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2.2 ETHICAL RELATIVISM AND REASONING IN ETHICS

The. day on ‘."hiCh _I originally wrote this chapter began with a morning class in
business gtlucs. After class, a student remained to ask some questions about a
paper assignment that I had returned during the previous class meeting. This
student .wanted to know how I had graded her paper, particularly why she
had received an unexpectedly low grade. When I pointed out that much of the
paper offered 11t'tle more than her opinions, she asked a question that is famil-
iar to many ethics teachers. “How can you say that my opinions are wrong?
Isn’t everyone entitled to their own opinions?” I answered that while people
may be entitled to hold any opinion they wish, not all opinions are equal. Some
are right, some are wrong, some are reasonable and some are unreasonable,
some are thoughtful and others are less thoughtful. “But this is ethics,” she re-
sponded. “Who's to say what’s right or wrong?”

I suggested that anyone who had reasons could say what was right or wrong
and asked if she herself didn’t have some reasons to support her opinions. Why
did she believe what she had written? She responded that she didn’t know, but
that it was “just the way I feel.”

I suspect that this skeptical reaction is familiar to many students. Ethics is
not like math, science, or accounting. One cannot look up the right answer or
calculate the answer with mathematical precision. One cannot prove the truth
of an ethical judgment in the way that one can offer a proof in geometry. One
cannot run an experiment that supports, or refutes, an ethical opinion. Unlike

these other disciplines, ethics appears to rest on mere opinion. People differ
about ethical judgments, and there seems no rational way to decide between
competing conclusions. Ethical issues seem based in personal feelings and emo-
tions. It is very likely that the example of executives earning hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars a year causes strong emotional reactions for many people. But is
that all there is to this case? Is it just a matter of envy or jealousy? Is the criticism
simply a claim that they are greedy? Or, are there reasons for thinking that there
is something wrong here? Is there any way to prove your conclusion?

There is an important perspective within the philosophical study of eth-
ics, called ethical relativism, which holds that ethical values and judgments are
ultimately dependent upon, or relative to, one’s culture, society, or personal
feelings. In this sense, ethics truly is simply a matter of opinion, be it the opinion
of one’s self, culture, society, or religion. Ethical relativism presents a serious
challenge to any consideration of ethics. Relativism denies that we can mgke
rational or objective ethical judgments. There is no right or wrong, moral or im-
moral, except in terms of a particular culture or society. :

The student who remained after class was implicitly assuming a \'/e‘rsmn of
ethical relativism. In her view, ethical judgments were a matter of opinion a.nd
if two people differed in their opinions, there was no legitimate way to d'eC}de
between them. Each person is entitled to their own opinion, and no one opinion
is more legitimate or more correct than another. : ; . i

Relativism represents a serious challenge to ethics, including business € 1
ics, because if it is correct there is no reason to continue our study of ethics.
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Chapter 2

thical relativism, and take it as a chal
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eration of ethical relativism, let me call your attention to several confusiong
that often lead students into the relativist trap. Inmy own teaching experience
many students who do not avoid these traps end up reaching relativist con-

clusions by default.
The first trap has been mentioned already. We should be careful not to hold
i ¢ 1If we start with the assumption that an

ethical judgment must be proven as absolutely certain and beyond doubt, then

ethics assuredly will fail to meet this standard. Mathematics and the more the-

oretical side of physics, engineering, and chemistry may meet this standard,

but very few other intellectual fields would pass such a test. Reasoning in all
of the humanities, the social sciences (including economics), the biological sci-
ences, medicine, meteorology, and the applied sides of physics, chemistry, and
engineering would fail to meet this standard in most of their conclusions. The
business-related disciplines of management, marketing, finance, and account-
ing never establish their conclusions as certain beyond doubt. So, before reject-
ing ethics as little more than mere opinion, we should be careful that we are not
using a standard that would commit us to similar conclusions about most other
areas of human knowledge.

The second trap involves confusing the fact that there is wide disagreement
about values, with the conclusion that no agreement is possible. The first view,
often called cultural relativism, offers a factual description of different cultures
and societies. People do not agree about ethical matters. As discussed in chap-
ter 1, .the eth.os. of various cultures differ widely. People hold a wide variety
of ethical opinions. Some cultures may believe, in fact, that children are little
more than slave 1at301‘. However, in itself, the fact of disagreement provides no
reagon for concluding that all of these diverse opinions are equally valid. To
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about many values as w “hi
some practices that a}e\fﬁ ghlld abuse, torture, genacide, and slavery are just
R e ot hi\‘le}}:ll_\' lcondemncd on ethical grounds. No doubt
S dividuals and even societi ' N
: S L ; S n societies engage In ¢ -
ties, but we would find very few who would se R

B ol : id riously defend these practices as
] Y a matter of personal opinion. While it may appear that some

cultures legitimize chi S
i seefl :El;nmlﬁ?o:l:ﬁaltzbg&1;1;2:Pe ?ikel_\' the- case that such circumstances
4 : ssary alternative to starvation. Acceptin
deplorable situation as the least harmful of the alternatives i o
e : S of the alternatives is not the same as
accepting it as ethically valid.
partf;h Ty“i;;a‘Pr:;a\’tg\i‘:;C(gletsusi{lg )'alues such as m.spect., tolerance, and '}m-
] . pect for other people is a fundamental ethical
Yalue. Part of what it means to respect someone is to listen to his or her opin-
ions and to sbow tolerance for opinions that differ from our own. But tolerating
diverse opinions and values is not the same as ethical relativism. Let us turn the
relativist challenge back on to the value of tolerance. Is tolerance (and respect
and impartiality) merely a matter of opinion? If it is, then intolerant people
have no reason to change their views. Condemning intolerance is simply your
opinion. If, on the other hand, tolerance is not merely a matter of opinion, if in
other words, it is put forward as a legitimate social value, then we have at least
one value—tolerance—that has escaped the relativist critique.
Let us now turn to two of the most prominent and influential approaches to
ethics in contemporary society: utilitarianism and principle-based ethics.

2.3 MODERN ETHICAL THEORY: UTILITARIAN ETHICS

janism i i i ' 4 to consider. Utilitari-

Jlitarianism is the first ethical framework that we neec

Ut?h : has had a significant impact on the modern world and has been espe-
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well-being of all, not to further the interests of the monarch, thg nobility, or ¢,
small minority. Likewise, the economy exists to provide this highest stand, g
living for the greatest number of people, not to create wealth for a privilegey ,,

Thus, utilitarianism is a consequentialist ethics. Good and bad acts are 4,
termined by their consequences. (How else might we judge acts? Well, g, -
times we determine that we should or should not do something as a matte, of
principle, regardless of consequences. We'll look at this approach in more dety
in the next section.) In this way, utilitarians tend to be pragmatic thinkers,
act is ever right or wrong in all cases in every situation. It will all depeng -
the consequences. For example, lying is neither right nor wrong in itself. Thep,

be situations in which lying will produce greater overall good than ).

ing the truth. In such a situation, it would be ethically right to tell a lie.
Consider as an example the case from the start of this chapter. Should
US. government pass a law that limits the amount of money corporate C(
can be paid (or, at least, that can be credited as tax-deductible)? A utilitarian ap-
m this question will consider the likely consequences of either alternative
the amount of executive salary that can be deducted from taxes shoulq
a disincentive to corporations to pay such large salaries. In a world of
4 resources, this should work to increase the average pay for other workers o
lower costs to consumers. On the other hand, lower salaries might make it more
difficult to attract highly qualified executives to US. firms and could result in less
~ competitive US. companies. This would result in harm to everyone, including
L workers and consumers. Either way, the ethical judgment made about

the decision is a function of what happens after the fact.

But whenever we make a decision on basis of the consequences of what
we do, we are implicitly assuming some theory of good and bad. How else
would we be able to distinguish the consequences we should seek from those
we should avoid? If we judge our actions in terms of consequences, then we
must have some independent standard for deciding between good and bad
T In general terms, utilitarian thinkers hold that we should max-
mize the overall good, but among utilitarians there are different interpretations

was intrinsically according
uhwwma lun‘m nature. In his words.
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Consider, then, Bentham's
of pain are valued for its o
fore, are intrinsically, objectively,
absence of pain are good, more

leasure (or | W '
pleasure (or minimum pain) P (or less pain) is better and maximum

is best, Therefore, maximizing pleasure (the utilitar-

gener:al and overall good. Consistent with their commitment to democratic
equality, however, the general good includes the well-being of each individ-
ual affected by the action.

While agreeing with the general framework of Bentham'’s utilitarianism,
John Stuar.t Mill defended a different understanding of happiness. Mill believed
that there is a qualitative dimension to happiness that is missed by Bentham’s
focus on pleasure. Human happiness is not mere hedonism. According to Mill,
humans are capable of enjoying a variety of experiences that produce happi-
ness. Besides the pleasures of sensation that Bentham mentions, humans also
experience social and intellectual pleasures that are qualitatively different from,
and superior to, mere feelings. In a famous passage, Mill claims that “it is better
to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be a Socrates dis-
satisfied than a fool satisfied.”*

But the claim that there is a form of happiness that is qualitatively better
than sensations of pleasure is controversial. How do we know, or how can we
prove, that it is better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied? Mill’s an-
swer has significant ethical and social implications. To decide which pleasures
and what type of happiness is better, according to Mill, we should consult with
someone with the experience of both. Such experienced and competent judges
are the best test for determining the highest happiness.

Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have experience
of both give a decided preference, . . . that is the more desirable pleasure.’

And if disagreement continues beyond this, Mill next suggests that

i j hend there can be no

the verdict of the only competent judges, I appre
:mr:al On a question which is the best worth having of two .pleasure:s b tDR
jtzfgmént of those who are qualified by knowledge of both, of if they differ, that

of the majority among them, must be admitted as final.®
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Thus, in John Stuart Mill’s writings We find one of the classic dgfvnsvs of lil.
eral democracy and liberal education. The most fundamen.tal_ ethical Princip),
commits us to arranging society in such a way that we fescine the happine
for the greatest number of people. The pest means for attaining this goal ig g

through a majority-rule democracy. The

educated citizenry making decisions th : ule d
best method for securing an educated citizenry 1 to allow individuals the free.
dom of choice to pursue their own ends. Even when those choices are unwige

individuals are gaining the experience needed to distinguish between good ang

bad, higher and lower, pleasures. :
for business and economics, In

These views have significant implications
classical free market economics, consumer demand is sovereign. Economic
s seek their own happiness, understood as

transactions occur when individua
getting what they demand. If individuals make mistakes and buy products that

fail to bring them satisfaction, they learn from their mistakes, no longer buy the
product, and according to supply and demand, market forces eventually elimi-

nate unsatisfactory products.
Perhaps utilitarianism’s greatest contribution to social and political thought

has come through its influence in economics. With roots in the works of Adam
Smith as well as those of Bentham and Mill, the ethics of twentieth-century neo-
classical economics—essentially what we think of as free market capitalism—is
decidedly utilitarian. It is in this way that utilitarianism has had an overwhelm-
ing impact on business and business ethics.

Under free market economies, economic activity aims to satisfy consumer
demand. The law of supply and demand tells us that economies should, and
healthy economies do, produce (supply) those goods and services that consum-
ers want (demand). Since scarcity and competition prevent everyone from get-
ting all that they want, the goal of free market economics is to optimally satisfy
wants. Free markets accomplish this goal by allowing individuals to decide for
themselves what they most want and then bargain for these goods in a free and
competitive marketplace. This process of allowing individuals to set their own
Rreferences and bid for them in the marketplace will, over time and under the
right cc‘)ndit.ions, guarantee the optimal satisfaction of wants.

: This brief description suggests how free market economics fits the utilitat-
ian framewo'rk. The end or goal of economic activity, what economists often
;«\elferd to t;s utility or welfare, is the maximum satisfaction of consumer demand.
oes sigle :Sn;(ﬁéfo?d lior tél\e greatest numb.er when we get as many people as
possible a of what they want as possible. The “good” is defined in terms
of satisfying one’s wants. But, since scarcity and competiti from
getting all that we want, individuals are left to ra kpe (11t10n pr.event b ro'm
other terms, to establish their own preferences Tl?u o
dadiion bt : 6. s, free market economic®
i ght of as a version of preference utilitarianism, where th tilitarian
goal Cl;s the Ea'lxunum satisfaction of preferences. , where the u
iven this go ; '
e e
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2.4 CHALLENGES TO UTILITARIANISM

We will examine some debates surrounding the free market version of utilitari-
anism in chapter 3. For now, let us consider some general challenges to the ethics
of utilitarianism. We can classify these challenges into two groups—problems
raised from within a utilitarian perspective that involve finding a defensible
version of utilitarianism and problems raised from outside that challenge the
plausibility of the entire utilitarian project.

We will mention two challenges that are debated from within utilitarian
perspectives. First, all utilitarians must find a defensible way to measure
happiness. Phrases like “maximize the overall good” and the “greatest good
for the greatest number” require some form of measurement and compari-
son (how else would you know that this situation rather than another has
maximized the good?). Bentham went to great lengths to develop a “hedo-
nistic calculus” to help quantify pleasures. Mill left it to the judgment of
a majority of well-informed, competent judges. Economists substitute such
measures as the gross national product for determining overall happiness.
Bentham, Mill, and neoclassical economics all sought a scientific, measur-
able ethics. But there simply is no consensus among utilitarians on how to
measure and determine the overall good.

This problem is only compounded by the fact that utilitarians are commit-
ted to considering all the consequences to all affected parties. Many business
ethics issues highlight how difficult this could be. Consider the consequences
of using nonrenewable energy sources and burning fossil fuels for energy. It is
hard to see how a utilitarian could ever hope to calculate the consequences of a
choice between investing in nonrenewable sources and continuing the present
reliance on coal and oil. Yet this is exactly what is required by the ut1htar1ar’}
principle. (Attempts to shift focus, as economists often c.io, on to the “expected
utility of an act is to abandon utilitarianism. At that point we have.a-doptec_i an
ethics not of consequences but of intentions and that is no longer utilitarianism.
We'll see this view developed in the following sectiqn.) T

The second problem with the utilitarian perspective deals yv1th' dlflerlntzi;h‘iar_
sions of the good and the implications for human freedom. Historically, U
i : 4 : is, thev all placed a very high value
1ans are social and political liberals. That is, they all p
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h of choice. But there is a tension between P i

on im? wfdlu:ﬂ (f):: stl(:g individual freedom. Simply put, freg indiy; dilslcstlve "
ml""h, O,tl t ‘;‘f to do what is good for them. The more utilitarjapng emp. 0
;‘,i\:‘:;::n‘, :l(:: ‘more likely they hold more relafivigti'c account_s of the good. a??g
view, good is simply a matter of opinion, or mdlyldual Flesues, pr_eferences, an]é
wants. However, this seems to abandpn the entire project of ethics Since, afty
all, people often desire what is trivia'l, immoral, and bad. On th.e other hang :
more utilitarians are willing to specify a content to the good life, the More y,
need to abandon the commitment to individua‘l freedom. If we k_now What
truly good, then individuals ought to act in certain ways (tq Mmaximize the g, »
even if they don’t want to. Finding a balance between.md1v1du.al‘ fl‘e_edom
the overall good is a challenge that confronts most Ver51_o‘ns Qf U.tlhtarlanism‘

The final challenge is not raised from within the utilitarian Perspective py
rather goes directly to the core of utilitarianism. The essence of utilitarianisy

don’t justify the means.
This challenge can be explained in terms of rules or principles. When we
say that the ends don’t justify the means what we are often saying is that

happiness. Examples of such duties are those required by such principles as
justice, loyalty, and respect, as well as the duties that flow from our roles as

parent, spouse, friend, and citizen, We will examine that ethica] tradition in
more detail in the next section,

ejud
such a decision would violate the principles of justicJ i many people,

e, equali
we will see developed in the following section, prj duality, ang Tespect. As

5 5 1nci ]_e.b d
appeal to the concept of ethical rights in criticizing uglitar?:si 1flthll;:s wott}lllci
- From tha

erspective, individuals possess certain basic rights th, ;
svenpif doing so would increase the overall sogcial haa; Sil;li(;l;ld not be V}o.lated
laws restricting executive compensation argue that busineggeg éhoul;csi' Critics of
decide for themselves what to pay their executiveg The inc Biraisi be free to
tives belongs to the corporation, not to the government, 4, Ere to execu-
law would violate their property rights. Rights function to Protect gl;e such a
tral interests from being sacrificed for the greater overall happ; rain cen-

: v Plnesg, Utilitarian
can defend rights only to the degree that rights contribute 0 the overqy) good. 1
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Another example that can b i
3 - that can be raised against utilitariani ;
B ionstiins and commitments th“s( d‘ ,‘ﬁ]m,% utl?lmrlamsm looks to specific
/ hild 5 that we all make. For example, as a parent we
love our children and have certain duties - it e i
you have to choose betw : utlesl to them. Imagine a situation in which
: ‘een saving the life of your child and saving the life of
a talented dedicated brain surgeon. Utilitari s B
hi i geon. Utilitarians are committed to determining

the ethical decision by calculating th -
doi " : 'culating the overall consequences of each choice and

oing whatever will maximize the overall ¢ood. Th 1 b d
. h o ; : fall g . I'he example can be arrange
in such a way that saving the brain surgeon clearly contributes to th 11

ood. But what ethical jud ' .
s judgment should we make about the parent who even
begins to make such calculations?
. cﬁtﬂrlg:ﬁ\ants W(})1ulld seem to be committed to parental love and duty only to
1 t}f\; ey iitdsuc ove and Quty contributes to the overall good. Parents should
.o;e e}r?c A ren becauge thls contributes to the overall good of society. (And if
it doesn’t?) But surely this misrepresents (and insults) the nature of parental love.
I d(? not lo've.my children because of the consequences that this might have for
society. Principle-based ethicists would argue that there are certain commitments
tha‘t we make, certain duties that we have, which should not be violated even if
doing so would increase the net overall happiness. Violating such commitments
and duties would require individuals to sacrifice their own integrity for the com-
mon good. Thus, critics of excessive executive compensation might claim that
gross inequality in pay is unfair and unjust in principle. We will consider similar
themes of professional commitments and duties when a later chapter examines
the role of professional responsibilities within business institutions.

2.5 UTILITARIANISM AND BUSINESS POLICY

Before moving on to principle-based ethics, it will be helpful to connect utili-
tarian ethics to some general concerns of business ethics. At its most basic,
utilitarianism is a social philosophy, offering criteria by which the basic
structure of social institutions, such as business and the economy, ought to
be determined. Social institutions should be structured in whatever way will
maximize the overall good.

As we have seen, critics of atilitarianism deny that this is an adequate
or complete social ethics. But even among utilitarians thgre is disagreement
about the best means for attaining the utilitarian goal. It will be useful to intro-
duce two versions of utilitarian thinking at this point. In_ general, ut_1htar1ans
are committed to whatever means attain the ends of maximum happiness. On
this view, policy questions are really pragmatic questions that depenci Or; 1tiIC1e
specific circumstances of time and place. Nevertheless, some general policy

atterns can be identified. _
i One version of utilitarianism public policy holds that there ari1 expgliics Zglig
can predict the outcome of various policies and carry out pohc1e; t ate Z\Qnoam .
our ends. These experts, usually trained in social sciences SUC as )

are familiar with the specifics of how society works and can therefore determine
which policy will maximize the overall good.
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This approach to public policy underlies one the01.‘y of the SNtire g4
istrative and bureaucratic side of government. On this view, thq 1egis1:tm‘

body (from Congress to local city councils) establishes the Public 80oals e

dministrative side (presidents, governors, mayors) executeg (admp:.

gzsl'?ies to fulfill these goals. The people working within the admini;l;;:frs)
the classic government bureaucrats, should know how the socia] and POlition'
system works and use this knowledge to carry out the mandate of the 1egis§a1
ture. The government is filled with such people, typically trained in such fig g
as economics, law, social science, public policy, and political science, This 4 S
proach, for example, would justify widespread government regulation of bu&
ness on the grounds that such regulation will ensure that business activities g,
contribute to the overall good.

Consider how the Federal Reserve Board sets interest rates, There ig an
established goal, a public policy “good,” that the Federal Reserve takes to be
the greatest good for the country. (This goal is something like the highest gys.
tainable rate of economic growth compatible with minimal inflation.) The Fed
examines the relevant economic data and makes a judgment about the pres-

age competition. In such situationg the self-int i
) Aeusgit “tterest of rational indjvi i
resylt, as if Ied. by “an invisible hand” in Adam Smith’g term Mlelduiﬂs -
satisfaction of individua] happiness, e eiinum
The dispute between these two
= - Versions of utilitar i '
call the “expert” and the “market” versions, characterizggrfgﬁ;yc’iwhat e

g

Eth




Ethical Theory and Business

37

['here is no.question that utilitarian reasoning dominates among policy
makers and policy administrators, Policy experts at all levels are focused on
results and on getting things done. This makes the utilitarian émphésis on
consequences particularly attractive to fields such as economics busines:s aﬁd
government. It seems obvious that policy questions should b;:/ judged Ab,y re-
sults and cpnsequences. The utilitarian emphasis on measuring, comparing
and quantifying also reinforces the view that policy makers shoﬁ,ld be neutrai
admi'nistrafo.rs. The standard view is that policy goals should be left to the dem-
ocratic decisions of the people. The people decide what they want and what
makes them happy; the job of social policy is simply to help them attain those

g0a1§ ir.1 as efficiel}t a manner as possible. Efficiency is simply another word for
maximizing happiness.

Finally, like utilitarians, policy experts are concerned with the well-being
of the whole community. Their focus is on the collective or aggregate good. By
their very nature, policy makers take a broad social perspective. This, too, is
consistent with the utilitarian emphasis on the overall good.

| Despit? these close connections between utilitarianism and public policy,
serious ethical challenges remain. We turn now to a major alternative to utilitar-
ian ethics: principle-based ethics.

2.6 PRINCIPLE-BASED ETHICS

Principle-based, or rights-based, ethics emphasizes the fact that sometimes the

correct path is determined not by its consequences but by certain principles or

duties. More familiar synonyms for duty include obligations, commitments, and

responsibilities. This principle-based approach faults utilitarianism for think-
ing that our acts should always be judged by their consequences to the overall
good. This ethical tradition denies the utilitarian belief that the ends do justify
the means. It holds that there are some things that we should, or should not, do
regardless of the consequences.

To understand why the ends don’t justify the means we need to emphasize
that utilitarian ends are focused on the collective or aggregate good. Utilitarian-
ism is concerned with the well-being of the whole. (This is one of the things that
makes utilitarianism attractive to public policy makers.) But many of us have
a deep commitment to the dignity of individuals. We believe that individuals
should not be used as a mere means to the greater overall good. A prominent
way of explaining this is to say that individuals have rights that should not be

sacrificed simply to produce a net increase in the collective good.

Consider the debate mentioned previously concerning child labor in the
developing world. Some policy makers in impoverished countries believe
that the best means for raising the standard of living within their country is
to increase exports. This brings in hard currency with which the country can
pay for food, medicine, and education (and repay debts!). Increasing expprts
will raise the standard of living for all citizens and thereby meet the utilitar-
ian goal of improving the collective good. However, to increase exports a
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country must be capable of sgllmg their L S helow those o
pen‘ngﬂcountries. Since labor is a major production cost, keeping labg, g
low helps the country as a whole. Unfortunately, one means for maintaihfts
low labor costs is to employ young children. (Cases of child laboy in the ny
ufacture of sneakers and clothing are only the most well-publicizeq instanzm
of an all too common phenomenon.) h

Is it ethical to use young children in such circumstances? Defenders of this
practice argue, typically on good utilitarian grounds, that the children are bete,
off with the jobs than without them, that they contribute to their Own famijy,
income, and that they contribute to the overall welfare of their society, Cl'it‘ics
claim, on principle-based grounds, that it is unethical to treat young childrep
this way even if there are beneficial results. In this view, child labor is ethicany
equivalent to child abuse and slavery. It is something wrong on principle,

Within one tradition, our ethical duty is explained in terms of a principle
that the German philosopher Immanual Kant called the categorical impera.
tive. (An imperative is a command or duty; categorical means that it is without
exception.) Our primary duty is, according to Kant, to act only in those ways
in which the maxim of our acts could be made a universal law. This is a very
abstract way of saying something that is fairly intuitive. The “maxim” of our
acts can be thought of as the intention behind our acts. The maxim answers the
question: “What am I doing?”

Kant tells us that we should act only according to those maxims that could
be universally accepted and acted on. (Consider how Kant might respond to the
egoist view that all human behavior is intended for one’s own self-interest.) For
example, Kant believed that truth telling could, but lying could not, be made a
universal law. If everyone lied whenever it suited them, rational communica-
tion would be impossible. Thus, lying is unethical. This condition of universal-
ity, not unlike the Golden Rule, prohibits us from giving our own personal point
of view privileged status over the points of view of others. It is a strong require-
ment of impartiality and equality for ethics,

Kant also provided two other versions of this categorical imperative that
are less abstract. He claimed that ethics requires us to treat all people as ends
and never only as means. In yet another formulation, we are required to treat

people as subjects, not as objects. These formulations restate the commitment
to treat people as capable of thinking and choosing for themselves, Humans
are subjects (they perform the act rather than being acted upon, to use the
familiar subject/object categories from grammar). They have their own ends
and purposes and therefore should not be treated simply as a means to the
ends of others. In chapter 3, we will examine a view on corporate social re-
sponsibility that concludes, on Kantian grounds, that business managers have
direct ethical responsibilities to all parties (stakeholders) who are affected by
business activities.

Thus, on this Kantian theory our fundamental ethical duty is to treat peo-
ple with respect, to treat them as equally capable of living an autonomous life,
But since each person has this same fundamental duty toward ot}}ers, each
of us can be said to have the right to be treated with respect, the right to be
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i s, , they are incapable of rationally and freely ch)(lu;s'-

From this beginning, the princi
ics gets more cogple::.b}\ﬂ;gﬁlpl'inba‘%d’ or rights-based, approach to eth-
an'd how they are justified, theliatneet v@(zir}w/ must spgcif.y what rights we have
Rmoritizing rights and resolving Cognflaint tt;cope of rxghts, and some process for
B liniing . many. of the debatc s between different rights. As prepara-
i iy es to follow, we will pursue these ques-
One way to unde i is i
e e oy
desires) are psychological states of an ir?divid:alw?kr\“b il st
fact, people will pursue. Wants are subijectivel k A P i e O‘f
, \ 15 y known, in the sense that indi-
viduals enjoy a privileged status for knowing what they want. (Imagi d“
agreeir}g with a person’s claim that they want somethihgy.) lnter‘ests vavgé)lrrf fo;S;
erson’s benefit and are objectively connected to what is good for that person.
People don’t always want what it is in their interest to have.
For example, if given the choice many children would want to eat sugar-
coated breakf.ast. cereal each morning. Their parents deny them this on the
rounds that it is not in their interests to eat such food. In this case, wants
and interests conflict. Likewise, many college students want to skip class, but
it is not in their interest to do so. On the other hand, wants and interests can

coincide. You want a good education and good health, both of which are in

your interests to have.
As we have seen, some versions of

stood as the satisfaction of wants, as the f
either deny the distinction between wants an
ply strong wants) or argue that the best way to d
interest is to let them decide for themselves (i.e.,

wants). Either way, utilitarians believe that all wan _
to be satisfied to the degree that they equally produce happi

sire for protection against an unsafe workplace is equal to my
wages, each equally isfaction.
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2.7 VIRTUE ETHICS

— g
tarian and pnngpled'a;‘)proaches to efhics focus on rules
in deciding what we, both as individuals

and principles that we might follow
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But as philosophers and psychologist have alwa ,
vation is more complex than this. Some people are motivated },
reasons, but many others are not. Some people are motivated by a
for others, by compassion, sympathy, and respect. Importantly, as eye. At
ent would recognize, such motivational factors can be taught ap d 1.0 Pan

N ()
Human beings are no more naturally selfish and greedy than they are :II;E

Ys known 1,

rally kind and compassionate. Human beings have the capability e
both selfish and kind.

Once we recognize this fact (and philosophers from at least the time o Plag,
and Aristotle have recognized this), we can begin to separate thoge MOtivaig,
that are likely to lead us to a good and meaningful life from thoge Motivatigy,
that are likely to lead us to a life of unhappiness. The first set of Motivatiop
character traits are called virtues, the latter are vices. An ethics of Virtue seeks
develop the character traits and habits that will lead us to live a meaningfy] apnq
happy human life. For virtue ethics, the acquisition of those traits becomes ,
fundamental question for ethics, Can we teach people to be honest, trustworthy,
loyal, courteous, moderate, respectful, and compassionate?

Parents confront this question every day. I know my children will Jeaq
happier and more meaningful lives if they are honest, respectful, cheerful, anq
moderate and not greedy, envious, gloomy, arrogant, and selfish. Yet, simply
telling my children to be honest and to avoid greed is insufficient. I cannot re-

ing

tudes, values, and beliefs,
As an example, consider the case of excessive executive COmpensation that
opened this chapter. It is important to remember that Tot every CEO demands

hundreds of millions of dollars a year while others are happy with much less?
Virtues such as modesty, moderation, self-control, unselfishness, and humility
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But virtue ethics seeks .more tha e
Like all ethical theories, virtue ethj v
how we should live. Virtue ethics cflsl o A S0
Given a more detailed and textured dse;)é‘r'ust'to S R ——
virtues are more likely to embody a full ;I;tl'o? fﬁ s b’e i meh sy
worthy human life? Business provides’ A mear.“.ngfm’ enriched, and
: many opportunities for behavior that
is generous or greedy, ruthless or compassi ; : P

o passionate, fair or manipulative. Given

theﬁeloppolritumues, eac.h one of us must ask which character traits are likely
g; rs?) r}: :rz V\\Ireetao Ig)g;)d life and which are likely to frustrate this. What type of

. Besides conpecting the virtues to a conception of a fuller human life, virtue
ethics also remmc.is us to examine how character traits are formed and con-
ditioned. By the time we are adults, much of our character is formed by such
factors as our parents, schools, church, friends, and society. But powerful so-
cial institutions such as business and especially our own places of employment
and our particular social roles within them (e.g., manager, professional, trainee)
have a profound influence on shaping our character. An accounting firm that
hires a group of trainees fully expecting that fewer than half will be retained
and only a very small group will make partner encourages motivations and

b
g 2

a4

ailed description of business life.

'VQE

pehavior very different from a firm hat hires fewer people but gives them all a
reater chance at long-term success. A company that sets unrealistic sales goals
will find it creates a different sales force than one that understands sa}es more as
customer service. Virtue ethics reminds us to look to the ac'cgal practices we find
in the business world and ask what type of people are being created by these
ractices. Many individual moral dilemmas that arise within business ethics
can best be understood as arising from a tension betweter{) the type of person we
usiness expects us to de. .
geekitobe gadilisi7pe B persop ; b psomeone who is conducting em-
aiden prample e, € r'Itlketinymarket'mg firms and advertising
pirical studies of the gt Wleveral occasions advertising agents t?ld
agencies This person reported finabions : atch the very television
‘ allow their own children tow : .
~ her that they would never allow T~ firm was producing, By their own
k| d advertisement® i hildren into buying, Of
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oducts that had little or no req) val
- ir parents to buy, pr oo S Ue,
gettmghthz:j Sppromote d beer drinking and the advertisers themSelves Sy
s tt}?eir “dirty little secret,” that they were targeted for the teenag a“‘ih
;ed,tﬁzr their own research showed them how successful their 44 Were i;k-et‘
ur 7 o\

creasing sales. _ : ; 7 o,
Independent of the ethical questions we might ask about ad ertising ..

at children, a virtue ethics approach \Afould lool; at t?e type O,f person \vl}?;e-d
so able to disassociate oneself and one’s own PARIBSOIN Gne’s Work s gr e
social institutions and practices that encourage it. What kind Of.p.erson iy
ing to subject children to marketing practices that they are unwilling tq accepy
for their own children? Such a person seems'to l'ack even the most elementar}.
form of personal integrity. What kind of i.nstltu'tlon encourages Reople b0 tregy
children in ways that they willingly admit are indecent? What kind of persop

does one become working in such an institution?

2.8 SUMMARY AND REVIEW

No doubt this survey of philosophical ethics might appear very abstract and
far removed from the business world. Despite such appearances, these are
fundamental categories for thinking about ethical issues. But we should resist
the temptation to treat these theories as some external rules that should be ap-

It would not be an overstatement to suggest that mogt €Conomic decisi
are implicitly justified on utilitarian grounds, Understanding utilitarianis?:llslio?}f
its strengths and weaknesses, is necessary for developing a reasoned pe r,s %
tive on many economic matters, From the original rationale for m SR

ing finance, employment, consumerism, and world trade, utilitarian consider-
ations have played a prominent, if not deciding, role.




