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RECOMMENDED CONTENT OF A BUSINESS ETHICS COURSE 

Richard C. Chewning, Professor of Business Ethics 

E. Claiborne Robins School of Business, University of Richmond 

Those invited to participate in this conference on " Integrating 

Ethics Into Busir.ess Educatio n" were offered opportunities to address 

any of six important topics. The last three of these were posed as 

questions: (4) Does ethics offer any "practical" decision rules for 

real-world business decision making?; (5) What should be the ethics 

content of a business ethics course and/or program? ; and (6) Is business 

ethics a "Discipline"? 

While t his paper is constructed to offer an answer to quest i on #5 , 

What should be the ethics content of a business ethics course? , the 

answer assumes an affirmative response to t he question, Is business 

ethics a "Discipline"? (Question #6). In addition, the analysis also 

hypothesizes that there~ some decision guidelines that flow from a 

properly structured ethics discipline. These guides do offer "practical 

decision rules for real -world business decision making." (Question #4). 

The questions will be addressed in the fol lowing order: (6), (5), and 

(4), with the major emphasis being on number (5). 

Is business eth ics a "Discipline"? Yes - for those who see it as 

an applied part of the classical bodies of philosophical and theological 

ethics. If one re phrases tt~ questi~n to ask, "Is business ethics a 

discipline that can stand alone D:, d disregard or deny that its roots are 

the same as the roots of philosophicul nnd theological ethics?", then 

the answer would have to be, "No, business ethics is not a discipline." 

Trees cannot stand and live apart from their roots. Business ethics is 
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without form or body apart from classical ethics. With classical ethics 

as its roots, business ethics is a discipline - albeit a poorly 

understood one. 

In my own endeavors to come to grips with "business ethics" as a 

discipline, I often became frustrated by the lack of any discernible 

structure, order, or processes within the field of philosophical and 

theological ethics that would help me untangle the complex maze of 

judgments about "good and bad" and "right and wrong" that are inherent 

in the discipline. What I did not know as a young neophyte was that 

ethics is the third order of business within the metaphysical spectrum. 

I did not know that the ontological questions related to our very 

existence ("being") came first and were followed by the epistemological 

questions related to our ability to "know." The "answers" from the 

first two subjects form the presuppositional base for the third -

ethics. 

None of this was clear to me when I was a graduate student in 

business administration, auditing an advanced seminar in Ethics under 

the very able guidance of Dr. A.I. Melden. Nor was it completely clear 

to me when I did post-doctoral study in ethics, comparative ethics, 

philosophy of religion, and comparative religion at the University of 

St. Andrews in Scotland. My holistic picture of ethics only began to 

take shape as I started teaching business ethics. I am compulsively 

ordered and structured. I was compelled to answer the question, "Is 

there a structure, order, and proc,"?ss to the discipline of ethics?" My 

formal education had thrown formal philosophical thought at me as if it 

were random and unrelated to its own parts! This was simply the conse

quence of "jumping in the river before I had learned to swim." I do 
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believe, though, that it is important to relate all of this to the 

audience, because most academicians in business administration who are 

approached with the suggestion that they teach "business ethics" are, in 

truth, neophytes and fee l uncomfortab le . 

Having said all of this, however, I still believe that we in 

business can be t aught very quickly the necessary structure, order , and 

process of ethical inquiry that will enable us to discern our own 

ethical roots . Once this is done, it is relatively easy to transfer 

this discovery process to the s tu den ts . This approach is also very 

helpful in avoiding the parochial problem of indoctrination in ethics 

and assists in raising the level of discussion above that of merely 

sharing an opinion. Our wo:::-k quickly takes on the fonn of a discipline. 

Well - the aoo·.1-= is quite a claim. If it is so, then what should 

be the content of a ~usiness ethics course that will allow such wonderful 

things to happen? 

First, take a moment and look at Illustration 1 on the following 

page. It is an over.view page of the structure , order, and process of 

working through questions relat ed to business ethics. It first shows 

that there is a great "umbrella" o f metaphysics that covers three huge 

areas of inquiry that are deeply interrelated - ontology , epistemology , 

and ethics. It shows that metaphysics is the very place where the great 

"WHY?" questions of life are searched out. (The physica l sciences are 

totally silent wher. it CQmes to "why? " ) It further reveals that 

metaphysics m~y be approacheo frc~ a theological posture and/or from a 

philosophical position. This very f ;tct is fraught with a maze of 

presuppositions grounded in our ontological and epistemological 

assumptions . 
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The subject of ontology is the "bedrock" of all ethics. Our 

assumptions about "man's nature" are grounded here and shape all of our 

presuppositions concerning human dig~ity, the character of morality, the 

value and place of human equality and inequality, and a host of other 

influential beliefs that shape our ethics. In fact, values placed on 

human inequality, which flow from our ontological presuppositions, do 

more to shape our later views on "distributive justice" than any other 

assumptions. (I spend the first week on "metaphysics" and "ontology" in 

my business ethics course, with the majority of the time being spent on 

the important presuppositions that impact distributive justice, flowing 

from the ontological bases.) 

Next, the subject of epistemology is tackled. It is approached 

definitionally, illustratively, and with the objective of exposing the 

"predeterministic characteristics" of specific methodologies. It is the 

latter that is the real eye-opener for the students. Even though many 

of them may have been exposed to a method of inquiry (scientific and/or 

the possibility/probability analysis of historic events) they are 

unaware of the fact that the methodology selected will predetermine the 

outcome of the inquiry. For instance, the scientific method will 

produce an agnostic conclusion when it is used to investigate a theolog

ical presupposition about God and any information that He may have 

revealed to mankind about human nature. I spend the second week of the 

course in the unfolding of tte central character of epistemology to the 

study of business ethics. 

It is not until the third ·;v8c:,;. that the subject of "ethics" is 

introduced formally. Look at 1111:~tration 2 on the following page for 

the outline of the structure, orcer, and process of ethics. (This 



M
 

...,,. 
1. 

O
ntology 

2. 
E

pistem
ology 

Illustration 
2 

ST
R

U
C

T
U

R
E

 O
F 

E
T

H
IC

A
L

 
T

H
O

U
G

H
T

 

I. 
,M

oul 
O

bligations 
"D

oing: 
(A

cts, 
behavior) 

A
. 

D
eontoloq

ical 
A

rguinents 
{T

he act 
is 

gcod 
in 

itself.I 
l.(al 

A
ct 

based 
on 

rules 
(bl 

N
o rules 

-
situation, 

feelings, 
etc. 

R
. !T

eleolo
g

ica
l 

A
r2"m

ents 
('Ille 

act 
result! 

ln 
good 

consequences.) 
2.(aJ 

A
ct 

ba
se

d 
on 

rules 

3. 
E

thics-------i 
(N

orm
ative 

judgm
ents 

about 
right 

and 
w

rong
) 

(bl 
N

o rules 
-

best 
for 

self, 
every

onP., 
etc. 

A
. 

D
eontoloqlcal 

A
rgum

ents 

II. 
!H

oral 
V

alues-"B
eing" 

(T
raits, 

iootives, 
intentions, 

thoughts) 

(T
he 

virtue 
is 

good 
in 

it
self.) 

I.la) 
L

ist 
o( 

traits: 
honesty, 

obedience, 
etc. 

B
. treleoloqical 

A
rgum

ents 
(T

he 
virtue 

leads 
to 

good 
consequences.) 

2.(al 
B

eneficial 
to 

self. 
(bl 

B
enef

icia
l 

to 
m

ost 
general 

good. 

!'\(!ti,_ethical_ 
B

ases 
_of 

Jut;!-lfica_!!on 
for 

O
ur 

H
oral 

Judgm
ents 

1. 
N

atural 
O

bservation 
4. 

2. 
Phil<

>
sophical 

E
x

.i stentialism
 

3. 
D

enial: 
(al 

Personal 
(bl 

C
ategorial 

M
etaphysical, 

(a) 
T

heistic 
(bl 

D
eistic 

(cl 
Pantheistic 

(d) 
E

xistential 

N
ote 

1: 
T

he 
"g

ood" 
here 

is 
a ~~oral 

good 
-

it 
refers 

to 
good 

"t
hings" 

(profits, 
prod

uctivity, 
G

N
P, etc.). 

N
orm

ative 
E

thic
al 

Judgm
ents 

J>
.bout 

D
istributive 

Justice
-{:>

 
(See 

Illustration 
31 



44 

Illustration is the "blow-up" of (3) Ethics at the bottom of 

Illustration 1.) The structure of ethical thought is easy to learn and 

apply analytically. It could be said that the ethical structure is 

comprised of two major "highways" - moral obligation and moral values. 

And each of these "highways " has north - and south-bound lanes: deontolo 

gical and teleological paths. The student is then easily brought to an 

understanding that all ethical discussions have four levels of judgment : 

Level 1 - judgments about people ' s behavior or character; Level 2 .

judgments about character and behavior with regards to its being "good 

in itself" or "good in its consequences"; Level 3 - judgments about the 

inherent goodness or good consequences based on "rules " or "no rules" 

criteria and/or virtues; and, finally, Level 4 - the defense of all the 

above judgrr.ents grounded in the metaphysical dimensions of ontology and 

epistemology (the metaethical defense). 

At this point in the course it is easy to interject and demonstrate 

why there is so much ethical confusion in our society and why business 

leaders seem to be so "out of step " to many in the general community. 

First, .ll,dam Smith virtually did away with any focus on the "highway of 

moral values" when he declared that it did not matter what the motives 

and thoughts of the individual businesssman were , because the "invisible 

hand of competition" would cause him to "act" in the best interest of 

society. This meant that for almost 200 years managers were "taugh t " to 

focus on "actions" (moral obligations) and not on character (mor al 

values). 

Second, with the adoption of utility theory in the public arena , 

95\ of all business decisions came to rest on the " teleologica l " path of 

t he moral obligation highway. This meant that the "net most good" and 
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"cost benefit analysis" methodologies ruled, which were, for 

generations, almost exclusively tied to "things" - profits, productivity, 

share of market, etc. These "things" are nonmoral in character and 

divorced in the minds of many from human (moral) considerations. 

And finally, existentialism has become the most dominant system for 

making moral judgments by those 35 years old and younger. 

Existentialism represents the "deontological" path, while utility theory 

is the "teleological" path; they are like ships passing in the night. 

They may well have different ports of call, and especially so when the 

ontological and epistemelogical presuppositions differ. 

Look now at Illustration 3 on the following page - an outline of 

the structure, order, and process of "distributive justice." It is at 

this juncture that the confluence of ethics and economics is most 

profitably observed and examined. The very heart of macro-economics 

concerns itself with matters of distributive justice which in turn rest 

substantially on the ontological presuppositions surrounding the "nature 

of man" - most particularly the appropriate and/or inappropriate aspects 

of human equality and inequality. This being so, one comes to the 

issues of distributive justice with a a predisposition toward the 

assault upon, and defense of private and public property concepts. Our 

opinions about private and public property are as central to our views 

on corporate responsibility as a~e our ontological views on human nature 

and the epistemological methodology we employ in making our ethical 

judgments. (I cover this material in detail during the fourth week of 

the course . ) 

One then comes to the question of "corporate social responsibility" 

with a host of assumptions, facts, values, and perceptions. Illustration 
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4 (see page 11) lays out the structure, order, and process of this 

labyrinth. The key issue, in this author's judgment, is "Who is morally 

responsible for the corporation?" Over a century ago a "legal veil" was 

fashioned between the corporation and those who direct and manage it. 

This has clouded the issues of "consequential accountability" and "moral 

responsibility." The legitimization of the corporate leadership is at 

stake and a democratic society has a responsibility to demand a clear 

answer to the question. 

Discussions on "corporate social responsibility" should include 

work on at least seven critical questions. The answers to these questions 

are inherently steeped in ontological, epistemological, ethical, and 

distributive justice presuppositions. This affords a grand opportunity 

for integration and application of ethical assumptions to the last set 

of conceptual principles before moving on to the specific problems faced 

by business. The questions are: (1) Who is morally responsible for the 

corporation?; (2) Who determines what the corporation is responsible 

for?; (3) From whom does the corporation derive its authority?; (4) To 

whom is the corporation accountable?; (5) Have our answers to the first 

four questions moved us toward a corporation that is "private" or 

"public" property in character?; (6) What is the corporation's economic 

responsibility?; and (7) What are the corporation's non-economic (social) 

responsibilities? (Another full week is spent on this topic - the 5th 

week.) 

Now one is free to spend the balance of the quarter or semester 

handling a variety of topics. (Illustration 5 on page 12 sets forth a 

sample of possible topics.) If the preceding material has been covered 

and the student required to learn both the discipline of ethics 
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(along with its antecedents) and identify his or her personal assumptions, 

methodology, and perceptions, then the specific material can be discussed 

in a disciplined manner. (Example: Should the firm follow a policy of 

non-discrimination or affirmative action?) That is good education! 

I would conclude by hypothesizing that there are decision guides 

that flow from a properly structured discipline of ethics and that these 

guices point the way to "pr actical decision rules for real-world business 

decisions ." As an example, the ontological perceptions concerning human 

"in e(!uality" r.iight lead or.e to conclude that inequalities are a positive 

part of our created human dignity. In turn, a cha i n of logical 

deductions might follow resulting in the defense of private property; 

the need for stripping-aw ay of the veil between the corporation and the 

directors/managers; and the restoration of full legal and financial 

responsibility and accour.tability for directors/managers. Or, one might 

conclude that inequalities are undeserved (a negative factor of 

reality), thereby estacli.shing a logical chain of reasoning that could 

call fer the institution of "p ublic property" principles into a macro

economic model with all of its concomitant realities. 

Yes, ethics is a discipline. Yes, business ethics is a discipline. 

Yes, business ethics, as a discipline, can be taught as a logical 

system, ~hich provides guidelines for business conduct, with an array 

of conseque~tial alternatives . 

(Il l ustration 6, the last pag e , is an expansion of the epistemolog ical 

portions of Illustration 1 .) 
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