we
are prepared to support customary practices that represent the spe-
cial nature and transcendent significance of humankind. All that said,
however, human beings are by nature creatures who make morally
responsible choices and create lives for themselves.
As we consider the communal virtues of loyalty and respect for

authority, we should remember that Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean
acknowledges the importance of context. So how loyal one should be,
how one should treat members of the out-group, and howmuch power
any authority ought to have are issues to be determined by context, for
example by the nature of the work to be done. Respect for authority
is a high priority in the military and in small warring tribes, less so in
business, still less so in academe. Spreading capitalism, whose effects
are felt far beyond organizations, will create new contexts in which
people will come to see that loyalty and other virtues need to assume
new and different degrees and forms. Increasing education, commu-
nication, and the intellectual demands of work will probably cause
people to become habituated to greater autonomy and greater gen-
der equality, perhaps first in the workplace but eventually elsewhere
in people’s lives – in the family, for example. But the notion of auton-
omy that Aristotle sponsors is linked to the good life, which is not
the life of the isolated, unconstrained, unsupported, emptily utilitarian
individual.
Aristotle’s intermediate position gives hope that, despite seri-

ous differences, some reconciliation or at least conversation is
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possible between the traditional conception of morality and the
modern one. Dialectic offers a possible way of effecting that
reconciliation.

Dialectic

Recall that Aristotle claims that ethics should take common opinions,
with special attention to what wise people say, as its starting point,
in one sense of the word arche. By induction from these opinions
and what we have learned from collecting facts about biology and
psychology, we may reach principles that explain those opinions. We
do not start from nowhere, contrary to Descartes; we start from where
we are.

Most of us who study business ethics think of capitalism as the best
system available now, and focus on how to make it and its partici-
pants more ethical. It is at least conceivable that some other economic
system would work even better in important respects, but any argu-
ment in favor of another system would carry a burden of plausibility,
if not proof. In the spirit of Aristotle, we should think about ethics in
this our world and try to sharpen our widely held intuitions, many of
which were formed in competitive enterprise, and gather them under
principles that we can accept. But the result will not necessarily give
the strongest possible support to the form of capitalism common in
America. Many people have views about fairness, for example, that
represent a challenge to the American form of capitalism. It takes some
doing to justify wage stagnation in American companies in which prof-
its and executive compensation are soaring. There are Friedmanite
principles that could justify that arrangement, but they conflict with
other principles having to do with sharing the results of shared work,
and with some people’s intuitions.

Over time businesspeople ought to develop a sophisticated set of
principles and intuitions that will enable them to make decisions about
employment and other issues at the right time under the right circum-
stances in the right way in dealing with new people under pressure
from new stakeholders. Even with all the best possible principles and
intuitions, however, they will have no manual telling them what to do
in these new situations. But they have never had such a manual.
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Intercultural dialectic23

Suppose Jones, a western businessperson, speaks with an executive
from a more traditional society about incentive compensation. The
principle that more productive managers ought to get paid more may
seem intuitively fair to the Westerner, but the traditionalist, caring
more about solidarity, may object to the practice as divisive. How can
this difference be settled? Suppose that the two executives have avail-
able some information that shows that in many cases incentive com-
pensation does not have the desired effect, that in particular it does
loosen bonds of trust and loyalty. Jones might then reconsider his intu-
ition that fairness requires incentive compensation, since it alters the
employees’ preferences in a way that undermines their understanding
of their work and therefore the intrinsic satisfaction that they derive
from it. Hemight then accept a guiding principle that recognizes a form
of justice that is not merely a matter of more pay for more productiv-
ity. On the other hand, Jones might object that justice should not be
so dependent upon utilitarian considerations: he might say that Smith
deserves more because she is more productive. Then the two executives
could try to work out a principle that tells us how justice should relate
to utility in cases like this.
Particularly in an intercultural context, dialectic should not be con-

fused with negotiation, though the two processes overlap to some
degree. The parties to negotiation usually begin with a clear idea of
their interests, and of what they want on this occasion. In the case of
dialectic one’s interests are themselves subject to scrutiny. To redeploy
the language of Burns on leadership, discussed in Chapter 5, we can
think of negotiation as transactional, whereas dialectic has an aspect
of the transformational. In the case of gender equity, for example, the
goal is not to reach a mutually satisfactory or unsatisfactory compro-
mise but to change the attitude of one or both parties towards women.
That change may require rethinking some deeply held religious or ide-
ological convictions.24

23 Whether dialectic or reflective equilibrium can claim neutrality across cultural
boundaries is controversial. See Norman (2002) for a moderately optimistic
view. But neutrality is not an absolute necessity.

24 McCracken and Shaw (1995, p. 307) claim that negotiation in the real world
may be about not only the apparent substantive issues but also the terms of
negotiation. Behind the parties’ differing positions may lie differences in values
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Sometimes a dialectical conversation will reveal important intuitions
that may be obscure to both parties. Bribery looks like a straightfor-
ward matter of paying someone with leverage rather than counting
on the quality and price of one’s product or service to gain a com-
petitive advantage, but the situation may be more complicated than
that. How then can we explain the refusal of a Nigerian executive or
public official to accept a bribe proffered by an American company
while accepting the same bribe if it is the Nigerians who first propose
it (Tsalikis and Wachukwu, 2000)? Perhaps the answer lies in what
the Nigerians consider exploitation.

Consider a conversation with a Chinese traditionalist. Can we talk
usefully about whether a businessperson ought to be a gentleman in the
Confucian sense? I think we can. It is striking that Confucius, some-
thing of a virtue ethicist himself (see Chan, 2007), offers a concep-
tion of a gentleman that looks very much like Aristotle’s conception of
a person of good character – trustworthy and trusting, among other
things. Aristotle and some Jane Austen characters might believe that
a businessman is by definition not a gentleman. But given the facts of
our world, we might be able to persuade them and Confucians as well
that a businessperson can be a gentleman, or even a lady, and that the
apparent tension between gentlemanliness and professionalism can be
resolved by dialectical deliberation.

In some cases the advance of capitalism has rendered traditional
views nearly irrelevant. It is unlikely that North American and Euro-
pean businesspeople will encounter many Confucians among their
Chinese counterparts, as capitalism has overtaken older ideologies,
including communism. (Not entirely, perhaps: it is doubtful that lib-
eral individualism thrives in China, though it may grow as capitalism
does.) But a traditionalist might argue that some traditional values
worth keeping have been lost, particularly since the regime has not
asked its subjects whether they would prefer living under capitalism.

Executives in multinational enterprises can try to deal with com-
peting moral traditions by ignoring them and simply telling everyone
what to do, and never mind their values. But if the values of the
organization are a rallying point essential to the success of the enter-
prise, the executive would be better advised to create a dialectical

and attitudes. But negotiation does not normally address these greater issues
directly with a view to reconciling them. Perhaps it sometimes should.
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conversation that considers people’s intuitions and principles in aid
of reaching some practicable consensus on business issues with eth-
ical implications, along with respect for more peripheral differences
of opinion. Mere habits of acting in the valued ways, reinforced
by rewards and punishments, are not yet virtues and therefore may
not survive critical reflection and will likely be brought to bear in a
mechanical way that is neither creative nor practically wise. Worse yet,
a peremptory management style may encourage nothing more than the
habit of working productively only while closely watched, or the habit
of gaming the incentive compensation system.
Yet there is much to be said for changing habits. It can lead to

changing prevailing intuitions, an essential component of dialectical
progress, or at any rate of getting to a useful consensus. So, to con-
sider gender prejudice once again, some men must begin to have dif-
ferent intuitions about women as they get into the habit of dealing with
them. Here we can say, following Aristotle, that habit plays a role in
developing people’s intuitions, and that emotional change is part of
the development of intuitions. Eventually some men will stop react-
ing resentfully to being required to report to Smith and begin to see
her as a manager, not as a pushy feminist – or words to that effect.
At this point it will be easier to discuss a hiring and promotion policy
explicitly based on gender neutrality. But since Smith will initially face
prejudicial judgments of the quality of her work, it will be important
for her to do very well and to make visible contributions to the success
of the firm. As the negative emotion fades, many of those who report
to her will come to feel comfortable about it, and will not care whether
she is male or female or has stripes like a zebra. At that point they will
be ready to think about why gender equity is morally required.

Limits of dialectic

Dialectic begins with not only some common beliefs and intuitions
of the participants but also some guiding presuppositions. Those who
engage in it must commit to a level of rationality and intellectual hon-
esty that may come naturally to us but does not come easily. It would
be a good thing if ethicists made it their business to orchestrate con-
versations under the conditions set out by Lerner and Tetlock (2003),
mentioned in Chapter 4. As I suggested there, if Smith is a good man-
ager she can convey to subordinates that she cares about the issue
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under discussion, that she cannot be fooled about the pertinent facts,
and that her mind is open and undecided. All this conveys a commit-
ment to rationality, but more. Smith is signaling that she respects her
subordinates’ views and cares about their interests and that she believes
that they are intellectually honest people motivated by the prospect
of the organization’s success. She is also willing to forgo the pleasure
of ordering people around.25 And as with virtuous citizens in a good
polis, people in the organization need to agree that they are aiming at
the success of the whole enterprise rather than at determining who is
stronger.

We should not assume that dialectic by itself will get us to moral
truth, as we should not believe that democracy assures us of a good
government, or that a perfectly competitive market will benefit all par-
ticipants fairly, or that the Original Position assures us of justice. I
have argued that no system or structure or process by itself is proof
against knavery. Fort (1999, pp. 402f.), seeing this problem, argues
that there must be something transcendent, perhaps religious, guiding
the dialectical conversation. Aristotle relies on the possibility of the
participants’ rationality, which he thinks is in some way akin to the
divine, as we noted in Chapter 2. His model is the virtuous citizen
in the good polis: that citizen participates in politics with a view to
making the polis just, not with a view to getting the most of whatever
he or his interest group wants. So only the virtuous can participate
in political argument in the right way. There is no guarantee that the
good polis itself will make its citizens virtuous in that way: its support
is a necessary but not sufficient condition of the justice of the citizenry.
But Aristotle consistently opposes the notion that citizens are disposed
by nature to act selfishly rather than for the common good. No doubt
he would say the same about employees.

But what have we proved if we reach a point at which there is a
consensus on intuitions and principles within a capitalist system that
dominates the world? Is it not possible to arrive at a bad consensus,
one that takes insufficient account of intuitions we once had? Suppose
that over time we grow accustomed to the practice of selling children
where there is a willing buyer and a willing seller and the child would
be better off. It might change our attitude towards children: we might

25 Woodruff (2001, p. 27) argues that meetings are often rituals that confirm our
solidarity in spite of our differences.
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lose some of the eudaimonia associated with parenting. But it might
happen without our regretting it, as we would not regret the loss of
the sense of family honor that leads family members to kill a straying
daughter. We might then embrace certain utilitarian principles about
children. How do we know, when we reach a consensus, that we have
made progress?
In the real world there is little chance that dialectic will lead us to

anything like a complete consensus, not least because conditions are
always changing and raising new problems for our old principles and
intuitions. Consensus might otherwise be stultifying; dissenting voices
play an important positive role, for reasons that have been familiar
at least since Mill.26 In any case, even the greatest possible consen-
sus in business will not be the last word. While gender equity in firms
may lead to gender equity in families or vice versa, the priorities of
firms and the priorities of families are very different, and conversations
within them will differ as well. They will have their different versions
of the virtues, and different virtues will be prominent. So excessive
commodification of humans, for example, may serve the interests of
businesses, and some individuals as well, but there will be resistance
to it from most families and from critics who study them, and serious
conversations will ensue.
One of the reasons why dialectical conversations are so important

is that today a typical person is a member of many different tribes. As
Putnam (2000) has argued, certain important associative ties in our
society have been weakened, but most of us live in a workplace, a
nuclear family, perhaps an extended family, a neighborhood, a circle of
friends, a religious body. We can criticize the values of any one of these
groups from the point of view of another. So, for example, this multi-
ple membership will help us avoid the crude way in which traditional
morality may encourage us to divide the world into Us and Them.
Insofar as modern life puts us into a variety of groups that we can
consider Us, it encourages us to reflect on how much loyalty we owe
to whom and why. To do so is not to abandon the virtue of loyalty or

26 Eastman and Santoro (2003) argue that what they call “value diversity”
reduces the influence of group interests, at least weak ones, and thereby
increases the aggregate welfare of the primary stakeholders of an organization.
How their notion of value diversity relates to Aristotle’s views is a complicated
story, but they make an interesting case for their sort of diversity, which might
be found in a multinational workplace.
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the pleasures of association that every sociable animal ought to enjoy,
but to think critically about why loyalty is important, what justifies
you in being loyal to me, how and why loyalty can degenerate into
chauvinism, and how our strong intuitions about loyalty may conflict
with justice when our family, friends, and colleagues deserve justice.
In this way our multiple memberships help equip us to undertake
dialectical conversations.27

Dialectic and human development

Arguably Aristotle is too optimistic in holding that humans naturally
are and ought to be rational and sociable: dialectic demands mutual
respect and understanding and the belief that the other party is intel-
lectually honest to a degree beyond what Haidt, Kahneman, and Doris
would allow. Even the willingness to enter a dialectical conversation
and to make the commitment to rationality and sociability that it
entails is not one that everyone, especially among traditionalists, is
willing to make. Dialectic is difficult even for those who are willing
to try it: we tend to make bad moves, like misdescribing our intuitions
and tailoring our principles to them.

Recall, however, that Aristotle emphatically does not say that we
are born rational or sociable. We have the potential to achieve both,
and thus virtue, but we do so only if we acquire first the right habits
and then the ability to reflect on what we ought to be and do. But
Aristotle does not believe that everyone eventually gets to that natural
point of finding eudaimonia in ties of family, friendship, and citizen-
ship. He knows about weakness of will, perversion, cannibalism, and
other forms of evil, though nature does not aim at these things. He
offers no reason to believe that dialectical conversations will spring up
spontaneously. No doubt they require some preparation. That is one
of the functions of leadership.

There is some evidence of progress by way of nature. Over time
humankind has acquired an increasingly sophisticated level of socia-
bility; that is a good thing. According to some evolutionary scientists,28

27 Think of a conservative legislator who has a gay son. The disconnect between
principle and intuition in this case should make the legislator more thoughtful,
at least on the obvious issue.

28 For example, Bowles and Gintis (2011). Their view is not unanimously shared,
however. Group selection is a contested issue.
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certain social skills and institutions have survival value. Community
solidarity, trust, and cooperation may keep the community going. In
many cases this bonding takes the form of suspicion and hostility
towards those outside one’s group. That tendency survives today, as a
kind of genetic habit, and it can sometimes stand us in good stead and
sometimes lead to bigotry. But at our best we have acquired not only
the habits of the group but the ability to reason about them and about
the right relationship with insiders and outsiders.
Since, as Aristotle says, we are not gods, our most rational delib-

erations are fallible, and we must be modest in deliberating as well as
attentive to a range of intuitions.We cannot always predict which insti-
tutions and arrangements will contribute to the good life. We some-
times find out the hard way, and sometimes we do not find out at all,
but our shared satisfaction with some arrangements and not others
may improve our principles and our intuitions. In the meantime we
must sometimes compromise, and hope we learn something from the
results of doing so.

Lessons of business ethics

Most business students understand that they are likely to work in the
global arena, hence with people outside their culture. They will see the
point of finding ways to engage them, to achieve consensus with them
if possible. They will have little difficulty understanding dialectic if, as
is probable, it occurs naturally in the classroom.
Consider how you might lead a discussion about the overheard mar-

keting plan. You ask the students whether they believe that one should
never steal another person’s property except in the most extreme cir-
cumstances. They agree. Then you tell them the story, and ask them
whether they should listen to the conversation and use the informa-
tion. Yes, they say. You ask them why. They say it is not stealing; the
talkers should have been more careful. Then you ask them whether
they would feel obligated to return a wallet carelessly dropped in their
lap. Yes, they would. You ask how the two cases differ. They answer,
in effect, that the wallet is a tangible piece of property, and that keep-
ing it is stealing. You ask them whether they would like to revise their
principle that one should not steal another’s property; would they nar-
row it to tangible property? And if so, why? Is there no such thing as
stealing intellectual property? What about stealing a patented process
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left lying around? Do they now want to revise their original intuition
that it is all right to listen to the conversation?

Dialectic is particularly useful in a case like this, in which a change
in a traditional institution – property can be an elusive sort of thing,
and copyright and other standard measures for protecting it do not
offer satisfactory accounts in all cases – leaves us wondering what
to do in this situation. I am claiming that technological progress and
globalization are creating new situations like this one, many of them
more complex.

As I argued earlier, the students’ original intuition would probably
differ if they had acquired the habit of taking intellectual property very
seriously. That habituation might have had some emotional support as
well: they might be repulsed by anyone who would steal that informa-
tion, as the executives of the communications firm were. In that case
their intuition would fit their espoused principle; in fact, the espoused
principle would be embedded in their intuition. But no matter how
experienced they are, they must understand that they will face some
problems that do not look like anything they know now. So, having
worked out how important intellectual property is, they may have to
argue about whether a pharmaceutical company has a moral right to
protect its patent on a profitable retroviral drug when thousands of
people who cannot afford it are dying of AIDS.

The manager’s own values

Learning to manage in situations of serious disagreements about val-
ues requires learning to manage yourself, with an eye on the integrity
of your life. If you are a person of good character, you will commit
yourself to a life in which you enjoy being honest, courageous, and
benevolent in undertaking the tasks that are part of being a good citi-
zen, a good spouse, a good parent, a good friend, and a good worker
(employee, manager, or professional). So you will play a number of
roles in a number of associations, and you will have some choice about
the roles you will play, depending on the course you decide your life
will take and the projects that will be part of that course. But it would
be a mistake to suppose that engaging people with different values and
priorities requires you to change your own. An integrated life gives
you a place to stand and enables you to bring some values to your
participation in dialectic.
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Consider an especially prominent role, that of the citizen. Aristotle
regards it as the obligation of a virtuous person to be a participant in
creating andmaintaining a just community. Youmay run for office, but
that is not necessary. It would be fair to add that you can be a good
citizen without necessarily being a conservative or a liberal, so long
as you are not so extreme that you cannot understand how any ratio-
nal person could disagree with your position. In your participation in
government you will maintain your integrity while seeking effective
solutions to political problems not described in detail in any textbook.
If you are considering compromising, or extending or decreasing the
reach of government, or mounting strong opposition to the most pow-
erful officials, you must do it at the right time, in the right way, about
the right things, with the right kind of involvement of the right peo-
ple and for the right purposes. That is not a matter of incoherence in
your values. It is a crucial feature of virtue: adaptation to time, place,
relations, and other features of the particular situation. If you are a
virtuous person, one who regularly hits the mean, you have a charac-
ter that is strong enough to be flexible and adaptive in the absence of
rules to tell you exactly what to do – a situation to which you have
become accustomed – and you have justified confidence in your intu-
itions and emotions. This is never easy in the absence of algorithms to
guide you. If you do not have a firm grip on the values and commit-
ments that make your life a purposeful whole, it will be impossible.
You will pursue short-term objectives; you will make decisions on the
basis of pressure, irrelevant sentiments, your narrowly selfish interests
and biases.
Much the same can be said of a good manager who participates

in creating an effective and ethical organization. Your good character
does not tell you exactly what to do in most complex situations, and
certainly not in situations that, owing to radical changes in the envi-
ronment, are unlike any you have seen before. It does demand that
you make your significant decisions at the right time, in the right way,
about the right things, with the right kind of involvement of the right
people and for the right purposes. If you have only rules and habits to
go by, you will be lost in complex situations and you will be unable to
come to any kind of useful understanding with people who have dif-
ferent rules. If you are not guided by a clear sense of what is important
to you, you will make irrational decisions, and you will be a terrible
leader.
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Suppose that you value individual autonomy and justice based on
equality, and that the organization that you represent does as well.
Suppose that you are dealing with people new to your organization,
people whose culture emphasizes obedience and solidarity. You will
not make much progress by arguing that your principles are right and
theirs wrong. On the other hand, if you have a sense of what is impor-
tant to you, you can confidently enter into a serious conversation. You
may find that you and your interlocutors can agree that, for example,
there are times and places and kinds of work and ways to grant more
or less autonomy of certain kinds to certain employees but not oth-
ers. Then, keeping in mind that a primary purpose of the conversation
is to create an effective organization that has its employees’ respect
and loyalty (i.e., the right kind of loyalty on the right subjects for the
right reasons), you and your more traditionally oriented partners may
come to some agreements on specific issues related to autonomy with-
out compromising your core values. You will have achieved a mean
between individual autonomy and the good of the corporation.

These specific agreements may eventually lead to some principles
that will guide your thinking as you work out further issues. You may
also arrive at some principles that cause you to take a second look
at some of your specific agreements. Dialectic may take you that far;
it will probably not take you to contemplation of universal principles.
But that is not necessary in an organizational context, or in most others
for that matter. In any case, no principle will be useful without the help
of a great deal of practical wisdom in working out how to apply it (and
when, and with whom, and for what purpose, and so on).

Purity again

Though purity is not a notion that we usually associate with Aristo-
tle, he does suggest a kind of purity, even godliness, when he discusses
theoretical study in NE X 7–8. Because we are rational beings, we are
capable of purely theoretical thinking. No nonhuman animal can do
this. And just as the theoretical thinking that Aristotle has in mind is
not about the changing world of matter and form, the part of the soul
responsible for theorizing is immaterial – untainted, we might say (De
Anima III 4 429a24–6). Philosophizing in this way is the highest form
of human eudaimonia. Like other virtues, it is good and desirable in
itself; unlike most other virtuous activities, it does not also lead to
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some definitive result, such as the safety of the polis. The rationality
that is active in theorizing is the divine element in us. We are not gods,
Aristotle concedes here as elsewhere; that is a point of great importance
to the Greeks, who deplore hubris. But we should live according to
this divine element insofar as possible, and then we shall have as much
eudaimonia as possible. Precisely how this pure theorizing relates to
the rest of one’s life and its concerns is not altogether clear, but Aristo-
tle says (X 8 1179a22–4) that one who nurtures one’s understanding29

and acts according to it is beloved by the gods.
There is an element of religious reverence in Aristotle’s story about

pure rationality. Though Aristotle is not given to flights of Platonic
poetry, his words on rationality faintly echo Plato’s claim, in the Phae-
drus and elsewhere, that the truth that philosophy seeks is divine and
that apprehending it is like having a mystical experience.30 Aristotelian
rationality, even in its unadulterated condition, is not seen as a kind of
purity in most traditional religions, but it does represent a transcendent
element of ethics that is not prominent in the modern ethics that Mac-
Intyre criticizes, the sort of ethics that recognizes no form of goodness
or happiness that goes beyond human desire. So Aristotle occupies a
mean between modern utilitarianism and traditional purism.
He does observe that humans are capable of growth and improve-

ment in rationality, and he infers that the slavish life of one who does
as ordered – a kind of life often found in commerce, he thinks – is not
a worthy life for a human being. We might interpret him as saying that
one’s life should not be for sale. This may remind us of Sandel’s argu-
ment that a commercial society sometimes encourages us to sell inap-
propriate wares.31 An unsubtle form of utilitarianism might applaud
any bargain between consenting adults as a win-win situation. Aris-
totle, no unsubtle utilitarian, believes that a certain level of material
prosperity is necessary for eudaimonia, but he does not acknowledge
that a capitalist economy is the one most likely to provide that pros-
perity, hence the best opportunity to extend one’s human capacities,

29 The Greek word is nous, which is crucial to our ability to see actions and
situations as they truly are. Recall the discussion in Chapter 2, and NE
III 5 1114a32–b3 and VII 3 1147a18–35.

30 See Woodruff (2001, pp. 100f.) on Plato, but not on Aristotle.
31 Aristotle considers lending money at interest inappropriate (Pol I 10

1258b2–8). He says at NE V 5 1133b14f. that everything has a price, but I
think he is referring to goods normally exchanged in a market.
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including rationality. With some prompting and some understanding
of large-scale capitalism hemight agree to a form of economy that finds
a mean, a way of creating widespread prosperity without encouraging
undue commodification, which in any case may be the result of des-
peration created by poverty. Commodifying nothing is no better than
commodifying everything.

One of the great dangers of capitalism is that it can lead to the
commodification of oneself. That is what has happened when a busi-
nessperson works ever-longer hours to make more than enough money
to buy more stuff than a reasonable person could want. Such a person
has weakness of will about wealth (NE VII 4 1147b33), Aristotle says.
This attitude afflicts some but by no means all successful executives,
and the attitude sometimes trickles down through the organization. It
is at least conceivable that hyperactive American executives who asso-
ciate and converse with their counterparts in – let us say – Denmark
will reflect on their lives and begin to ask themselves whether getting
and spending at that level are essential to well-being.32 There is no
reason to believe that all dialectical conversations will finally vindicate
the view that happiness is a matter of preference satisfaction. In fact
that is especially unlikely to happen where the conversation includes
people who take religion or the common good seriously, or people
who think that money is a means rather than an end.

Combining rationality and sociability

One way of distinguishing the modern conception of morality from
the traditional one is to say that the former is about rationality and
the latter is about sociability. And of course on Aristotle’s view, a mean
between extremes, morality is about both. The extremes are deadly.We
learn about sociability without rationality from considering Milgram,
Zimbardo, and Asch. We learn about rationality without sociability
from considering Phineas Gage.

Kahneman, Doris, and Haidt appear to see a struggle between ratio-
nality and sociability, with sociability winning. Aristotle takes a dif-
ferent view of this question. He argues that rationality shapes our

32 Skidelsky (2009) would advocate this kind of conversation, which would make
some executives ask themselves why they sacrifice leisure for money that they
do not need.



242 Ethical conflict and the global future

sociability, including our “hivish”33 habits: we are not mere members
of a polis, we are participants striving for justice. If he is right, then
we can have social capital and perhaps even virtuous business. But
Aristotle’s view is aspirational. Getting Us–Them just right is difficult,
even for those who want to attempt it. What we need, I believe, is a
modern liberal morality that has learned something from Aristotle.
Recall that Aristotle thinks that at its highest level human socia-

bility is infused with rationality and that a rational person chooses
objectives that recognize humankind’s sociable nature. To oversimplify
slightly, at its extreme modern morality builds on a kind of rationality
that fails to factor in sociability, and traditional morality is about a
kind of sociability that fails to factor in rationality. If that is true, then
Aristotle not only represents a compromise between them, he repre-
sents an improvement, as the mean is better than either extreme (as
usual, he would say). The superiority of his point of view lies in his
understanding that, contrary to the claims of certain Enlightenment
philosophers and their modern followers in economics and elsewhere,
it is rational to be sociable. Rationality is not about means to any old
end, and narrow selfishness is not a good end for a human being. Our
education, primarily the work of our community, begins by creating
habits and intuitions; then we rationally reflect on these, and in the
process develop some principles and real virtues that recognize our
sociable nature and give us some guidance about what constitutes a
good life.
Haidt sees his own views falling somewhere between modern and

traditional, but he is not quite where Aristotle is. He believes that we
are hivish and that we ought to recognize it. He believes that in this
respect the traditional/conservative conception is closer to the mark
than liberal individualism. This is a judgment about how we are. Per-
haps in some sense we ought to be less hivish, but we are dependent
creatures who need the hive. But Haidt doubts that humans are very
rational, even when they believe they are deliberating rationally. Aris-
totle contemplates hivishness that is compatible with rationality, even
essential to it. Haidt does not. He claims that, to adapt Melville on
Claggart, our conscience is press secretary to our will.
Aristotle does not believe anymore thanHaidt does that most people

are capable of a high level of rationality; he holds that some lack the

33 Haidt (2012, especially chapter 10) uses the word not in a pejorative way.
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strength of will to act rationally. But two things he does believe. First,
that enough people are sufficiently rational that it makes sense to
invoke reasons (sometimes, to be sure, not very good ones) to explain
our behavior and that of others. We do, after all, form intentions and
act on them. So you look for the car keys because you want to drive
over to pick up Philip at the school to which you sent him because
you want him to have a good education. This seems straightforward
enough. You might also have another drink and then call the school
and send a message that Philip should walk home in the rain because
the exercise will do him good. You can think that way, and actually
believe that you are concerned about Philip’s health. You probably do
that sort of thing more often than you realize, and so do many others.
But it does not follow that we should abandon rational explanations.

The second thing that Aristotle believes is that rational thought and
action are natural human ends – in themselves, that is, apart from their
good results. It is therefore a good thing to think and act rationally.
Nowadays we do not talk very much about natural human ends, but
we have little respect for those who live a slavish or pointless life. And
we do know that there is something deeply attractive about rational
thought. If Haidt himself had tried to persuade his readers to accept his
views about the fragility of rationality by offering emotional appeals
or financial incentives, he would have failed, and he would not have
enjoyed the attempt.

Aristotle believes that at least some people are sufficiently rational to
be capable of participating in dialectic. He probably does not include
most businesspeople in that group. But we can and should introduce
dialectical argument at least in business ethics courses. In organizations
it will be more difficult, perhaps even inappropriate in some cases. But
a manager can try to create a culture of respect for a range of ethi-
cal views, including ones based on religion. Rather than encouraging
people to be silent about ethics and religion, the manager can initiate
respectful conversations about people’s intuitions and the principles
by which they frame the world. That will make it a bit easier for the
company to swim in foreign waters, and even in some domestic ones.

Mediating institutions and religious diversity

Whatever we may think of the relationship between purity and reli-
gion, we know that many traditionalists, including some conservatives
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in Western societies, claim to base their ethical views on religion. Here
we seem to have disagreements that cannot be resolved, in part because
religious disputes by their nature tend not to be amenable to ratio-
nal argument beyond a certain point. We might think it impossible
to persuade a Buddhist to take business ethics seriously. Its principles
and virtues could hardly appeal to someone who rejects the world
as being in some way fundamentally unsatisfying. But in fact there
are writings about Buddhist business ethics.34 We should find this
no more surprising than that Christians embrace business despite the
Biblical injunctions against wealth and working for a living, and its
support of socialism in the early Christian community. It is doubtful
that many successful Asian businesspeople spend much time worrying
about whether the Buddha would approve of their work. But the ten-
dency of religious people to adjust their faith to meet the demands of
business does not make it any easier to argue about what they infer
from that faith.

The mediating institution as the school for virtue

Fort (2001, 2008) offers a promising way of thinking about religious
and other ideological differences within organizations.35 He finds evi-
dence (2008, pp. 50ff.) that small groups are the best breeding ground
for the virtues.36 In particular, an organization, or a smaller unit in an
organization, may be a place in which employees learn virtues that
contribute to cooperation and help build social capital. There one
may develop habits through rewards and punishments, then reflect on
them and their purpose, and then develop one’s own way of acting
virtuously. This is not a task for individuals acting alone. Employees
must work together in developing the values of the organization (2008,

34 See, for example, Numkanisorn (2002) in The Chulalongkorn Journal of
Buddhist Studies.

35 A decade ago Weaver and Agle (2002) undertook a preliminary investigation
of the effects of religion in the workplace and found a host of conceptual
barriers to investigation that have not since been overcome, so far as I know. It
does seem safe to say, however, that there are not serious religious differences
over whether one ought to be honest, diligent, courageous, and supportive of
one’s fellow employees and the company.

36 It seems unlikely that virtual communities, united by social media, will become
places in which dialectic will lead to ethical consensus, but they could
encourage understanding.
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pp. 48f., 115). As I suggested earlier, the peremptory organization cre-
ates not virtues but only habits, and not necessarily useful ones.

Fort (especially in 1999, pp. 427–9) quite properly rejects the
notion that we become ethical by embracing principles that unite
all humankind, or even a nation. We need mediating institutions
that provide people with a sense of community. Small organizations
or subunits may teach us dependence and thereby interdependence.
They may encourage us towards emotional solidarity (pp. 402f). We
learn accountability by seeing and dealing with the consequences of
our actions. We learn compromise and consensus in aid of shared
goals, most obviously corporate success. All this comes naturally to
us, because our brains are wired that way.

Aristotle agrees about the importance of the small group – in partic-
ular, the small polis. That is where fellow citizens shape your habits,
which lead to the virtues appropriate to citizenship, if all goes well.
That is where you learn to participate in government, and to be moti-
vated to create a just polis rather than to favor yourself or your coali-
tion. As we know, Aristotle has in mind citizens who have significant
leisure time. Today, for better or worse, many people spend so much
time at work that it or part of it becomes their primary mediating
institution (Fort, 1999, p. 434).

Diversity

But whereas Aristotle wants a significant degree of uniformity in the
best polis (Pol IV 11 1295b23–5 andNE IX 6 1167b2–9), Fort (2001,
p. 35) argues that an organization should be a ground on which peo-
ple of diverse political views, faiths, and ethnic backgrounds can meet
and cooperate. In an organization like this, people are training to deal
with diversity and learning lessons applicable beyond the limits of the
organization.37 But how is this possible?
It is at least necessary. To succeed in global commerce, an organi-

zation must deal effectively with stakeholders that do not all share
its values. How can a company with American values communicate
effectively with Muslim stakeholders in the Middle East? How can
American capitalism plant a flag in such alien soil? Dialectic will take

37 As Shaw (1995) notes, diversity is a crucial issue for business ethics, more
important than for other sorts of professional ethics.
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some time, assuming it can get started. Fort’s answer is that insofar as
a company is a mediating institution, employees can develop a sense of
Us despite some areas of diversity in employees’ ideologies. Disunity
and toxicity are not hallmarks of an effective company; differences
will not go away and must be accommodated. The goal is to create a
sense of solidarity and focus on the corporate mission that renders the
differences harmless.
This does not sound easy,38 but Fort (2001, pp. 168ff.) argues that

companies can accommodate religiously diverse workforces primarily
by showing that they are willing to listen to all voices. We sometimes
despise people of other religions or ethnicities without having a close
acquaintance with what they believe, except that they despise us too,
on roughly the same grounds. But Fort (2008, p. 111) points out that
what appear to be religious differences are often something else. The
“troubles’ in Northern Ireland were not primarily about religious doc-
trine. Evangelical and liberal Protestants invoke the same Bible. Per-
haps what is at stake as much as anything else is respect. It is easy to
see how people in traditional societies might feel that executives and
employees in large Western firms do not respect them or their values,
particularly their religious ones, and how they might develop coun-
tercontempt and defensive rigidity about their own religion and thus
confirm the Westerners’ stereotype of them as superstitious primitives.
On the other hand, as Fort claims (2001, p. 171), you are unlikely to
be angry with anyone who is making a sincere effort to understand
your faith.

Getting to respectful dialectic

Assuming this can be done at all, it will be a gradual process. If you are
unaccustomed to the notion that a Muslim can be a trusted colleague,
you may at first think of the new hire as an odd and prickly fellow, per-
haps typical of Muslims. (Recall the discussion of how we see people,
in Chapter 2.) Meanwhile he is wary of you because you are Jewish.
But you must deal with him on business issues and aim at common
goals, and as a result you may come to respect him as a professional
and think of him as Ibrahim rather than as The Muslim. That is a step,

38 Managing diversity is challenging, according to many scholars of the topic. See,
for example, Ely and Thomas (2001) and Jehn, Northcraft, and Neale (1999).
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but only one step, towards thinking of all Muslim professionals that
way. William Sloane Coffin used to tell the story of a southern univer-
sity football team that had finally recruited its first African American
in the 1950s. During a hard-fought game an African American on the
other team illegally blocked that player. A white player on the south-
ern team raced over to one of the officials and shouted, “You see what
that [racial slur] done to our colored guy?”39

Once that happens, you will begin to discover that you and I (the
Muslim or woman) have much in common, beginning with ethical
intuitions about particular cases. From this it is possible, though not
inevitable, that dialectic will develop. Agreement on these cases can
be the basis for discussion of other cases and of principles, such as
principles that relate to loyalty. So can disagreement. The more we
have both come to understand our interdependence and have learned
to focus on the common good of the organization, the more likely it
is that we will respect each other. This mutual respect will give you
confidence that you can defend your views on the basis of reasons
that I will listen to. In so doing so you will also presuppose that I am
rational, in particular that on the whole what you find reasonable I
too will find reasonable.

Pinker (2011, especially pp. 647–50; cited in Gutting, 2011) argues
that the very willingness to accept reasoned argument is a large step
towards moral reconciliation and thus reduction of hostility and thus
progress towards a less warlike world. His view of the place of ratio-
nality in ethics is controversial – Aristotle would probably not accept
it – but it is of great importance to try to be reasonable and to under-
stand others as also trying to be reasonable. We are all familiar with
the frequency and futility of ad hominem arguments.
Suppose, for example, that Jones blows the whistle on his boss. You

admire Jones for it; I do not. You say that Jones acted on the basis
of honesty and the long-term best interests of the organization. I say
that Jones was disloyal. We understand each other; that is important.
I know that honesty is a virtue; you know that loyalty is a virtue.40

We might test our views about how to combine honesty and loyalty by
considering other possible cases about which we have similar intuitions

39 The story also shows the important role of emotion in changing intuitions.
40 Recall Appiah (2006, pp. 67, 80): we may honor similar virtues but differ on

their priority – and, I would add, on what sort of account we give of them.
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and seeing whether they presuppose anything about the two virtues
and how they relate. “Well, what if Jones saw his boss stealing an
expensive computer?” “Well, what if Jones’s boss couldn’t trust him?”
By this process we improve our practical wisdom, and we may find
more useful principles and have more reliable intuitions.
That this kind of conversation could involve two people raised as

Western liberals should make us more rather than less optimistic about
dialogue concerning religious differences, which Fort claims must be
part of the mediating process. To learn about a religion different from
one’s own is not to accept its truth but to understand it: you come to
see how a rational person might accept it. Along the way you might
have to consider some of the questionable aspects of your own, the
sort of thing you dismiss in the case of your own religion but focus
on in others. What are Jews and Christians to make of Psalm 137,
often set to music by devout Christian composers? Verse 9, in the King
James Version, addresses the Babylonians: “Happy shall he be, that
taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones.” You can see why
Muslims, especially Iraqis, might not admire the sentiment.

Beyond the organization

In due course a company that finds unity in diversity, that is respect-
fully open to discussing new points of view, is better able to provide
a bridge to Them, outside the organization.41 Not all of Them will be
amenable; some will have few intuitions in common with us. TheMus-
lims who carried on lethal riots for days after blaming the United States
for a crudely insulting movie about their Prophet and those who called
for the execution of a British teacher whose pupils called a classroom
pet “Muhammad” are not promising partners in dialogue. Nor can we
expect the Americans who believe that their President is an African-
born Muslim to join a rational conversation. But we can see the point
of multinational businesses trying to be mediators for their employees
and many of their closest stakeholders, and we can hope that their
policies of respectful tolerance will spread much as other forms of
their influence spread.

41 In the words of Putnam (2000), bonding capital leads to bridging capital, or so
one hopes.
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We can hope that changing economic and political conditions will
lead an increasing number of ideological participants in mediating
institutions to develop new intuitions and principles, much as Chris-
tianity itself adapted to capitalism, in part by ignoring some of the
plain words of the Gospels, much as China adapted to the demands
and rewards of capitalism, which have trumped Marxism. Both Mus-
lim and Christian versions of fundamentalism continue to thrive even
among some who have been exposed toWestern values and are techno-
logically and economically sophisticated, but we have reason to believe
that their antipathies are not based on actual doctrinal differences. If
so, better communication may help reduce the Us–Them attitude on
both sides – or at least put it on a more rational basis, so that one
thinks of the new colleague as “our colored guy” and then, we may
hope, goes on from there. The organization’s financial success will be
a big help.

Despite the many ways in which Aristotle’s polis differs from a mod-
ern company competing globally, there is this important similarity:
virtue begins in a small community. That community may be a com-
pany or a unit of a company. A company has to make a profit, but
MacIntyre is wrong in believing that that requirement always crowds
out virtue. What does present a problem is that Aristotle contemplates
a polis that is culturally homogeneous, and I am arguing that dialectic
offers some hope in a culturally heterogeneous setting. We neverthe-
less have reason to be hopeful, because people who share an interest in
being employed in a multinational company probably have enough in
common to be able to undertake rational dialogue. I think Appiah is
right in saying that people in different cultures respect the same virtues,
though not always the same versions of them.

Conclusion

I began this chapter by stating that Aristotle had three insights that
could be useful in thinking about global business. First, practical wis-
dom is a matter of flexibly and creatively addressing new situations for
which there are no rules. It is not a matter of identifying and follow-
ing the right universal rules. If you and I are committed to justice, we
may need to work out just what justice calls for in a certain compli-
cated situation. (And Appiah says we both care about justice.) Second,
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Aristotle’s virtue ethics, a middle way between traditional communitar-
ianism and modern individualism, is hospitable to both the importance
of community and the need for individuals to create their own lives
rationally. Third, dialectic can lead to ethical consensus. In the context
of international business, these three views come together when com-
panies or their units are communities in which people who are virtuous
and therefore adaptive can have dialectical conversations about how
to deal with ethical issues and about what kind of community they
want to be.
I do not claim that this is the best possible approach to ethics in the

context of global business. It is an Aristotelian approach, and I believe
there is something to be said for it.
Both Appiah (2006, p. 152) andHaidt (2012, p. 307) quote Edmund

Burke:

. . . to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle (the
germ as it were) of public affections. It is the first link in the series by which
we proceed toward a love to our country and to mankind.

Burke is right in saying that we must proceed towards an ethical
world by starting where we are, in our little platoon, with its own ver-
sion of the virtues and its own differences that must be reconciled. He
does not suggest that its virtues can be spread unchanged. It may not
have occurred to Burke that we are members simultaneously of many
platoons, and he probably did not have units of organizations in mind
when he thought of platoons. But he is clearly and correctly saying that
we progress from our small communities by developing a sense of Us
and then expanding its scope to a wise tolerance of and communication
with Them. We do not start with universally applicable principles or
conceptions of virtues that apply in all local situations. If we are able
to sustain a fairly high level of rationality, we shall probably find that
we can compare our intuitions and principles with those of others and
arrive at new and mutually acceptable intuitions and principles which
we can adapt or alter to fit new but recognizable versions of our old
virtues.
Global enterprise is an extraordinary challenge for the Aristotelian

view, because it requires a measure of social capital, respect, and under-
standing difficult to achieve in heterogeneous collections of people, as
opposed to the small and homogeneous communities – not very large
platoons – that form the context of Aristotle’s work on ethics and
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politics. Following Fort and others I have suggested that global virtue
may be possible but that it must start in the right sort of place. We
learn virtue in small communities, where we do not contemplate all
humankind. Aristotle is right about that.

There is no system or structure that will guarantee a virtuous state or
a virtuous organization. Democracy, free markets, dialectic, and other
excellent things will not work in the absence of virtuous participants.
We noted earlier that Fort (1999, pp. 402f.) argues that we require
some substantive and even transcendent morality. Aristotle believes
that we require good character and the kind of practical wisdom found
in extraordinary managerial and political skill. This is a human con-
dition, not transcendent, but Aristotle suggests that there is something
divine about it. If Haidt and the others are right, we lack the kind
of rationality that will create organizations and institutions produc-
tive and hospitable to virtue. Our sociability, inadequately linked to
rationality, sees Them almost everywhere. We might add that there is
a problem of circularity: while there is no form of community that can
guarantee virtue, we cannot have virtue without a good community.

Human progress depends upon people becoming more rationally
sociable. If we accept group selection and Pinker’s optimism about
rationality, we may believe that that is slowly happening. What Aris-
totle says about our prospects is that that is the way nature tends, but
not that it is therefore inevitable. A strong teleologist will hold that in
the fullness of time flourishing will spread. Aristotle gives little sign of
believing that: he surely knows that many people do not flourish. We
accept teleological explanations of human behavior, but it does not
follow that we shall achieve that towards which nature tends.

It is important that human beings are at least capable of rationality
along with sociability, and that therefore they are capable of creating
good states and even a good international order. This is a bit more opti-
mistic than saying that, for example, humankind is fallen and evil and
cannot succeed in creating a good life without the grace of God. The
problem is that we simply are not as rational as we ought to be, nor
as sociable for that matter. But we can hope to find some imperfect
and temporary consensus on principles and intuitions. We can hope
that our principles and intuitions will be sufficiently similar that we
can tolerate and cooperate and where necessary discuss our differences
and see whether we can narrow them and, as new occasions arise,
eliminate them. Getting to precisely applicable universal principles is
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not necessary for moral progress and not possible. Burke does not
claim that we can do it. Significantly, he mentions love. Whether or
not he meant to be taken literally, he does seem to be making the quite
correct point that the necessary project of relating Them properly to Us
is, as Aristotle said, in part a matter of emotional binding. But Burke,
the great conservative, surely understood how long and difficult will
be “the series by which we proceed.”
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