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Three General Theories of Ethics and the Integrative
Role of Integrity Theory!

Muel Kaptein en Johan Wempe

The three competing approaches to ethical analysis are consequentialism, deontology, and virtue eth-
ics.? In consequentialist ethics, the moral content of an action is determined by the real and expected
consequences of an action.® Deontological ethical theories regard the action itself as the object of
moral evaluation whereas virtue theory is concerned with the intention behind the action.” The dif-
ference in the object of analysis and evaluation of the respective approaches is illustrated in the fig-

ure below.

Figure 1: Three General Theories of Ethics

EFFORT CONDUCT IMPACT
Virtue Deontological Consequential
ethics ethics ethics

This paper consists of a discussion of the three approaches, on the one hand as a framework for
“solving” ethical dilemmas and on the other, as a stepping-stone for the ethical analysis and evalua-
tion of behavior and practices. We conclude this discussion with an exposition of the Integrity Ap-

proach that integrates consequentialist, deontological, and virtue ethics.

1. Consequentialist Ethics®

According to consequentialist ethics, the moral content of an action is determined by the real and ex-
pected consequences of that action. An action is morally good if its consequences are desirable and

bad if they are not.

Consequentialist ethics employs a certain standard (the purpose or end) against which the conse-

quences of an action are judged. This is why it is also referred to as teleological ethics (from the
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Greek telos, “end”). Actions are taken to achieve a certain end, often with a view to a more distant
goal. When ends are a means to a more distant goal, they are referred to as instrumental ends. Ends
that are achieved for their own sake are intrinsic.

Teleologists are particularly interested in the latter kind of ends. One or more of such ends are cho-
sen as a standard for judging the moral content of actions. The ends that function in teleological theo-
ries are not moral in itself. They become morally charged in their use as a standard for the moral con-

tent of actions.

Depending on the number of intrinsic ends that a teleological theory employs, we call it either mo-
nistic or pluralistic. Monistic theories hold that there is only one intrinsic end to which all other ends
lead, and on the basis of which all actions can be morally evaluated. Pluralistic teleological theories
hold that there is more than one such intrinsic end. Teleological theories are also subdivided accord-
ing to the nature of the end employed. Hedonism, for instance, holds that this end is pleasure or de-

light. This criterion for action dates back to the beginning of classical antiquity.

One problem that the hedonists have been up against is how to rank different dimensions of pleasure.
How is it possible to compare a brief, yet, intense, pleasure with one that lasts longer but that is not
quite so intense? The Greek philosopher Epicurus (342/341-270/271 BC) draws the conclusion that
the end is not physical pleasure but the satisfaction of the needs of the spirit. As powerful as physical
pleasure may be, it remains short-lived. Moreover, the pursuit of physical pleasure as an end would
lead to all kinds of evil. Feeding one’s spiritual pleasure is, to his mind, significantly more valuable

and leads to a lasting sense of well-being.

Teleological theories revolve around this targeted end, which can differ from person to person. As
individual ends often conflict with each other, the question arises as to which end should be em-
ployed as the criterion for moral action. This question subdivides teleological theories once again. At
this third level, ethical egoism (a theory we reject as a normative ethical theory given that it falls
short on generalizability) holds that individual pleasure and pain should serve as the ultimate crite-

rion, whereas utilitarianism holds that the common good forms the true end.

Classical utilitarianism

Adam Smith advocated the pursuit of individual self-interest in the belief that this would indirectly
serve the common good. According to utilitarianism, the criterion for evaluating actions is the wel-

fare of society. Utilitarianism is the general term for all ethical theories that hold that actions should
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be judged on the basis of their total costs and benefits for society. The action that produces the great-

est benefits at the lowest costs for society is the action we are morally obliged to follow.

Jeremy Bentham

(1748-1832) is widely considered the father of utilitarianism. Just as in the case of most other theor-
ists Bentham, too, relied on a number of pioneers such as Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746), David
Hume (1711-1776), and Adam Smith. Bentham was a true revolutionary of his times. His theory of
utilitarianism constitutes a break with ideas on social status common at the time. His criterion is the
“greatest pleasure for the greatest number” on the basis of which all actions must be judged. In this
regard, he considers the pleasure of a vagabond just as important as that of a well-to-do citizen. Eve-
ryone counts as one and no one counts for more than one. The core of his universalistic hedonism is
articulated in several passages in An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation pub-
lished in 1789.

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is
for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On the
one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened
to their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think: every effort we can make
to throw off our subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it . . . The principle of utility
seeks to rear the fabric of felicity by the hands of reason and of law . . . By utility is meant that prop-
erty in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness, (all
this in the present case comes to the same thing) or (what comes again to the same thing) to prevent
the happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered: if that
party be the community in general, then the happiness of the community: if a particular individual,
then the happiness of that individual . . . The community is a fictitious body, composed of the indi-
vidual persons who are considered as constituting as it were its members. The interest of the com-
munity then, what is it? The sum of the interests of the several members who compose it . . . Of an
action that is conformable to the principle of utility one may always say either that it is one that

ought to be done, or at least that it is not one that ought not to be done. ®

For Bentham it is possible to formulate the utilitarian criterion in quantitative terms. Ethics in his
opinion is simply a matter of counting. The meaning of the “greatest pleasure” can be explained in
quantitative terms. Happiness lies in the greatest possible amount of pleasure and the absence of

pain. To achieve the greatest pleasure for the greatest number, he devises a hedonistic calculus to
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weigh pleasure and pleasure. To Bentham’s mind, pain and pleasure are quantifiable units. He sets

this out as follows:

To take an exact account of the general tendency of any act, by which the interests of a community
are affected, proceed as follows. Begin with any one person of those whose interests seem most im-
mediately affected by it:

. Take account of the value of each distinguishable pleasure that appears to be produced by it in
the first instance.

. Take account of the value of each pain that appears to be produced by it in the first instance
(...).

. Sum up all the values of all the pleasures on the one side, and those of all the pains on the oth-
er. The balance, if it is on the side of pleasure, will give the good tendency of the act upon the
whole, with respect to the interests of that individual person; if on the side of pain, the bad ten-
dency of it upon the whole.

. Take an account of the number of persons whose interests appear to be concerned; and repeat
the above process with respect to each. Sum up the numbers expressive of the degrees of good
tendency, which the act has, with respect to each individual, in regard to whom the tendency of
it is good upon the whole: do this again with respect to each individual, in regard to whom the
tendency of it is good upon the whole: do this again with respect to each individual, in regard to
whom the tendency of it is bad upon the whole. Take the balance, which if on the side of plea-
sure, will give the general good tendency of the act, with respect to the total number or commu-
nity of individuals concerned; if on the side of pain, the general evil tendency, with respect to

the same community.’

The significance of this empirical theory of ethics is that it was formulated primarily to serve state
policy and legislation, especially criminal law. The way in which Bentham argues about the function
and the severity of punishment, is characteristic of the classical utilitarians.? The aim of legislation is
to promote the well-being of citizens. Care must be taken that laws are not used to other ends, such
as to enforce divine or natural rights. Punishment is, in and of itself, suffering. Accordingly, the pu-
nishment should fit the crime: it may not cause more suffering than that caused by the crime. Nor is
punishment justified if no one has suffered any damage caused by the crime. In this, Bentham turns
against punishment for sexual “offences” committed by consenting minors, a position rather progres-

sive for those times.

Another significant feature of his theory is that punishment is not justified if it is not effective in pre-
venting the same offence from being committed again. This also applies if other (cheaper) means are

available for achieving the same effect, such as corrective instruction. Most importantly, there must
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always be a relation between the gravity of the crime and the severity of punishment. The gravity of
the crime is determined by the harm caused by the crime. With respect to the severity of punishment,
Bentham applies the fundamental rule that punishment must be severe enough to counteract any ben-
efits that the perpetrator may have gained from committing the crime. At the same time, it must not

be harsher than necessary to keep the offender from committing the crime again.

John Stuart Mills’ criticism

It is probably because of John Stuart Mill’s (1806-1873) criticism of Bentham that he was forgotten
and Mill came to be seen as the key exponent of utilitarianism. In Utilitarianism (first published in
1861), Mill argues that it is not only intensity and duration that have to be taken into account in mea-
suring pleasure. The nature of the pleasure itself is also relevant. Pleasure, according to Mill, is large-
ly qualititative. The pleasure of Socarates cannot be compared with that of a pig. Pleasure can be di-

vided into higher and lower pleasures.

The intrinsic good

Utilitarianism is a term that covers many theories. The different strands of utilitarianism share a
number of features. All utilitarian theories depart from the assumption that an intrinsic good exists
that can serve as a criterion for evaluating actions. Monistic utilitarianism holds that there is only one
value that should be used as a criterion: pleasure or enjoyment. Pluralistic utilitarians reject the idea
that all values can be reduced to one value, holding instead that there are several values that are in-

trinsically good. According to preferential utilitarianism, a value is that which people find valuable.

Bentham and Mill are known as hedonistic utilitarians. They hold that there is only one intrinsic
good: pleasure or enjoyment. Pleasure is a good unto itself. Pleasure and enjoyment are synonymous
to them. Pluralistic utilitarians disagree with the assumption that all values are a means to pleasure.
Aesthetic values and knowledge (e.g., a researcher who examines something out of scientific curiosi-
ty) can be pursued for their own sake as well. An exponent of pluralistic utilitarianism is
(1873-1958). His Principia Ethica (1903) gives an account of the intrinsic good and the actions that
should be promoted to further these intrinsic goods.

Besides the hedonistic and pluralistic variants of utilitarianism, preference utilitarianism is another
dominant strand in utilitarian thinking. Preference utilitarianism has its origins in neo-classical eco-
nomics and game theory. Instead of using certain desired states or situations (such as pleasure) as the

criterion for moral action, this variant of utilitarianism is based on the satisfaction of individual
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needs. People’s actions are a reflection of their needs and the value or utility of a good can be in-
ferred from the price that someone is willing to pay for it. If the buyer pays a given price for some-
thing instead of using the money for something else, the product apparently represents so much utili-
ty that he or she is willing to pay the price. Preference utilitarianism holds that people strive to
achieve the greatest satisfaction of their individual needs with as little means possible (the principle

of efficiency).

There are several problems with this perspective. Preference utilitarianism fits in well with the mar-
ket system. However, not all needs can or may be expressed in this system. The need for love,
friendship, recognition, health, and a clean environment can only be factored into this system to a

limited extent - or perhaps not at all. Consequently, they run a high risk of falling by the wayside.

The second problem with preference utilitarianism is the question of whether all needs are fit to be
satisfied. What about the needs of a perverse sadist? In one way or another, a distinction needs to be
drawn between preferences that are acceptable and those that are not. This calls for a moral criterion

that can be used for selecting the “right” preferences.

Aggregating and comparing utility on an interpersonal level

A second feature that utilitarian theories share, is the assumption that the intrinsic good or the com-
mon good can be aggregated. According to utilitarian thinking, it is possible to sum the different
goods that people attribute to an action. Moreover, it is possible to compare the consequences of an
action for some with the effects it has on others. The common good is thus comparable on an inter-

personal level, which means that it is possible to aggregate the well-being of different individuals.

Utility as criterion for action

The third feature of utilitarian theories is that utility or the common good is used as the moral crite-
rion for action. This means that people should act with a view to maximizing the common good of
society as a whole. The consequences for all people, directly and indirectly involved, need to be fac-
tored into their actions. This drive towards maximization and the emphasis on efficiency is an essen-
tial feature of dominant Western economic theories. Our limited means of production (labor, capital,
nature, and technology) need to be utilized in such a manner that they satisfy human needs to as great
an extent as possible. The production requirements currently placed upon companies are a concrete

translation of the utilitarian criterion for moral action.
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We can distinguish two variants of utilitarianism: act-utilitarianism and rule-utilitarianism. The act-
utilitarian judges every action separately on the basis of the criterion of the common good. Rule-
utilitarianism tests each action against a rule that is evaluated against the criterion of utility. Accord-
ing to rule-utilitarianism, the right action is that action which conforms to the set of rules that, if ac-
cepted and acted upon by most people, would maximize utility. Contrary to act-utilitarianism, not
every action is judged separately. Instead, it is the rule, provided it is accepted by most people, that
lies at the root of the act that is judged in terms of its utility for society. The final criterion is utilita-

rian in nature: maximization of the common good.

Rule-utilitarianism is much more practical than act-utilitarianism. For a rule-utilitarian, it is unneces-
sary to keep track of all the consequences of a particular action in order to evaluate an action. Well-
founded and accepted rules can be relied upon instead. Besides its practicality, it also entails another
dimension that can be best illustrated with an example. From an act-utilitarian perspective it is strict-
ly speaking better to leave an unsolved crime as it is. It is better to let the offender go free, particular-
ly if a repeat of the crime by the same person is virtually impossible. After all, the crime has already
been committed and damage or suffering has already taken place. Punishing the offender would only
diminish the total welfare of the community. According to rule-utilitarianism, it makes sense to have
generally accepted rules in place that prohibit crime and make it punishable. Even though it might be
better to deviate from the rule in certain situations for the sake of the common good, it is not desira-

ble because such a rule would then tend to lose its authority.

Comparing actions

Finally, the fourth feature of utilitarian theories is that the extent to which one action promotes the
intrinsic (common) good is comparable with that of others. In this regard, preference-utilitarianism
uses the price of the goods. The amount of money someone is willing to pay for a product is a quan-
titative measure that can also be compared from person to person. If two people are prepared to pay
$2.50 for a particular item, preference-utilitarianism holds that the utility that both people believe
they can gain from that product is the same. If the price were to rise to $3.00 and only one is pre-

pared to pay, we can deduce that the utility of that item is greater for the one than for the other.
A practical and powerful theory

Consequentialism is a powerful theory that resonates well with our moral intuitions.® In everyday
life, we very often think in terms of consequences for the persons involved. A common example illu-

strates this: anyone who buys a car and uses the highway system knows that he or she runs the risk of
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getting involved in an accident. Cars can be made safer for passengers by improving their brakes or
adding safety belts for the back seat. Yet, safer cars are more expensive. Everyone in the market for a
car has to decide what is more important: safety or price. We weigh the extra cost of a safer car
against the extra benefits of greater safety. The government often reasons in exactly the same fa-
shion. For example, the benefits of giving the public the opportunity to view a painting by Picasso
needs to be weighed against the benefits of constructing a new cultural center. Political decision-
making often takes place along consequentialist lines of reasoning.

Obijections to consequentialism

As remarked above, consequentialism is a powerful theory that resonates well with our moral intui-
tions, particularly within the corporate context and with regard to state policy. Nevertheless, it still

has two practical and two very fundamental problems.*

Figure 2: Objections to Consequentialism

Practical problems
1. The problem of measurement.

2. The problem of comparison.

Fundamental problems
1. The problem of justice.

2. The problem of rights.

In the first instance, consequentialism faces a problem of measurement: is it desirable to quantify the
costs and benefits and by implication, the common good? A real danger exists that non-quantifiable
consequences fall to the wayside. Mill criticizes Bentham on this point in particular. If we were to
follow Bentham’s train of thought, a happy pig would be preferable to an unsatisfied Socrates. In
Mill’s opinion, it is primarily the qualitative pleasures that play a role in happiness. A quantitative
method would not do anyone much good. To conceive of pleasure in qualitative terms, however, is
also problematic. How can it be determined which situation contributes most to the common good?

How for example, do we calculate damage to people’s health in qualitative terms?

The problem of comparison follows from the above point of criticism. How is it possible to compare
fundamentally incomparable goods in order to determine the extent to which they promote happiness

or the common good? For example, how is it possible to compare health with employment? In order
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to determine which situation represents the greatest common good, we have to be able to make a

comparison between different goods.

The response to these objections (an answer that Mill actually already provides) is that the idea is to
weigh up the pros and cons of various alternatives as conscientiously and accurately as possible, giv-
en our limited time and knowledge. For this purpose, we may rely highly on our common sense and
experience. After all, in everyday life we are able to choose between the most incomparable of op-
tions. If it turns out that the wrong decision was made, it does not necessarily follow that an action

was not responsible. To judge an action gone wrong we must look to the intention behind the action.

Of a more fundamental nature is the problem of justice. How can the benefits for one person be
weighed against the costs for another? The utilitarian criterion of the greatest pleasure for the great-
est number says nothing about how the costs and benefits of that pleasure must be distributed. Ben-
tham himself recognizes this problem. In a thought-experiment, he reflects on how a society consist-
ing of 4001 people should be judged if the total amount of happiness of 2000 people is taken away
and awarded to the majority. This can be achieved if 2001 people take the remaining 2000 people
into slavery. Would the total amount of happiness remain the same? According to Bentham, it would
decrease. However, this does not lead him to advance a non-utilitarian criterion such as the principle
of distributive justice. Bentham’s response is that utilitarianism also places demands on how pleasure
is distributed in society. The aim remains the greatest pleasure for the greatest number but he fails to

indicate at what point this maximum spread is reached.

The problem of rights corresponds to the problem with justice. On what grounds can people’s rights
be abused in the name of serving the common good? Is it acceptable to simply push aside rights that
are based in a contractual agreement or in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (adopted by
the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1948) if it promotes the common good? A rule-
utilitarian would try to elude this criticism by asserting that the common good is served by accepting
such rules. Nevertheless, it still fails to address the fundamental problem. As soon as a principle of
distributive justice or rights proves to be generally detrimental to the common good, the same rule-

utilitarian would change his mind and revise his theory.

Conclusion

Of the various theories we have covered that focus on realizing a particular end, we can eliminate the
theory of egoism on the grounds of internal inconsistency. Rule-utilitarianism and preference utilita-

rianism (which is well suited to neo-classical theories) in particular, are two powerful variants for



10

determining what morally responsible action actually means in concrete situations. This is certainly
true with regard to state policy and corporate functioning. In many cases, these theories place clear
limits on actions. However, consequentialist theories (and this applies to the above two variants too)
fall short where justice needs to be done to certain principles such as people’s claim to rights and

fairness.

2. Deontological Ethics!!

Duty-based or deontological ethics solves a number of problems associated with consequentialist
ethical theories such as utilitarianism. According to deontology, all persons have certain obligations.
These obligations are non-negotiable: they cannot be bought off or disposed of. Different kinds of

inalienable rights form the basis of these obligations.

Rights, obligations and justice are concepts that consequentialism has no answer to. In a duty-based
ethic, however, this is the focal point. According to this theory, an action is morally good if it honors
a given obligation (which does not depend on the consequence of the action). Such a theory entitles
certain people or groups to rights or a claim to justice. Deontological theories stipulate duties that
must be observed irrespective of their consequences: legitimate rights must be respected and unjust
action is prohibited. The word “deontological” comes from the Greek deon, “one must.” The essen-
tial difference between deontological and teleological theories lies in the role that is attributed to the

consequences of the action under review.

Principles of deontology

The fact that an action’s consequences do not determine its moral character does not imply that deon-
tologists (or at least most of them) do not take consequences into consideration. An action that vi-
olates a moral obligation is immoral without doubt. However, acting in accordance with moral obli-
gations does not necessarily mean that such actions are morally right. In a secondary sense, the con-
sequences of a given action could very well be factored into the obligation itself. However, a deon-
tologist would not go as far as committing herself to a specific, superior consequence. The action’s
correspondence with certain principles is primarily what determines whether it is morally right or
wrong. Keeping a promise is important because it is a moral duty, and not because of the conse-

quences.



11

What principles do deontologists use to judge people’s actions? In the course of history, a divergent
variety of theories and imperatives have been formulated. Examples include “Do unto others what
you would have them do unto yourself” and “Don’t do to others what you would not like done to
yourself.” This principle is known as the golden rule. A promise made is a promise kept. Equal

treatment for equal cases. This forms the basis for various theories of justice.

The foundation of the principles

An important difference between the various deontological theories concerns the foundation of these
principles and how they can be identified. Three types of deontological theories can be distinguished
in this regard. The first holds that duties are God-given, the second that they are based on common
sense, while the third holds that they are founded by a social contract. The basis for a deontological
theory can be sought in God’s commandments. Frequently, the rightness or wrongness of an action
can be sought in the nature of the action itself. Some deontological theories appeal to a kind of social
contract as the foundation for the principles that are endorsed. Most religions of revelation rely on a
kind of deontology. The rules are God-given and communicated in the Bible or the Koran, for exam-

ple. It is our obligation to follow these revelations because it is the will of God.

When the moral rightness or wrongness of an action is based on the nature of the action itself, the
question shifts to how it can be determined whether an action is moral or immoral. Some deontolo-
gists hold that this insight can be obtained from rational arguments (this is the view of Immanuel
Kant), intuition (the golden rule), or by following the “voice of one’s conscience.” By grounding
principles in a social contract, one presumes the implicit consent of all parties involved. The basis of

the obligatory principles thus lies in the mutual consent to the conditions of the contract.

Act-deontology and rule-deontology

Just as with utilitarianism, we can draw a distinction between act-deontological and
rule-deontological theories. The act-deontologist holds that every situation is so unique that it is un-
desirable or even impossible to formulate general rules of action. One must determine in each indi-
vidual situation which action is morally obligated and how it should be judged. The agents in such
situations normally proceed on the basis of their intuition or “listen to their conscience.” Act-
deontology is generally seen as a weak basis for normative judgments. For example, how is it possi-
ble for a board of management to reach consent on the basis of intuition in deciding whether or not to
sink an oil platform in the ocean? That’s why deontologists generally advocate a form of rule-

deontology.
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The rule-deontological variant holds that we should not evaluate actions individually but rather that
we should judge types of actions on the basis of general principles or rules. The advantage of the
rule-deontological approach is that it is much more practical for the purposes of decision-making. It
is virtually impossible to contemplate every single aspect of each and every decision. Reliance on a
number of rules of conduct makes it possible to implement the deontological approach in practice.
Moreover, the use of rules in society helps us to better understand what we mean to one another. The
moral judgments on the basis of act-deontology are too fickle.

Monism and pluralism

Another distinction that can be drawn between various deontological theories concerns the principles
that are applied as criterion of morality. In monistic theories, all moral judgments can ultimately be
related back to one universal principle. Kant’s theory is an example of a monistic theory. In opposi-
tion to this, pluralistic theories employ various principles - not necessarily corresponding with one

another - together.

The advantage of a monistic theory is that it excludes a conflict between principles. There is ulti-
mately only one principle for judging all actions. Pluralistic theories must therefore provide an an-
swer to the question of what we should do if there is a conflict between principles. Which principle
should be given precedence? David Ross (1877-1971) developed a pluralistic theory that addresses
precisely this problem.*? According to Ross, a distinction can be drawn between “prima facie” and
“actual” duties. Our intuition allows us to acknowledge various general obligations to which we are
morally bound. Only, we do not know which obligation is right for which situation. This is where our
ability to reason comes into play. In each concrete situation, we have to look for the most powerful
obligation. This is the obligation that, if discharged, will lead to the greatest preponderance of good
over evil. If more than one principle is relevant in a given situation, we have to examine which

would yield the best result.

According to Ross, moral principles fall under a prima facie duty that must always be honored unless
they conflict with other, more weighty obligations in a given situation. The actual duty is the highest
and most binding obligation in a given situation. According to Ross, always being on time for one’s
appointments is a prima facie duty. This is generally binding. It is only in extraordinary cases that we
are relieved of this duty. Take the example of someone on her way to an appointment coming across
a person in dire need of medical attention. It remains her duty to keep the appointment. However, at

this time she is bound by a more pressing obligation: to help the wounded person.
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Kant’s categorical imperative

Kant developed a powerful theory in which moral rules are based in pure reasoning instead of intui-
tion, our conscience, or the consequences of action. His theory can be characterized as a monistic,
rule-deontological theory. That is to say, Kant does not subject incidental actions but rather types of
actions (such as lying, keeping promises) to moral judgment. All moral rules can be traced back to a

general rule: the categorical imperative.

Kant (1724-1804) is without doubt one of the greatest philosophers in the history of Western philo-
sophical thinking. He was a true representative of Enlightenment thinking and active in various
fields. His writings covered physics, gnoseology, ethics, and peace issues. He was able to resolve - or

at least shine a new light on - many of the problems Enlightenment philosophers contended with.

In the field of epistemology, for example, he was able bridge the gap between empiricism and ratio-
nalism. Radical empiricists such as Hume hold that all knowledge comes from sense experience. On
the other hand, exponents of rationalism such as Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz argue that truth, as
opposed to appearance, is arrived at through reason. Thus, true knowledge depends on reason. Since
Kant, speaking of the way knowledge is acquired purely in terms of either rationalism or empiricism
is no longer possible. He argues that our observation of the world is more than the passive function
of the mind; there is always an aspect of reason involved. This is first of all because experience is
located in space and time. These are not properties of the things themselves but of the intellect. He
calls these “forms of observation.” Second, the intellect presides over a number of categories - such
as “unity,” “denial,” and “causality” - which make knowledge of experience possible. The nature of
reality itself, the Ding an sich (“the thing-in-itself”) cannot be known. All knowledge of experience

relies on our forms of observation and the categories.

Kant’s ethic is similar to his epistemology on several points. Moral law is not something that can be
deduced from reality, or that is imposed from the outside. Instead, morality is part of human nature.
People are human precisely because they know and acknowledge moral law. For Kant, humans are
distinct from the material world because apart from being biological beings, we are also spiritual be-
ings. As natural beings, people are heteronomous. That is, they are subject to the physical laws of
nature. As moral beings, they are autonomous: they are rational and free and can thus be held re-
sponsible for their actions. As Kant presupposes the existence of true knowledge in his epistemology
(which would include Newton’s laws, for example), he also presupposes the existence of a moral
conscience. What he seeks to achieve in his normative ethics is simply to identify those suppositions

that reinforce existing moral rules.



14

Kant maintains that there is one principle at the root of all moral rules. As such, Kant’s normative
ethic can be classified as a monistic deontological theory. Instead of judging the actions themselves,
this general principle is used to evaluate the underlying concrete rules of action (maxims). This is

therefore a clear case of rule-deontology.

According to Kant, every action, no matter how trivial it may be, falls under a certain rule of action
or maxim. No action is without a maxim. For example, “If I have to work tomorrow, I’d better not
stay up too late tonight” and “I don’t usually eat breakfast because I’'m never hungry that early.” A
maxim is morally neutral. It is a rule that categorizes an action into a group of actions. The fact that
every action is driven by a maxim is the crucial difference between behavior and action. Beings that
are not able to act are not able to develop guidelines for their actions and cannot be judged in moral
terms. This applies to animals and the mentally disabled. A maxim describes actions and they are
formulated on a descriptive level. The aim is to find the right criterion on the basis of which it can be
asserted which maxims should or should not be followed. The term “should” suggests the normative

nature of this endeavor.

Kant formulates a moral principle as a kind of “moral litmus test” for determining whether or not a
maxim is to have moral status. The general principle at the root of all moral rules according to Kant,
is “the categorical imperative.” This is an imperative - a command that is unconditional or categori-
cal. Kant sets “categorical” off against “hypothetical.” An imperative is hypothetical if its validity
were tied up with specific conditions. For instance, “If you want to achieve this or that goal (e.g.,
succeed in your job), then you need to do such and such (e.g., work hard).” These rules of behavior
are not unconditional in nature; they only apply if the relevant conditions are established, in this ex-

ample, the desire to succeed in one’s job.

The categorical imperative applies to everyone in all situations. A categorical imperative often takes
the form of “Thou shalt . . .” for example, “Thou shalt not tell a lie.” Commandments like these are
unconditional. What exactly is the categorical imperative? Kant formulates this general moral law in
several different ways. The most formal variant reads: “Act only in accordance with that maxim
through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.”™® Another formulation
of the categorical imperative is: “Act as if the maxim of your action were to become by your will a
universal law of nature.”* To act morally, the agent must determine whether it is reasonable to ex-
pect others in a similar situation to follow the maxim that he is about to follow. What if an immoral
maxim is considered as a law of nature? In this regard, Kant points out that to elevate an immoral
maxim to a universal law would be contradictory. Promoting immoral maxims to universal laws

should be refrained from, as it is logically inconsistent.
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Kant’s examples

Kant employs several examples to illustrate the moral nature of actions. His examples are quite ex-
treme. However, this is a conscious strategy to capture the essence of morality. In his first example,
he poses the question as to whether a person weary of life may kill himself. His maxim would be:
“From self-love | make it my principle to cut my life short when its extension threatens to bring more
misery than happiness.”*® The essential question is whether this maxim may be elevated to a univer-

sal law. Kant’s thoughts on this are as follows:

[A] nature whose law it would be to destroy life itself by means of the same feeling whose destina-
tion is to impel toward the furtherance of life would contradict itself and would therefore not subsist
as nature; thus that maxim could not possibly be a law of nature and, accordingly, altogether opposes
the supreme principle of all duty.*®

Kant thus assumes that self-love ultimately serves to preserve humanity. If this first example con-
cerns the agent’s duty to himself, the one that follows entails a duty towards others. Say someone
finds herself forced by circumstances to borrow money. She is well aware that she will not be able to
repay the debt. However, she realizes just as well that no one in would lend her money if she does
not solemnly swear to pay it back. She is on the verge of making this promise, yet her conscience is
bothering her. She also ponders whether freeing herself from distress in this manner does not run
counter to her duty. Let’s assume that she decides to take the money after all. The maxim behind his
action would then be: “If I believe I desperately need money, I will borrow money and promise to
pay it back, even if I know that that will never happen.” Can I will that this maxim should be made a

universal law?

For, the universality of a law that everyone, when he believes himself to be in need, could promise
whatever he pleases with the intention of not keeping it would make the promise and the end one
might have in it itself impossible, since no one would believe what was promised him but would

laugh at all such expressions as vain pretenses.'’

In the third example, Kant poses the question as to what a person stands to do who is extremely ta-
lented and who could be of great service to society but who would rather spend his time on the plea-
sures of life? It is impossible to elevate “neglecting to develop one’s natural talents” to a law of na-
ture. According to Kant, a rational being will necessarily aspire to developing his or her potential. It
can serve a person in all sorts of ways, which is why he or she was endowed with it the first place.
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Finally, in his fourth example, Kant examines what someone who has run into good fortune should
do for those who are less fortunate. Can we assert that it is morally justified to not help others who
are less fortunate than ourselves? According to Kant, we cannot will such a maxim to be made a law

of nature.

For, a will that decided this would conflict with itself, since many cases could occur in which one
would need the love and sympathy of others and in which, by such a law of nature arisen from his

own will, he would rob himself of all hope of the assistance he wishes for himself.*®

The version of the categorical imperative quoted above is relatively formal in nature. A more prac-
tical variant Kant formulated reads as follows: “So act that you use humanity, whether in your own
person or in the person of any other, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.”"®
Kant holds that this version has the same meaning as the first one above. A key term in the first two
versions of the categorical imperative is the word “will.” The categorical nature of the imperative
suggests the autonomy of this will, which means that there must be no outside force upon which this
will depends. Humans (both the agent and the receiving party) must thus be viewed as an end in it-
self, as inherently valuable. Kant contends that the latter formulation is merely another way of stating

the categorical imperative.

This new formulation of the categorical imperative can be employed to reflect on the examples
above. Suicide as way to escape difficult circumstances does not withstand the test of treating a per-
son as an end in itself. A human being is not simply a means to a life filled with pleasure from be-
ginning to end. In the second example of making a promise in bad faith, the person lending the mon-
ey is reduced to an instrument if she is unaware of the actual plans of the person borrowing the mon-
ey. And while neglecting to develop one’s talents in order to dedicate oneself to the pleasures of life
may not necessarily threaten the future of the human race as a goal in itself, it would not promote it
either. That would be improper from a moral point of view. Helping others reach their potential can
be seen a similar light. It furthers the human race as an intrinsically valuable goal, thus rendering it a

moral duty.

The above version of the categorical imperative does not suggest that people may never be used as a
means to an end. If | sell a product to a customer, | use the consumer partly as a means to boosting
my sales and to help secure the future of my business. However, people may never be used solely as
a means to others’ ends; they must also be treated as an end. This implies that | also need to see my
customer as a person with a legitimate claim to all the information he needs. | must also refrain from

trying to pass off a hazardous product to him, at least not without informing him of the danger. This
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more practical version of the categorical imperative resembles the golden rule to a certain extent:
“Don’t do to others what you would not like done to yourself.” However, it is not exactly the same.
One could regard the golden rule a special instance of the categorical imperative. After all, the gol-

den rule says nothing about one’s duty to oneself.

John Rawls

With A Theory of Justice, John Rawls established himself as a contemporary normative political phi-
losopher.?’ In his theory of justice as fairness, Rawls departs form the assumption that people are
motivated by self-interest. With the view to formulating the fundamental principles for regulating
society, he constructs a hypothetical contracting situation called the “original position” in which con-
tracting parties set down the basic principles behind “a veil of ignorance.” Parties behind the veil of
ignorance are bereft of knowledge about their position in society and the position they will occupy
after the contract has been concluded. Due to the veil of ignorance, the contracting parties are free of
unbridled self-interest. It is still assumed that they will do their best to secure their own interests but
with the qualification that they will take into consideration all the possible positions they might oc-

cupy once the veil is lifted.

Absence of knowledge about social circumstances, gender, or natural endowments therefore ensures
the fairness of the terms of the contract. As all rational, free, and equal people can consent to the
principles of justice, the legitimacy of the institutions that embody these principles is secured. The

principles of justice read as follows:

1 Each person has an equal right to the most extensive basic liberties compatible with similar liber-
ties for all (the principle of “equal liberty”).
2 Social and economic inequalities are arranged so that they are both
a) attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity
(the principle of “fair equality of opportunity”) and
b) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged persons (the “difference principle”).

The first principle comprises the fundamental political and civil liberties and includes the right to
hold property and freedom of expression. The second principle concerns the distribution of wealth.
According to Rawls, these principles of justice apply to a society that has reached a sufficiently high
standard of living. This is the case where basic needs of the poorest level of society have been ade-
quately satisfied. In such a society, these principles are lexically ordered: the first principle takes

precedence over the second while the principle of fair equality of opportunity takes precedence over
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the difference principle. Finally, the difference principle takes priority over the efficiency principle
and the principle of wealth maximization. Rawls holds that in sufficiently wealthy societies, citizens
are capable of making effective use of his or her political and civil rights. In this context, a rational
agent has no interest in exchanging his or her political and civil rights for an increase in wealth. For
Rawls, less affluent societies are governed by a more general principle of distributive justice. All so-
cial goods (freedom, equal opportunities, income and wealth, and the bases of self-respect) need to
be shared equally, unless an unequal share of these goods would be to the benefit of everyone.

The two principles of justice mentioned above can be seen as special variants of this general prin-
ciple of justice, the former of which only takes force in sufficiently affluent societies.

Deontological ethics and consequentialism

A fundamental shortcoming of consequentialism concerns the problem of measurement. Others in-
clude the assumptions that all consequences of an action can be measured against one criterion (the
problem of comparison) and that the effects of a given action are easy to predict. Consequentialism
also fails to take the historical context in account and neglects issues of rights and justice. Deonto-
logical ethics overcomes most of these problems. The measuring problem and the uncertainty of an
action’s consequences have nothing to do with deontological ethics. An action either does or does
not honor a given principle. In addition, deontological ethics allows for a whole range of obligations
in special relationships. For example, the relationship between employer/employee, buyer/seller, les-
sor/lessee, and parent/child all imply special obligations. Consequentialism recognizes only the rela-
tionship between the agent and the recipient of the benefit or disadvantage. Deontological ethics also
takes the past into consideration. Actions in the past can engender obligations in the present. Finally,
a deontological ethical approach also makes possible an evaluation of the intentions behind an ac-
tion. For the consequentialist, only the anticipated results count. Rule-utilitarianism is incidentally a
response to the criticism advanced by deontologists. In concrete situations, rule-utilitarianism and
deontological ethics often lead to the same conclusion. Nevertheless, the ultimate criterion remains

of a fundamentally different nature.

Objections to deontological ethics®*

A point of critique that Mill in particular raises against Kant’s deontology, is that in the final analys-
es, Kant still reverts back to ends or goals. Mill illustrates this by pointing out that lying is immoral
because it undermines the trust we place in one another, which is vital to society. The final criterion

that is thus employed is goal-orientated: the well-being of society. This observation can be countered
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by pointing out that although it is evident that deontological ethics also includes ends of an action in

moral evaluations, the moral content of an action is not conclusively determined by its consequences.

The second objection to deontological ethics, especially as Kant formulates it, is that all moral judg-
ments seem to be either-or judgements. A moral principle is either violated or not. As such, a deonto-
logical ethic like Kant’s leaves no room for exceptions. Exceptions to each and every rule are, how-
ever, very well imaginable. For example, if a murderer were to ask where his potential victim was
hiding, the universal duty to tell the truth would no longer apply. In the case of pluralistic deontolog-
ical theories in particular, it is impossible to determine which duty should be honored in a conflict.
The introduction of prima facie duties seems to remedy this situation, although it still remains un-

clear how a trade-off between different obligations can or should be made.

The final objection to deontological ethics is that, like consequentialism, this approach is at a loss
when it comes to altruism and exemplary behavior. Deontological ethics requires one to act simply in
accordance with certain principles, doing more than one’s duty is never necessary. Everything

beyond moral obligations cannot be captured in moral terms.

In conclusion, we can assert that deontology is a powerful approach to ethics and that it resonates
well with accepted (even religious) moral intuitions. The main disadvantage of this approach is that it
casily leads to a rigid application of rules. The introduction of the concept “prima facie” duty ad-
dresses this shortcoming. However, it remains inadequate especially in situations where major eco-
nomic interests and specific principles are at stake. In situations like these, deontological ethics of-

fers no adequate, watertight solution.

3. Virtue Ethics?2

In addition to the theories of moral obligation that focus on action as the object of moral evaluation,
there is another where the agent, not the action, takes in center-stage. In this approach, it is not the
action or the consequences that are evaluated but the person in question. Instead of judging what

people do, it looks to who people are. The object of analysis is the qualities of a person.

A person can be ascribed a wide variety of characteristics. These are not only physical attributes like
age, height, and size but also intangible ones such as abilities, intentions and motives. It is particular-
ly the latter class of traits that is relevant from a moral perspective. These qualities determine how an
individual will act in morally problematic situations and can be evaluated in moral terms. For exam-
ple, it is possible to say someone is honest, just, or reliable. These are morally desirable traits that are

traditionally designated as moral virtues.
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The concept “virtue” has its origins in classical antiquity. The etymological origin of the term “vir-
tue” can be traced back to both the Greek arete and the Latin virtus. Arete means “virtue” and “ex-
cellence.” This refers to someone’s or something’s ability to achieve a specific goal. The Latin virtus
means “manliness” or “bravery.” This also refers to an ability or capability. Virtus thus refers to a
person’s capacity to perform what is expected of him or her. An ethical theory that formulates norms
that are related to the moral characteristics or qualities of a person is called “virtue ethics” or “areti-
cal ethics.” This approach in ethics dates back to classical Greek philosophy. In addition to virtue
ethics, one can also refer to it as “quality ethics.” Virtue or quality ethics refers to every ethical

theory that formulates norms on the basis of human characteristics or qualities.

Virtue ethics in Greek philosophy

The Greek concept of arete is, as mentioned above, rather broad in meaning. It refers to a quality
(virtue, excellence, and perfection) which can in principle be ascribed to almost anything, including
people and states of affairs. It designates a state of affairs or a person as good or virtuous. A knife is
good (or bad) but that can also be said of a school. Goodness or virtue is that which makes a knife or
a school stand out or excel. In the same way, one can say that a person is good or bad. In this context,
“good” is not used in an absolute sense. A person is good or bad in comparison with other people.
Nevertheless, goodness is a decisive characteristic. Whether a knife or a person is good or bad is de-

termining for that knife or that person’s character.

Still, people and objects do differ. A person can stand out in various ways, while a knife can only
excel one particular manner. A person could, for example, be good at cooking or writing. Someone is
a good cook if he is able to combine various ingredients in a way that produces a fine meal. Someone
excels as a writer if she is able to captivate people with the written word. In both these areas, it is
possible to specify how a person can be good. These qualities do make a person a good cook or a
good writer, but not necessarily a good person. A good writer can be a bad person at the same time.
What makes a person good? This is one of the most fundamental questions the philosophers of Greek

antiquity wrestled with.

It was Aristotle who synthesized the ideas about virtues that were current among the Greeks at the
time in a comprehensive theory. Aristotle is the founder of practical philosophy that was practiced
until long after the Middle Ages. Practical philosophy embraces both ethics and politics as both are
concerned with gaining insight into and achieving the good life as well as attaining the means to do

so. Aristotle’s virtue ethic is part of his philosophy of the good. With this, he takes a stand against
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the Platonic teachings and its focus on ideas. For Plato, the “good” as such exists — but as an idea.

The idea of good exists not only as an intellectual concept, but also as an independent, actual object.

According to Aristotle, however, the good does not exist independently of concrete reality. It is only
with the help of reason that it can be abstracted as a concept, a thought constructed on the basis of
concrete reality. By using the term “good,” we apply a norm to that which we regard as “good.” To
deem something “good” implies for Aristotle that it is desirable or that it is strived for. All human

conduct focuses on the achievement of certain goals:

Every art and every scientific investigation, and every action and every conscious decision strives,
according to men, towards some good. That is why people have correctly called good that what

everyone strives for.”®

The various objectives that people pursue are hierarchically ranked. Most goals are pursued because
their achievement is a means to reaching an even higher objective. Everything in nature harbors a
specific goal. In pursuing that goal, nature strives to realize its potential to the best of its ability. For
this reason, Aristotle’s philosophy is teleological, which should not be confused with contemporary
consequentialism. What is being pursued is not an external objective. It is already present, a poten-
tial. Aristotle calls the highest human good eudaemonia. This is often translated as “happiness.” For
Avristotle, eudaemonia has both an objective and a subjective dimension towards an inner state of
contentment while it is also externally recognizable. In English, the concept “flourishing” best ap-
proximates the broader meaning of eudaemonia. The greatest good that a person can achieve is to
give expression to her own, typically human nature. The ultimate goal of a human life is to realize
this “highest good,” which is attainable through virtuous activities. Virtues are the necessary condi-
tion for achieving the highest good, eudaemonia. It is unclear whether Aristotle also considered act-
ing virtuously as a sufficient condition for achieving the highest good. We suspect not. That also

goes against common sense: virtuous conduct is not a guarantee for success. What then, is a virtue

precisely?

In every action and situation, it appears to be something else: something different in medicine,
something different in strategy, and so forth. What is, then, the good of each one? Is it not that for
which everything else is done? In medicine, this is health, in war, victory, in construction, the house,
etc., in all actions and designs the goal, for this is the reason why everyone does everything else. If
there is, therefore, a goal for all our actions, this will be the good we are able to achieve, and if there
are more than one, then these will determine the good. . . . Because there are apparently multiple ob-

jectives and we want one objective above the other, such as, for example, wealth, a flute, a tool in
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general, it is clear that they are not all ultimate objectives. But the highest good is apparently some-
thing ultimate. If there is, however, only one ultimate objective, it will be the ultimate of it. Now, we
call that which we pursue on its own merits more ultimate that that which is pursued in the pursuit of
something else and never is chosen for something else, more ultimate than something that is chosen
on its own merits and can be chosen because of something else, and so, we call something that con-
sistently is chosen on its own merits and never in the pursuit of something else completely ultimate.
According to common wisdom, happiness is the highest of these. We seek this at all times on its
own merits and never because of something else. We also choose honor, pleasure, insight and all the
virtues, because of themselves (because even if nothing should result from them, we would still
choose them for themselves), but we also choose them in pursuit of happiness, because we believe
we can become happy through them. In contrast, happiness is desired by no one because of the other
things mentioned or for anything else.**

A virtue is a state of character, a necessary condition for being happy. A virtuous person derives
pleasure from acting virtuously. A person is virtuous when acting correctly has become habitual. In
human activities or better yet, typically human behavior (as distinct from how plants and animals
live), two levels can be distinguished: a lower level of activity that obeys reason and a higher level of
activity that possesses reason and also exercises it. Parallel to these two levels of human activity, vir-
tues can also be divided into two groups: intellectual virtues (such as wisdom) and moral virtues
(such as moderation and generosity). Characteristic of intellectual virtues is that they grow through
training, while moral virtues arise and develop through habit or custom. Virtues are acquired by us-

ing them, as is the case with all skills:

Because what we must learn to do, we learn in the doing: we become a master builder by building
and a zither-player by playing the zither. So, too, do we become just by carrying out just deeds,

moderate through acts of moderation, brave through acts of bravery.?

Virtue is a certain condition that renders good that of which it is a virtue. Furthermore, this condition

ensures that the subject or object also carries out its function well:

[A]nd so the virtue of the eye makes both the eye itself and its functioning good, for through the vir-
tue of the eye, we see well. Equally, the virtue of the horse makes the horse itself good, and that it
runs well, that it carries the rider well, and stands well against the enemy. If this is so for every case,
then the human virtue will also be a condition by which the person becomes good and by which he

carries out his own tasks well.?®

A virtue is a mean between two undesirable extremes. The two extremes are vices, which are diame-

trically opposed to each other and which, together, stand in opposition to virtue. Courage is the mean
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between fear and recklessness and generosity is the mean between wastefulness and greed. What a
moral virtue precisely consists of in a concrete situation cannot be described in general terms. That
depends on the nature of the person involved. Depending on the inclination towards a given extreme,

one must strive in the direction of the opposite extreme.

Virtue ethics in the history of Western philosophy

Although great differences exist between classical philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, they
shared the same cultural frame of reference. Virtues played a central role in this context and were
common in ancient Greek thought. In the various ethical theories of the time, the concept has more
or less the same meaning. The double meaning of “virtue,” both in its more technical sense as “capa-
bility for a particular goal” and, in the moral sense, one’s “capability as a person” is characteristic of
these classical Greek theories. The discussion was never really about what this concept meant or
should mean. Everyone knew what virtues were. Plato and Aristotle’s dialogues were more con-

cerned with the characteristics of virtues and whether virtues can be learnt or not.

During the Middle Ages, the theological framework borrowed from scholastic thought - also shared
by virtue ethics - was more or less commonplace. Although the technical meaning of virtue was
pushed to the background, the moral meaning of the term remained intact. Just like in classical
thought, virtues were viewed as those qualities that make a person fit for his destination. However,
for Christian theologians and philosophers in the Middle Ages, humankind’s destination was divine
in nature. Because the human destination is not realized here on earth, but in the hereafter, the nature
of the virtues changed radically. Humility, meekness and the recognition of human weakness and sin,
were the qualities that encouraged people to focus on the divine, the perfect, and the transcendent. In
his time, the apostle Paul identified the divine virtues by which people could submit to the power of
God: faith, hope, and love. Together with the classical virtues (wisdom being replaced by practical
insight or prudence) these three divine virtues make up the seven cardinal virtues of medieval Chris-

tian theology and philosophy: prudence, courage, moderation, justice, faith, hope, and charity.

Thomas Aquinas may be considered the greatest neo-Aristotelian thinker. He wrote not only the very
influential Summa Theologiae, but also a number of philosophical texts such as De Virtutibus. Be-
cause virtues were an integral part of the prevailing cultural climate and thus fulfilled an important
guiding role, it made sense for most of the ethical theories from that time to devote attention to vir-
tues. Contemporary virtue-ethical theories have to make do without such a commonly accepted

framework. In everyday usage, virtuousness is predominantly associated with the bourgeoisie. When
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the term is used, it encapsulates rudimentary references to the scholastic tradition from before 1800.

In a theory where virtues play a role, no special justification is required.

Various Renaissance philosophers (including Machiavelli, Campanella, and Telesius) explicitly re-
jected the scholastic school of thought. In doing so, they fell back on the concept of virtue as derived
from Roman philosophy. Campanella even goes as far as saying that virtues are limited to those
qualities that serve the self. Although the concept of virtue continued to play a role in modern phi-
losophy (after 1600), it gradually came to be seen as less of a guiding principle, and virtue ethics also
began to lose ground.”” Aristotelianism and the scholastic framework were forced to give up ground
bit by bit. Especially the distinction between facts and values, and the increasing importance attached
to facts (this happens to an extreme degree in neo-positivism), led to the situation where the primary
interest became discovering natural laws. Normative questions were no longer regarded a suitable

subject in the realm of scientific thought.

These developments have led to a situation where modern virtue-ethical theories have to make do
without a generally accepted framework. As a result, supporters of a virtue ethical approach face a
number of questions. What characteristics or qualities can be called virtues? What are these moral
virtues based on? How do moral virtues relate to other (amoral) characteristics? Can the moral sub-
ject influence virtues? How do virtue ethics relate to or how do they differ from the common ethical

theories of moral obligation?

Despite the fact that the concept of virtue is no longer a dominant guiding principle in Western think-
ing, ethical theorists have taken up the study of virtue ethics anew. Contemporary virtue ethical
theorists include Elizabeth Anscombe, Peter Geach, and Alasdair Maclntyre. Macintyre has rekin-
dled public interest in virtue ethics with his highly acclaimed book After Virtue.

Characteristics of virtues

A broad range of virtues feature in the various virtue ethical theories. Depending on the basis of the
theory, different tableaux of virtues are advanced. Plato recognized four cardinal virtues, those vir-
tues to which all other moral qualities can be traced. These are wisdom, courage or bravery, modera-
tion, and justice. Plato devoted several dialogues to virtues: courage in Laches, friendship in Lysis,
and wisdom in Charmides. In the dialogue Meno, Plato attempts to describe what virtues actually
are. Virtue appears to be neither an innate characteristic nor something that can be acquired through

instruction. He relies upon a sort of divine inspiration:
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Socrates: We shall only have certainty when we, before asking the question of how virtue comes to a

person, first attempt to ascertain what the virtue - taken purely of itself - might be.?®

In The Republic, Plato also devotes some attention to human virtues, which could be realized both in
the individual and in the ideal state. Plato uses the state as a model for natural persons. The virtues
can also be found in natural persons. In this way, he distinguishes four principal virtues. Aristotle
draws a distinction between intellectual and moral virtues. He classifies the moral virtues according
to his division of desires and passions. The moral virtues include for example courage, sobriety, ge-
nerosity, and justice. Friendship lies on the dividing line between the intellectual and the moral vir-

tues.

What qualities or characteristics (virtues) should a person possess? According to Plato, virtue or ex-

cellence is expressed in the proper execution of a specific function or task. For Aristotle, a virtue is a

.. 2
characteristic, a “state of character,”?®

|.30

which renders a person good and able to carry out his function
well.” Hume considers every quality of the spirit which results in “love and pride” a virtue. Among
the vices, Hume includes those qualities of the spirit that foster hatred and cause humiliation.** Kant
offers an interesting definition. A virtue is “die festgegriindete Gesinnung seine Pflicht genau zu
erfullen” (an internalized inclination to properly fulfill one's duties). Here, the concept of virtue is
synonymous with morality. Maclntyre describes virtues as a type of “obtainable human qualities.”%

That the concept of virtue is used in various ways is apparent from its wide variety of definitions.

Five characteristics of moral virtues can be distilled from the various theories of virtue. Moral virtues
are characteristics or qualities. These qualities
1. are desirable, they are perceived as worthy of pursuing and therefore imply a moral norm;

. are expressed in actions;

2

3. have a more or less stable, durable character;

4. are constantly, albeit often latently, present; and
5

. can be influenced by the subject.

1. Moral virtues express a moral norm

Virtues presume a goal or ideal that is worthy of being pursued. Virtues are those qualities that con-
tribute to the realization of the ideal, or, more concretely, the goal. For Aristotle, virtues rely on a
reasonable order (the Logos), which is present in nature. Everything - people and objects - plays a
special role in that order. For people, it is the destination of being a person. Fulfilling that role well

makes a virtue of the thing or of the particular person. For Aristotle, order resides in concrete every-
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day reality. Plato, on the other hand, locates virtues in a transcendent order. The good exists as a
transcendent reality. A thing is good to the extent that it expresses the idea of “Good.” The virtue of
a thing is the excellent fulfillment of its specific function. In his writings, Thomas Aquinas links Pla-
to’s transcendent order to Aristotle’s order of reason. Like the contemporary ethical theorist Geach,
this medieval theologian and philosopher places virtues in a divine order. Virtues rely on a divine
hierarchy. Only if we allow ourselves to be led by these virtues are we able to live in a state of love
of God or in accordance with God’s will. Campanella and Hobbes value virtues as functional for the
self-preservation of mankind. Maclntyre paints virtues against the background of a social order,

which exists thanks to the exaltation of these virtues.

The ideal that is being pursued is not necessarily an external goal that applies in all circumstances
and for everyone. The standards of excellence for people differ from culture to culture and perhaps
even from individual to individual. Moreover, to name a person good or bad, just or unjust, is some-
thing other than describing an actual state of affairs. A number of arguments can be used to make
this clear.®® For instance, someone who formulates his goal in life also says something about himself.
In making a statement about the goal of a person, it is impossible to abstract from the fact that we
ourselves are people. Secondly, knowledge about the meaning or goal of human life is not theoretical
in nature. It is practical wisdom that also implies action. Insight into the aim of human life has direct
consequences for what people do and how they live their lives. The practical nature of this know-
ledge also implies that it cannot be universal in nature. The ideal for a person is always concrete and

related to the context.

2. Moral virtues are expressed in action

A second characteristic of virtues is that they pertain to a person’s actions. This refers to the capabili-
ties a person has and, therefore, indirectly to the actions she is capable of. How will the agent act in
morally critical situations? Characteristics that cannot be or are not expressed in the actions of the
subject are, in fact, morally irrelevant. Characteristics are judged as good or bad to the extent that

they are related to actions that we conceive as good or bad:

There is no such thing as a good tree producing bad fruit, or a bad tree producing good fruit. Each
tree is known by its own fruit: you do not gather figs from brambles or pick grapes from thistles.
Good people produce good from the store of good within them; and evil people produce evil from

the evil within them. For the words that the mouth utters come from the overflowing of the heart.**
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3. Virtues have a more or less stable and long-lasting character

A third important characteristic of moral traits is that they make it possible to focus one’s attention

on the more lasting, structural bases of behavioral expressions:

Human good consists of the activities of the soul in accordance with virtue, and, as there are mul-
tiple virtues, in accordance with the best and most perfect. That must go on for an entire life. A sin-
gle swallow doesn’t make a spring, or a single day; equally, a single day or a short period doesn’t

make a man content and happy.®

The key to virtue ethics lies not in isolated actions, but in the structure that is recognizable in the ac-
tions and that is related to the qualities (the virtues) that an agent has developed. People trust each
other when they experience the trust-inducing action of the other as a disposition rather than whim-

sical or opportunistic.

4. Virtues exist in a latent form

A fourth trait of moral characteristics is that they relate to capabilities and dispositions. The subject
has certain qualities, which may never have to be expressed. However, if they are needed (in morally
precarious situations, for example) they can and will be used. Someone can be described as reliable
only if they have resisted opportunistic behavior under circumstances where unfair benefit or break-
ing one’s word was tempting. We say someone is reliable on the basis of past behavior even though
the person cannot prove it at the moment it is said of him or her. By calling someone reliable we ex-
press the expectation that the person will be worth the trust we place in him in situations where his
reliability has to be trusted. We call someone courageous only if someone has proven to be coura-

geous in circumstances that required courage.

5. Virtues are subject to influence

A fifth trait of moral characteristics or virtues is that they can be cultivated to a certain extent. In this
regard, virtues differ from passions. Passions are based in overwhelming emotions. The concept
“passion” suggests, furthermore, a sort of determinism. We can say, for example, that someone “acts
in a fit of rage.” Virtues, by way of contrast, can be cultivated to become habits. If one has cultivated
certain character traits, they can start to function as embedded habits. Virtues, are, however, closely

related to passions. They give emotions and passions shape.
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According to Aristotle, it is a parent’s task to raise children to acquire certain virtues so that these
become habits. It should not be necessary to decide whether you are going to tell the truth or not.
Honesty must come automatically, something you don’t have to think about. This can coincide with
a feeling of happiness. The reverse is also true: for the virtuous person for whom acting virtuously
has become a habit, acting improperly results in discontentedness. Not all habits are virtues, they can
also be bad character traits or morally neutral. Taking sugar and milk in your coffee is a morally neu-
tral habit. Virtues are moral qualities that are developed, which people are aware of, and that can be
influenced. With regard to unconscious characteristics, people need to be able to become aware of

them and to influence them.

Consciousness and freedom are preconditions for morality. The qualities we classify as moral are
therefore distinct from innate characteristics. Qualities that are “imposed” by caregivers, that have
become habits, also fall beyond the category of moral qualities. If one speaks of qualities or habits
that are passed on through child-rearing practices, one must also speak of qualities that can be influ-
enced by the person in question. The way a child is reared does shape its character. Nevertheless, he
or she can very well decide to change by developing other character traits. That there exists the pos-
sibility of learning and that a subject can undertake this out of her free will implies - partially at least

- consciousness and a focused choice.

4. The Integrity Approach

In this paragraph, we examine the extent to which the three ethical approaches above are comple-
mentary and how the integrity approach can effect coherence between these three approaches. First,
we address the question of the extent to which a deontological approach contrasts with a consequen-

tialist ethic, and the extent to which virtue ethics precludes an action-orientated approach.

Deontological ethics versus consequentialist theories

Consequentialism, especially the utilitarian strand, and deontology are powerful ethical theories that
generally capture our moral intuitions well. In utilitarianism and other consequentialist theories the
danger exists that the end can be used to justify the means. The objection to deontological ethics lies
in the risk of rigidly holding on to moral principles and losing sight of the consequences of actions.
Acknowledging the pitfalls of both approaches, John Dewey asserts that we should learn to think
more technically about ends and more ethically about means, and avoid investing all ethics in ends

and all technology in means.*®
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Often, both deontological and consequentialist arguments play a role in discussions about a contro-
versial moral issue. No general rule can be formulated to indicate when one approach should be fa-
vored above another or when another line of argumentation should be employed. Sometimes the con-
sequences of an action should be considered and sometimes an appeal to principles is most suited for
analyzing and evaluating the issue at hand. The choice for a given approach is not arbitrary. A deon-
tological approach is most appropriate in the event that the fundamental rights or the distribution of
benefits and burdens among different (groups of) people are at stake. If people’s well-being is threat-
ened, a consequentialist approach should also be included in the argumentation. The two approaches
frequently complement each other well. Often a number of minimum requirements will be formu-
lated on the basis of deontological arguments that set the boundaries within which, on utilitarian
grounds, a course of action can be carved out that contributes optimally to the general welfare of all

parties involved.

Action-orientated theories versus a virtue approach
Virtues become visible in actions. Why do we need virtue ethics? Is a theory of action not sufficient?

Given the relationship between obligations and virtues, it is understandable why theories of moral
obligation focus on virtues. Virtues are regarded as a predisposition to act in keeping with moral ob-
ligations. The value of virtues lies in their contribution to making moral obligations concrete. The
utilitarian John Stuart Mill sees virtues as internal sanctions that lead to desirable actions. In general,
however, virtue ethics goes much further. Proponents of a virtue ethics approach presume that virtues
have intrinsic value, that is, that their moral value does not depend on anything else.

If one considers actions only, one runs the risk of losing sight of the intentions that lie at the base of
an action. Consequently, whether a given objective is realized intentionally or by coincidence or
whether a principle is respected is irrelevant. A somewhat related argument - which holds that in ad-
dition to criteria for action, characteristics also merit attention - is that acting purely according to the
letter of the law, is morally defunct. Morality also concerns the spirit in which one acts. A moral sys-
tem of rules of conduct must be based in a predisposition to act according to moral rules. Geoffrey
James Warnock (1923-1995) therefore considers virtues fundamentally as moral standards that pro-
vide arguments to justify given obligations.*” In general, a theory of moral qualities supplements a

theory of moral obligations.

Philosophers who advocate a virtue ethic generally tend to subordinate virtue ethics to theories of

moral obligation. For William Klaas Frankena (1908-1994),* virtues exist separately from moral
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obligations. He considers them as two sides of the same moral coin. Every obligation has a corres-
ponding virtue. For every principle, there is a characteristic, which often has the same name and
which motivates people to act morally. The reverse is also true, as for every virtue there is a moral
obligation. Principles without character attributes are powerless and character attributes without

principles are blind.

Frankena attributes to moral qualities a corresponding moral obligation and to obligations a corres-
ponding moral quality. The question is whether this is necessary. Some virtues have no correspond-
ing moral obligation. This is applies, for example, to the virtues of self-control, diligence, and cou-
rage. No obligations that meet the criteria of morality (universally applicable, reversible) correspond
to these virtues. These examples concern qualities that give direction to life in that they describe a
particular ideal. In that sense, they describe a norm. However, one may never impose an ideal that

may only be achievable for a select few as a general norm for everyone.

Frankena posits that moral virtues can be reduced to two fundamental virtues: benevolence and jus-
tice. These two cardinal virtues correspond to moral obligations. According to him, any quality that

defies this classification is not a moral virtue:

Having accepted that, it still seems to be that, if someone’s ideal is really a moral ideal, there will be

nothing in it that cannot be covered by the benevolence principle and the justice principle.*

This seems rather simplistic. Virtues such as diligence, courage, and self-control cannot be universa-
lized; therefore, they do not qualify as moral virtues. Frankena in effect places the burden of proof on
the critics. It should be noted here that Frankena assigns a broad meaning to the concept of the word
“must” and by analogy, to duty ethics. A second shortcoming of Frankena’s theory is that his quality
ethic rather thinly reproduces what theories of moral obligation already do. Virtues only describe
those characteristics that move one to act in accordance with moral obligations. Thus, a theory of
moral qualities is worthwhile only as a supplement to theories of moral obligation. With the help of a
virtue-ethical approach, something can be done that cannot be done well or at all by the commonly
accepted theories. The way Frankena engages with virtue ethics actually renders this approach super-

fluous.

Virtue ethics should do more than simply provide a reason for an agent to act morally. A set of moral
characteristics cannot be reduced to obligations to act. Although virtues often correspond to a given

obligation, they cannot be reduced to obligations.
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Some authors go much further than Frankena and hold that virtue ethics is a moral theory that can
and should replace the commonly accepted concept set. Exponents of this vision include Anscombe,
Prichard, Maclntyre, Foot, and Gauthier.’ In a controversial article written in 1958, Elizabeth Ans-

combe writes:

[t is not profitable for us at present to do moral philosophy; that should be laid aside at any rate un-

til we have an adequate philosophy of psychology, in which we are conspicuously lacking.**

In this article, theories of moral obligation in particular are rejected in no uncertain terms. If possible,
the term “obligation” should be thrown overboard completely. In fact, these concepts are the remains

of outdated ethical theories that no longer apply in contemporary society.

In reviewing these contributions, one can assert that Anscombe goes too far in saying that virtue eth-
ics can and should replace the commonly accepted set of instruments. Acting cannot simply be re-
duced to qualities of the agent. Theories are instruments that can be used in an ethicist’s analytical
and normative work. Where the instrument set of the duty-based ethic fails, virtue ethics can jump in.
Similarly, duty ethics can supplement where virtue ethics fails. Because all moral norms (both with
respect to qualities and with respect to obligations) ultimately rely on moral values, a theory of moral
qualities does not necessarily exclude a duty ethic. Ethical theories are, just as other scientific theo-
ries, instruments that ethical theorists use in their analytical and evaluative research. It is therefore

understandable that they want to avoid relinquishing tools unless they are forced to do so.

Monism, pluralism and dilemmas

In the preceding sections, we presented the three ethical theories as competing approaches, each with
its own dominant point of view. In practice, these theories are not necessarily mutually exclusive.
Deontological and consequentialist theories complement each other in many instances. Criteria for
action and virtue-ethical norms are often two sides of the same coin and support each other. Virtue
ethics describes the disposition or character that is required to satisfy the action-orientated norms. At
the same time, the one cannot be reduced to the other. Moreover, the choice for one criterion is no
arbitrary choice. Arguments can be given to substantiate when a particular criterion is appropriate or

not.

The more use is made of ethical theories to back up a moral choice, the stronger its basis. The ques-
tion, however, is what to do when prescriptives of these theories conflict. In real-life situations, this
means that one must first acknowledge and appreciate the value of each concept. Then one must ap-
ply these respective concepts to the situation at hand and pay close attention to their discrepancies
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and how they complement each other. If the situation is clear-cut (i.e., if the different theories all
point in the same direction), a well-founded and clear standpoint can be formulated. In conflicting
situations (i.e., if the different theories advance different alternatives), well-considered and some-

times refreshing insights are the outcome.

A person is often called to account precisely when others feel that he or she should have adopted a
more appropriate approach - or the one they advocate themselves. Lack of understanding of such re-
quests can easily lead to resistance and even condemnation from others. To enter into a constructive
discussion is to set aside personal and preconceived opinions and to be receptive to others’ view-
points. To truly understand the “counterparty” is to appreciate their standpoint and arguments against
the background of the theories set out above. Being equipped to give an account of the three different
approaches, both individually and comparatively, is an indispensable skill in the field of morals. So
is the ability to explain in a conflict situation why the one approach is preferred over the others or
why a compromise is called for. Individuals therefore need to be aware of the correlation between
the three perspectives and why the one sometimes excludes the other.

It thus appears that we are dealing with a diverse range of norms and values, each of which can be
appropriate depending on the circumstances. This points in the direction of value pluralism. Is it not
possible to weigh the different criteria up against each other in a suitable fashion? If action is urgent
and the different theories all point in different directions, is it not possible to justify the chosen ac-
tion? In other words, does an eventual choice not show that an all-encompassing or ultimate norm for
testing everything against can be found? If such an ultimate norm or value does exist, which is it?
And is it utilitarian, deontological, or of a virtue-ethical kind? Along with the utilitarians, both Kant
and Aristotle’s approach is monistic. For Aristotle, the virtues ultimately form a coherent whole. For
Kant, the categorical imperative ensures that all moral duties are consistent. For utilitarians, the un-
ifying criterion is the common good. Do situations arise where moral demands are truly mutually ex-
clusive? Do dilemmas truly exist? Or are these situations that just require proper reflection to come

up with an all-embracing criterion?

Dilemmas, in our view, are not simply difficult issues. A dilemma concerns situations where we are
morally obliged to act and to refrain from acting at the same time. It may be that we are required to
act to achieve a certain end but that other counter-effects render the action unacceptable. One of the
important duties of a doctor is to relieve terminal patients of pain. If it results in ending a life, the
doctor has consciously taken someone’s life. Dilemmas of this kind form the central theme in many
literary works. In Dostojevski’s Crime and Punishment, the student Raskolnikow takes his landla-

dy’s life, an impossible woman who made life unpleasant for everybody. Dilemmas can also involve
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situations where honoring an obligation can prevent one from honoring another for the simple reason
that it is practically impossible to perform both actions at one and the same time. You may have
promised your partner that you’d leave work early to fetch the children from school without realizing
that you had an appointment with a client to discuss a report you compiled. Your partner is counting
on you and you have a duty towards your client, especially since the appointment was difficult to ar-
range with everyone’s schedules being so full. Not only is your spouse relying on you but your com-
pany and your client are also counting on you. In situations like these conflicting demands are made

of the person involved. It is in cases like these that “real” dilemmas present themselves.

It is sometimes possible to resolve a dilemma by prioritizing (see the discussion of Ross and the pri-
ma facie character of duties), but often it is impossible. Practical hurdles can make it impossible to
prioritize. Perhaps there is an order of priority and good reasons to make trade-off, but we lack suffi-
cient knowledge, insight, information, and the analytical skills to successfully make such a trade-off.
In that case, we could try to resolve these dilemmas with still further research to fill the gaps in our
knowledge and insight. This impossibility to come to a rational decision can also be due to the in-
comparability of the values, norms, and ideals that are at stake. In that case, we are dealing with what

we referred to as a “real” dilemma.

“Real” dilemmas are present in situations where:

= resources (time, money) are scarce, and/or

= we lack the knowledge and insight to make a responsible choice, and/or

= incomparable values, norms, and ideals that are mutually exclusive are at stake, and

= itis imperative to choose.

Thomas Nagel identifies five different types of moral criteria that can cause conflict between differ-
ent demands: obligations, rights, utility, personal commitments, and perfectionist ideals.** In his
view, these moral requirements are incomparable. He is also of the opinion that we cannot expect our

moral system to always be consistent.

There is quite a bit of discussion about the question of whether dilemmas truly exist. Are we faced
with conflicting moral obligations that cannot be realized simultaneously and where the realization
of the one offers no excuse for neglecting the other, or is it a case of difficult issues that we simply
have to think through better in order to judge which deserves priority?

One argument against the existence of true dilemmas is that to do so would amount to a logical in-
consistency. On the one hand, obligations have to be honored. On the other hand, “ought implies

can.” We are not bound by impossibilities.*> Another argument that is often advanced against the ex-
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istence of true dilemmas concerns the unacceptable consequences of accepting their existence. To do
so would undermine all ethics. According the critics, we should hold on to the ideal of coherence, as

without it ethical reflection is meaningless or even impossible.

For Bernard Williams,** true moral dilemmas do exist. In his view, norms and values that clash
should be compared with desires and not with beliefs. In choosing between two beliefs, no regret is
felt at relinquishing one of the two. With desires, it is different. Sometimes one has to choose which
need to satisfy. In doing so, the need that cannot be satisfied remains. Usually, one would expe-
riences regret at not having been able to satisfy the unfulfilled need. In the event that one has to
choose between conflicting demands one would feel uncomfortable and perhaps even guilty. This
feeling of guilt shows that meeting one of the obligations is not to imply that it is justified to not
meet the other. Williams offers an interesting argument but it is not conclusive. Regret is a psycho-
logically complex feeling. It is possible to make the right moral decision and still feel regret. Be-
sides, the feeling of regret does not necessarily mean that there is not one ultimate moral criterion for

evaluating action.®

The question as to whether real moral dilemmas exist where a choice has to be made between values
and norms is not yet resolved. On the one hand, we argue that different norms and values apply that
cannot be reduced to one measure. On the other hand, ethical reflection requires that decisions be
made rationally. If the choice for a given criterion is ultimately arbitrary, both the meaning and pos-
sibility of ethics are undermined. From a theoretical perspective, it is difficult to place dilemmas. In
everyday practice, however, a pressing need for placing dilemmas is felt. As McConnell observes,

“Common sense and ordinary moral discourse are on the side of the friends of dilemmas.”*

The question of dilemmas arises in applied ethics in particular. In this context, concepts and theories
are employed that render classification in terms of one of the previously discussed approaches diffi-
cult. The concept “responsibility” is a good example.*’ “Responsibility” can be a characteristic of a
person, for example: “she is a responsible person.” The concept “responsibility” can also be used
with reference to an action, for example: “he acts responsibly.” One can also talk about “responsibili-
ty” with reference to the effects of actions, for example: “we think it is a responsible use of re-
sources.” In applied ethics in particular, concepts are employed in a manner that integrates the re-

spective approaches.

In our view, “integrity” is a concept that is well suited to be used in the analysis and evaluation of
organizational functioning and functionaries within an organization. This concept, too, is multi-

layered and makes possible the integration of the different approaches. We view the notion of inte-
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grity as offering a way to move beyond the monism-pluralism debate. It is a concept that is rich in

meaning and one that promotes the pursuit for coherence.

The integrity approach advocates the simultaneous and balanced use of the three ethical approaches.
Sound decisions based upon integrity preclude the denial of moral complexity or settling for a sim-
ple, narrow-minded resolution based upon less than the three key ethics approaches. An understand-
ing of ethics can only be achieved by grappling with the diversity of perspectives it offers. Moreover,
the integrity approach comes down to guaranteeing wholeness in instances where one or more of the
theories of ethics have been violated. A compromise may still preserve one’s integrity.*® Or as ethic-

ist Linda Sharp Paine succinctly states:

When dilemmas arise, integrity requires that individuals deal with such conflicts and overcome the

tensions inherent in them.

Integrity

The concept “integrity” is derived from the Latin word integritas and also means “wholeness,”

“completeness,” and “purity.”49

The everyday usage of the term “integrity” (in a moral sense) gener-
ally centers on lapses or deficiencies in integrity. Integrity is thereby defined as “unimpeachable,”
“intact,” or “incorruptible.”®® From this perspective, integrity comes down to safeguarding against
infringements: making sure that one does not become tarnished or corrupted or that one does not
overstep the mark. “Wholeness” can also be given a positive meaning. From this perspective, integri-
ty refers to the implementation of good practices to ensure that one remains whole, in one piece, or

unblemished.

“Wholeness” concerns the values and principles a person upholds. Later in this chapter, we will ar-
gue that the values and norms that guide the conduct of a person of integrity are complete and consis-
tent. That is, that the values and principles, actual conduct, and the consequences that are strived for
form a coherent whole. The words and deeds of a person of integrity are in conformance with each
other. Integrity concerns the degree to which people are integrated, both on a personal level (towards

oneself) and in relation to society (towards others).

In our view, integrity is not limited to one aspect of human character, such as the inclination not to
get involved in corruption or - in positive terms - being honest. Nor do we see integrity as something
solely related to character in the sense of integrity being the catchall for all virtues.* Integrity refers

to the integrative judgment and control of character, conduct, and consequences.
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Prototypes that fall short of integrity

In outlining the contours of the concept of integrity, we follow Martin Benjamin’s approach by first

studying the ways individuals are customarily said to fall short of integrity.

[L]ike the darker parts of a black and white photograph, the network of negative characterizations
may, by contrast, throw into relief a more positive and literal understanding of what we mean by it.**

It is possible to distinguish several prototypes that fall short of integrity.>® In practice, those who em-
body these characteristics do so in very subtle, varied, and complex ways. Moreover, these characte-
ristics appear in varying combinations and degrees. The aim here is to distinguish the hallmarks of

integrity.

A person can lack integrity or fall short of integrity when the values, norms and ideals the person

upholds are incomplete or inconsistent.

e The moral chameleon is a person without strong personal convictions. He is someone who is an-
xious to accommodate others and inclined to evade moral controversy and disagreement. The
moral chameleon is quick to modify or abandon currently held principles in order to placate oth-
ers. He will “change colors” for the sake of fitting in. The moral chameleon lacks a coherent and
stable set of values and principles.

e Similarly, the opportunist will alter his beliefs and behavior whenever he thinks that doing so will
lead to personal gain or advancement. What he does and aspires to, depend entirely on the cir-
cumstances. Both the moral chameleon and the opportunist lack a stable and substantive set of
values and principles. The opportunist lacks a set of values and principles that takes precedence

over self-interest.

e A narrow-minded person adopts a narrow point of view by simply opting for one line of reason-
ing. He does not take the trouble - generally owing to prejudice or a lack of competence - to en-
gage with other moral points of view. Instead, he looks for quick fixes to complex moral prob-
lems, which often finds its expression in rigidity. The narrow-minded person lacks a well-

considered set of values and principles.

e The pragmatist has put aside all values and ideals. He no longer believes in values and ideals, and

his conduct is led purely by pragmatic considerations.

A person’s integrity falls short or lacks because the values, norms, and ideals are not consistent with

actual conduct and actual effects that are strived for in conduct.
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e In contrast to the moral chameleon and the opportunist, the hypocrite has a more determinate cen-
ter, in the sense of being calculating and manipulative. A deliberate inconsistency between words
and deeds can be identified in the hypocrite. “The hypocrite pretends to live by certain standards
when in fact he does not.”>* Hypocrites may be “rotten to the core,” but they are not wholly with-
out center. Hypocrites have two different sets of principles, one for public consumption and one

that actually guides their behavior. From the outside, the hypocrite is not “all in one piece.”

e Weak-willed persons have a reasonably coherent set of principles but lack the courage of their
convictions or fail to make a conscientious effort to act in accordance with these principles. Their
words or deeds will deviate from these principles in the face of external, but not irresistible, pres-
sure or constraints. The weak-willed person lacks any real commitment, resolution or tenacity re-

garding the chosen values and principles.

e The self-deceiver lacks self-understanding. A discrepancy exists between the values and prin-
ciples he likes to think he is acting upon, and the different, incompatible interests and desires that
actually motivate his actions. To resolve this tension and to preserve his idealized self-image, he
deceives himself about what he is in fact doing. For this reason, he is able to retain his internal in-

tegrity. From an external point of view, the integrity of the self-deceiver is everything but intact.

e The capricious (unreliable, whimsical) person is led by his mood and coincidence. His actions are

characterized by ad hoc decisions.

e The pawn shifts the responsibility for his deeds onto others. He perceives himself as driven en-
tirely by forces beyond his control and sees himself as a slave to his desires.> He seeks exonera-
tion with excuses such as “he made me do it,” “I was just following orders,” and “I had no

choice.”

e An alienated victim of external coercion is a person who is coerced into acting and speaking in
ways that are at odds with his deeply held and cherished convictions. The alienated victim expe-
riences an inconsistency between internal convictions and words and deeds. This person is in
some ways the opposite of the hypocrite who may be consistent from his point of view, but not
from others’. The alienated victim of external coercion differs from the pawn in that the latter is

not conscious of any deeply held and cherished convictions.

e Customs and traditions lead the conduct of the traditionalist: “This is the way we have always

done it” and “Everyone does it this way.”

A person’s integrity can fall short or even lack because he takes no account of the environment and

the role he plays in it.
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e The rigid dogmatist follows her own values and principles, and races after her own ideals. The

dogmatist is not receptive to the questions and expectations from her environment.
e The rigid bureaucrat is simply led by the rules and is insensitive to signals from her environment.

e The hypochondriac wears blinkers and is not receptive to signals from her environment. The hy-

pochondriac does not consider the effects of her actions on her environment.

Figure 3: Prototypes of Persons Lacking in Integrity

I. Absence of a coherent or complete set of values:
1. The moral chameleon
2. The opportunist
3. The narrow-minded person
4. The skeptic

I1. Incoherence between values and deeds:
The hypocrite

The weak-willed person

The self-deceiver

The capricious person

© 0 N o O

The pawn
10. The alienated victim of external coercion
11. The traditionalist

I11. Disconnection from the environment:
12. The rigid dogmatist
13. The rigid bureaucrat
14. The hypochondriac

Characteristics of integrity

How can we, following the advice of Benjamin, “by contrast, throw into relief a more positive and
literal understanding” of what we mean by “integrity”’? Three positive aspects of meaning can be de-

duced from the negative meaning of the concept “integrity”:
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l. A person of integrity is an autonomous thinker, she has a stable set of values and norms,
and what she promotes is authentic: she stands and strives for something and is true to her
ideals;

Il. A state of internal integration: the words and deeds of a person of integrity conform;

I1l. A state of external integration: a person of integrity pays attention to social issues and is

willing to account for herself.

I. A person of integrity is first and foremost autonomous and authentic: she stands for something,

strives for something, and is true to her ideals

First of all, we can say that a judgment of integrity is a judgment of character.>® Persons of integrity
have a set of steadfast beliefs that define who they are and what they stand for. They have a high de-
gree of self-control, self-awareness, and autonomy.>’ In contrast with the moral chameleon, external
forces do not sway them. Integrity stands for the wholeness of motives. As the psychoanalyst and
developmental psychologist Erik Erikson states in his book Childhood and Society,® integrity can be
regarded as an encompassing wholeness and as the final and highest stage of personal development.
Accordingly, persons of integrity accept responsibility for themselves, for what they do, and what
they have done. They rarely appeal to external forces to explain or justify their behavior. The norms
and values of a person of integrity flow forth from the individual and are determining of her charac-

ter. The norms and values of the person of integrity are autonomous and authentic.

I1. A person of integrity is capable of integrating her values, deeds, and their effects in her life in a

natural way

Integrity is not a matter of intentions alone.> Intentions are a necessary but insufficient condition for
speaking of integrity. Integrity is also a matter of conduct. Good intentions alone are a job half
done.® Not only is the quality of one’s intentions evident from one’s actions, but the quality of one’s
actions is evident from one’s intentions. A good deed that lacks substance is as empty as no good
deed in the presence of substance. Persons of integrity match their intentions with deeds. They con-
scientiously translate their intentions into actions, which can be traced back to good intentions. To
say that a person has integrity is to judge not only specific actions, but also the extent to which the
actions flow from commitments that are integral to a person’s self-understanding. Bernard Williams
observes that “one who displays integrity acts from those dispositions and motives which are most
deeply his and has the virtues that enable him to do that.”®* Someone who acts merely out of habit or
on impulse is not a person of integrity. A person of integrity acts from a sense of what is right. “Per-

sons of integrity generally strive for harmony between principle and practice, and for coherence
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among who they are, who they perceive themselves to be and how they present themselves to the
world.”®® A person with integrity does the right thing for the right kinds of reasons. In contrast, a
person who weighs the pros and cons of an action and makes decisions on the basis of profitability
does not act with integrity. Even though it is not always possible to systematically translate inten-
tions into actions, they at least offer stability. Conduct must be consistent with commitment and vice

versa.%

Also significant when we speak of integrity, is that whereas a single action can betray a lack of inte-
grity, no single action can definitively establish a person’s integrity. A single slip can be fatal whe-

reas a lifetime of good deeds can still leave one’s character open to question.®

Thus, integrity is about constant alignment. It is not an ad hoc affair. It has diachronic as well as syn-
chronic dimensions in the sense that it involves a pattern, stability, and self-integration. Persons of
integrity only alter their behavior for very serious and well-considered reasons. That means “certain
underlying principles of judgment, principles on which, at the deeper level, their on-going stability of
character is founded” are present.® At the same time, stability requires courage (the will to do what
one knows is right) in the face of external, but not overwhelming, pressures, temptations, or con-
straints. According to Benjamin, integrity is precisely the ability to remain oneself in trying situa-
tions. It is exactly in situations like these that integrity materializes. For him a “person of integrity
does not have the split in the timber which would cause him or her to break under pressure.”66 The
way in which events unfold may serve either to reinforce one’s integrity or jeopardize it. That’s why

it is so much easier to point out a person who lacks integrity than one who has integrity.

The strength of a person’s character that is revealed in moments of pressure enables us to predict fu-
ture action. Not surprisingly, integrity is about an integrated life. The unity of the self “resides in the
unity of a narrative which links birth to life to death as narrative beginning to middle to end.” MacIn-
tyre continues, “Given the constraints of biology, society, and fortune, what will my life as a whole
look like when it is nearly over?”®” Solomon is perfectly right in saying that integrity goes beyond
resisting temptation. Integrity more often requires action and proactive behavior. It is not just a mat-
ter of “not giving in.”® Integrity must therefore be continually affirmed in action. It follows that the
motivational self-sufficiency of a person of integrity surpasses by far that of reasonably decent per-

son.
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I11. A person of integrity is integrated into her environment and sensitive to social issues, and willing

to account for herself

Integrity also means wholeness in the sense of being an integral part of something larger than the in-
dividual.® Not only are persons of integrity internally consistent - both at certain points in time and
throughout time - they are also in harmony and connected with others. Others who depend on such

persons therefore have reason to trust them.

Being integrated into one’s environment also means making a contribution to the smooth functioning
of the whole. In the society and organizations we function, everyone fulfills specific roles. Persons of
integrity fulfill their social roles and tasks. The question of whether a functionary acts with integrity
depends on the function the person fulfills. If conflicts arise between the various tasks that someone
fulfills, a clear and unprejudiced choice must be made. The fact that a mixture of motives plays a role
in actions is not necessarily unacceptable and does not raise questions with respect to a person’s in-
tegrity as such. However, the situation changes when a function is used - or misused - to realize other
(covert) ambitions. Because integrity is related to tasks or functions carried out, the demands that are
placed on people are achievable. Integrity requires of each person to do what is necessary to fulfill
the function as well as possible.

The business ethicist Henk van Luijk’ argues for an operational notion of integrity. What he has in
mind is integrity principally as the responsibility for fulfilling a given role. A person of integrity ac-
cepts the responsibility that comes with her function. For van Luijk, this involves amongst other
things that the person is willing to account for the manner in which she gives content to her responsi-
bilities. Accountability for actions is central along “with the willingness to take other views on prop-
er conduct seriously, to the point of acknowledging that one’s interpretation of integrity is less de-

fensible than the alternatives offered.”’*

Integrity not only involves an individual’s commitment to principles that are in accordance with per-
sonal or public opinion. Integrity also implies loyalty to those principles that can be consented to on
legitimate grounds. Contrary to the arguments of some scholars,’ integrity requires more than adhe-
rence to some arbitrary set of values and more than adherence to a set of values acceptable to some
other individual or group. Integrity refers to an express commitment to a morally justifiable set of
principles and values. For example, we cannot label a guard at a Nazi concentration camp as a person
of integrity if he ebulliently escorted Jews and gypsies to the gas chambers. Integrity means acting in
accordance with the legitimate expectations of those around us.” Integrity means wholeness in con-

duct also from an outside perspective. As Bob Solomon puts it, “Integrity does not mean being the
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moral rock around which the rest of the earth revolves.” Solomon’s view of integrity encompasses an
understanding that one’s principles are not necessarily universal. Different people of integrity might
very well subscribe to different principles. Nevertheless, cooperative relationships with other people
and conforming to legitimate principles remain of primary importance. At the same time integrity
also implies independence and may sometimes even require disobedience and disloyalty. As a result,
people of integrity may not always be particularly likeable. Integrity requires flexibility, an ability to

adjust to some situations while holding onto one’s norms and values.

Characteristic of a person of integrity is the will to make a contribution to the greater whole. Accord-
ing to Van Willigenburg, it is in this aspect of meaning that the moral character of the concept of in-
tegrity lies.”® It is not only about a formal alignment of values, norms, and effects. A person of inte-
grity has the expectation that the norms and values that she upholds are also subscribed to by others.
That implies a willingness to analyze and discuss the norms and values that are advanced and to re-

linquish them for better norms and values should it be necessary.

Integrity and the “resolution” of dilemmas

Previously in this chapter, we gave an overview of two types of dilemmas. In the first, deontological
duties and consequentialist criteria conflict with each other. In the second, requirements for actions
clash with desirable characteristics. The question is whether it is possible to resolve these kinds of
dilemmas by formulating one fundamental criterion against which all values and norms can be
weighed. If it this is not possible, it seems that we will have to accept that norms and values are ulti-
mately relative or subjective in nature. Dilemmas put people’s wholeness (and as we will see below,
also that of organizations) in question. People who are confronted with dilemmas oscillate between

conflicting demands.

The notion of integrity offers a way out of this choice. Integrity means “working on wholeness” in
three respects. First, by aligning values, norms, and ideals. Second, by striving for coherence be-
tween words and deeds. And finally, by making a contribution to the greater whole. What does this
mean in concrete terms? Do the dilemmas that arise between values, norms, and principles get solved

of their own accord as long as we are dealing with persons of integrity?

It seems that even by choosing for the integrity approach as solution to dilemmas, we are making
things very difficult for ourselves. Integrity, after all, seems to be incompatible with making conces-
sions and compromises. According to Van Willigenburg, it is



43

[N]ot only a matter of our personal integrity being at stake, it concerns ‘the matter’ itself. It is about

upholding moral norms and values. It is not only about staying true to commitments that are deter-

mining of identity, it is about being true to that which counts for all of us or should count for us all.

How could one compromise on that?"

A “real” dilemma can be “resolved” in several ways:

A simple choice can be made for one of the two values.

Another possibility is to do nothing. None of the conflicting values are realized.

Sometimes a compromise can be sought where both values are partially realized. It implies fall-

ing short with respect to both values at the same time.

A compromise can be optimized where solutions are sought that realize both values to as great an

extent as possible and an optimal situation is achieved.

The following figure depicts the logical possibilities for solving dilemmas.

Value 2
+ +

+

+/-

Figure 4: Alternative Solutions to Dilemmas™
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An important reason for the acuteness of moral dilemmas can be found in the fact that we tacitly as-

sume that honoring one of the conflicting values is to reject the other value.

However, we believe that in the face of dilemmas, value pluralism can ensure “wholeness” in the
9 b

three senses discussed. Value pluralism recognizes the validity of a plurality of values, norms, and

ideals. This is not to suggest that all values, norms, and ideals are equally good or that mistaken res-

ponses to moral issues are no longer possible. Value pluralism should be distinguished from moral

relativism and moral subjectivism. Value pluralism holds that people find valuable a diverse range of

irreducible values, norms, and ideals that regularly clash. This, in short, is what lies at the basis of
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moral dilemmas. That a choice has to made, for example, due to a scarcity of resources (time, mon-
ey), does not imply that the obligation that is not fulfilled or the value that is not honored is no longer
valid. Choosing for one value does not necessarily imply a choice against the other conflicting value.

Value pluralism holds that norms (of both the utilitarian and deontological kind) and ideals ultimate-
ly rest on values. Characteristic of values is that they are not mutually exclusive.

Charles Hampden-Turner and Fons Trompenaars, both experts in the field of strategic intercultural
management, have conducted extensive research on managing intercultural differences. In their view,
values exist by virtue of differences. Something is a value because it possesses a distinguishing fea-
ture we deem valuable. Tension can arise between the things we value. This can readily be seen in

products:

Consider the differences incorporated into an automobile. We wish it to be high-performing yet safe,
to economize on fuel yet accelerate sharply, to be sporty yet reliable, to give freedom to the driver
yet reassert control in emergencies, to be compact yet roomy inside, to absorb the impact of a colli-
sion so that occupants escape that impact. We want it to be low-cost yet distinctive. Clearly this list
of values is full of contrasts. A car that performs more sluggishly is safer; acceleration uses up fuel,
a compact car, all things being equal, is less roomy; and so on. These values are in tension with each
other. The conventional wisdom is that we must choose between these values, so that a VVolvo, for
example, is safe and reliable but not high-performing and sporty. But if we look deeper, we see that
despite some trade-offs, automobiles are considerably safer and better performing, more fuel-saving
and more responsive to the throttle than they were just a few years ago. The industry consistently

improves both values-in-tension.”

According to Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars, the tension between values is the source of value
creation. Conflicts between values should thus be seen as a challenge. This applies not only to prod-

ucts but also to processes aimed at producing these products.

Value conflicts and clashes emerge within research, development, manufacturing, marketing, distri-

bution, and after sales service departments, and many conflicts erupt between them.”

In launching a new pharmaceutical product on the market, the approach of a marketer is different
from that of a medical researcher. Every professional has her own values and with it, her own profes-
sional culture. Value conflicts can arise not only between national cultures but also between corpo-
rate cultures. In most instances, it is possible to search for optimal situations where the different val-
ues at stake can be honored as best as possible. For the process aimed at uniting clashing values
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Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars use the term “reconciliation” which entails thinking together

these conflicting values to as great an extent as possible.

Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars’ description of conflicting cultural values also applies to conflict-
ing moral values. Conflicts between particular rights and the common good for example can often be
“resolved” in practice. The solution has to be sought in reconciling clashing demands. In doing so, it
is important not to treat each situation as an isolated case. The reconciliation of clashing demands
can consist in frankly admitting to the impossibility of meeting all demands, expressing regret, show-
ing compassion for the victim, striving for minimum damage, and seeking a way to compensate
damages. It can also involve seeking creative compromises. This approach often means making one-

self vulnerable, being willing to learn from mistakes, and being open to better ideas.

Dealing with moral dilemmas places demands on behavior but in particular on the disposition of the
person involved. This person is to stand up and make known the values he believes in. The person of
integrity does not hide behind others and makes sure forces beyond him do not control him. Over and
above this, he has the disposition to search for unity in the different demands. A person of integrity
strives towards understanding and realizing the respective conflicting values, norms, and ideals as an

interconnected whole.

Against the background of the alternative responses to dilemmas, we can now describe the choice a

person of integrity would make.

For a person of integrity, alternative (A) is a never acceptable. The person in question actually leaves
the choice to others and in doing so, he actually relinquishes his autonomy. He becomes a plaything

of the forces around him and lets it happen.

Alternative (B) is unappealing to a person of integrity. It implies that only one value is realized and
the other is negated, which raises doubts about how strongly one feels about the value that is not rea-
lized. A choice for (B) requires a clear explanation for the absolute importance of the one value or

interest over and above the value that is ignored.

The compromise (C) is similarly unattractive for a person of integrity if it simply to appease others
superficially. In seeking a compromise so as to realize an optimal solution (alternative (D)), it must
be clear that the person in question is confronted with a tragic dilemma that forces him to choose but
that he is trying to fulfill all moral obligations to the best of his abilities. Only if these requirements
are met is it clear that he takes both values to heart. The search for the correct balance is expressed in

the willingness to enter into dialogue and to subject choices to discussion.
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Integrity concerns a disposition that is aimed at holding on to values, norms, and ideals. The search
for an appropriate course of action involves a willingness to analyze and discuss one’s choices and
seeking richer solutions. “Richness” refers to finding solutions that do justice to the different values
at stake. By combining where possible the positive dimensions of the one-sided (B) alternatives, we
gain sight of an optimal solution (D). Integrity is visible in a disposition, conduct, and ambitions that
are aimed at continuous improvement and in striving for a (more) optimal solution. Integrity implies
holding on to values, norms, and ideals; openness to other values, norms, and ideals in words and
deeds; and striving for improvement. Integrity is therefore expressly non-relativist. The notion “im-

provement” is an explicitly normative concept. Integrity leaves room for other norms and values.

In this chapter integrity was analyzed from two perspectives. On the one hand we examined the dif-
ferent types of moral criteria that could involve mutually conflicting prescriptions in practice. From
this point of view, an appeal is made for value pluralism. From this perspective, integrity is described
as striving for coherence between values without suggesting that differences should be erased. On
the other hand integrity was analyzed as coherence between input, conduct, and outcome. The two
perspectives in fact form two layers of the notion of integrity. The coherence between qualities, prin-

ciples, and objectives is repeated as coherence between input, conduct, and outcome.

Conclusion

Individual integrity requires that one’s words and deeds conform to a substantive, coherent, and rela-
tively stable set of qualities, behavioral principles, and goals/ideals to which one is genuinely and
freely committed.” The call for “integratedness” does not exclude conflict between the different
ideals and commitments of one and same person. Sometimes, one has to let go of one goal to be able
to retain another. A compromise need not threaten one’s integrity. In fact, it may even be called for
to a certain extent to safeguard “integratedness.”® At the same time, there are some ideals and goals
that are so intertwined with one’s identity that renouncing them would result in “losing face” or the
trust of others. Integrity therefore requires a certain degree of integration and standing strong in the
convictions and values that make one unique. At the same time, limitations and responsibilities do
exist that have to be respected by everyone irrespective of individual identity or principles - even if it
requires sacrifice. Sometimes it may even be important not to do something. To say someone has in-
tegrity is not to suggest that outsiders necessarily approve of a person’s convictions and conduct. As-
piring towards something (having goals), standing for something (being steadfast), and feeling con-

cern for something (having affinity with the outside world) are key elements of a person of integrity.



47

A life is “whole” when it is integrated from both the point of view of the agent and from the perspec-
tive of others. Integrity regulates the connection between intentions, deeds, and consequences. Inte-
grity requires consistency in thoughts and action. Moreover, it requires sincere dedication to convic-

tions !

The three chief characteristics of the concept of integrity are as follows:*
l. Internal coherence in the motives for what one would like to be, what one will (not) do,
and what one would like to realize.
. Coherence between motives (what one is), actions (what one does (does not do)), and the
effects of these actions (what one achieves).

1. Coherence in motives, actions, and effects with respect to the outside world.

The concept of integrity is not entirely distinct from consequentialist, deontological, and virtue eth-
ics. In consequentialist ethics, moral judgement is based on the effects of an action whereas in deon-
tological ethics, the nature of the action itself is evaluated. In making a moral judgement, virtue eth-
ics looks to the character of the actor, the motives and intentions behind the action. The integrity ap-
proach emphasizes the coherence between these approaches. The integrity approach takes seriously
the whole: the individual, the context, and the past. The concept is flexible in the sense that it does
not take an initial stand by prioritizing either virtues or principles or consequences. The integrity ap-
proach offers connections for an exchange of ideas among the advocates of the different perspec-
tives. Another advantage of the concept is that it does not make unrealistic demands but achievable
ones that are related to the function people perform. In this approach, an action is chosen which is
justifiable but not totally determined by others’ expectations. In theory, a person who fulfills a role
according to the book could be viewed as a person of integrity. However, because situations arise
that cannot simply be resolved by following the rules, practical wisdom is required in performing a
function properly. To be able to assess a situation and determine a sound course of action in the light
of the nature of the role and its moral dimensions, the appropriate values and principles must be in-
ternalized. When a person has the knowledge and skills to interpret rules, she is also able to use her
critical faculties to determine her own position in relation to the conventional interpretation of the

rules.®®
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