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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.
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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.



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.'

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 how we 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

I 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 to maturity. One way 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.> 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).



4 Introduction to Aristotle, virtue ethics, and this book

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 aréte 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 and which 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.



Aristotle and Newton: science and persons 5

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.’

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.* We

3 Ishall 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.’ 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 T 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.®
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 aréte),
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
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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.” 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 1
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,® and that his follower Alasdair
Maclntyre (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?” 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 own mind. 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

 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.'” 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. (See Nicomachean Ethics (hereafter NE) II 3 1104b4f. and
X 5 1174b32f.)

That very inference is often made 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
Maclntyre’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



20 Introduction to Aristotle, virtue ethics, and this book

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
Maclntyre 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 firm makes 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

o 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.

o 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.

o 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.

o 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.

o 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.

e 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.

o 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." 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.” 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

! 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.’

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?* 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.” 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.

3 In Chapter 4 we introduce dialectic, Aristotle’s more elaborate version of
Socrates’ method. We revisit Socrates in Chapter 6.



28 Virtues and principles

acceptance and settle an argument about whether, for example, to
make a substantial grease payment.®

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.” 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 TV 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 17 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

¢ 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.® 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.

We might 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. T 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. MaclIntyre (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), and Moore (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;” and you must decide what to do on
the basis of a psychological state that is firm and unchanging (NE
114 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 — aréte 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 (I 6 1106b16-22). You are
a hothead if little things anger you, but phlegmatic if big things do not
(IV 5§ 1125b26-11264a8). 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.!” 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 IT 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 T 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.'!

Sometimes context enables us not only to evaluate an act but also
to identify it. Aristotle says in Metaphysics 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.

1 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.'” 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."3

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 I3 1095a2-13 and II 1-3.)'* If he is right, it is not absurd to
try to help make someone - a student, for example — a certain sort of
person.'’

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.'®

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.

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.'’
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 17 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] 1 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
(NE12, X 9).

Aristotle says that the polis is prior to the individual (Pol
I3 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
IIT 9 1280b6-8, for example, he says that a true polis must be epine-
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, 1133al6-
18, b6-8). Because we are dependent creatures we create communities
with markets.'®

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 1l 4 1113a22-6). You
are morally responsible for what seems good to you: you may fairly be
blamed if you get it wrong (Il 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. Walton'” 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.”’ 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.”! 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.?

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 g when p implies g. 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 g, does a belief that p cause a belief
that g2 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).>* 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.”* 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.”’ 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 Maclntyre (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 T 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.?®

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.?” 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
Maclntyre (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.”® 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.”” 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.
2% 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.*’

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.’! 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).3

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 Associates®” 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 T 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 especial