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Abstract (Summary)  

There is a tendency in the business ethics literature to think of ethics in restrictive terms: 

what one should not do, and how to control this. Drawing on Lawrence Kohlberg's (1971) 

theory of moral development, another more positive aspect of ethics - the capacity of ethics 

to inspire and empower individuals, as well as groups - is presented. To understand and 

facilitate such empowerment, it is argued that it is necessary to move beyond Kohlberg's 

justice reasoning so as to appreciate the value and importance of feeling and care. 

Accordingly, case study material is drawn upon to review the meaning of Kohlberg's higher 

stages - 5, 6 and 7 - to question the meaning of ethical reasoning. With such deeper 

understanding of particular ethical codes or practices, it is thought that members of 

organizations may come closer to the spirit, as opposed to the letter, of ethical conduct in 

organizations. This is consistent with the degree of trust and integrity demanded by leaner, 

post-bureaucratic ways of organizing and conducting business as well as being personally 

beneficial to the people involved. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

There is a growing understanding that corporate activity in general, and managerial work in 

particular, involves ethical issues and dilemmas (Donaldson, 1982; De George, 1986). With 

this growing understanding of the ethical significance of corporate activity there has 

developed a 'business ethics' industry, an industry that is largely devoted to codifying what is 

'ethical'.(1) Within this industry, considerable emphasis is currently being placed upon the 

adoption of ethical codes of conduct. Typically, the intent of such codes is to reassure 

existing or prospective suppliers, customers, employees and regulators that they are dealing 

with (the representation of) an 'ethical' company that can be 'trusted' (Waters et al., 1986, 

Robertson and Schlegelmilch, 1993). Although these codes may raise awareness of the 
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normative dimension and ethical significance of corporate activity, the fact that they are 

usually commended, installed and refined as an element of a broader strategy for 

differentiating companies from their competitors (e.g. Barker, 1993), and thereby achieving a 

competitive advantage, means that the development of moral awareness amongst 

employees (and others) is often a secondary consideration, and at best an auxiliary 

consequence, of such ethics initiatives. 

 

A primary aim of the paper is to present and illustrate a conceptual framework that at once 

acknowledges the attention currently being given to ethical codes of conduct and, more 

importantly, moves beyond this focus to incorporate an understanding of processes of moral 

learning and development. The paper is organised as follows. In the first section, we argue 

that it is not just the complexity or even the risk but, more fundamentally, the indeterminacy 

and unpredictability inherent in business (and other) activity that promotes attentiveness to 

the moral and ethical quality of corporate conduct and decision-making. We then elaborate 

the view that the provision of codes of conduct is an insufficient, and possibly a perverse, 

means of recognising the significance, and promoting the development, of ethical corporate 

behaviour. We concur with others who, in seeking to remedy this tendency, have contended 

that Kohlberg's (1971, 1973, 1981) work provides a valuable orientation to the field of 

business and managerial ethics (e.g. Rowan, 1976; Lavoie and Culbert, 1978, Trevino, 

1992). For it provides an extensive framework for advancing the study of ethics beyond rule-

following behaviour (Kohlberg's second, conventional level) to the exercise of moral 

judgement in the application of ethical principles (Kohlberg's third, postconventional level). 

Our interest is in the development of moral learning and judgement. But we are particularly 

interested in the significance of the seventh stage of moral development, as stage that is 

briefly sketched, but comparatively underdeveloped, in Kohlberg's work. 

 

To illustrate and discuss the relevance of the different levels in Kohlberg's theory, we employ 

a case study that describes a manager and his wife struggling to decide whether to take a 

promotion abroad that has major implications for family as well as career. As Maclagan 

(1992) has argued, the value of using case study material resides in its capacity to facilitate a 

depth exploration of 'typical issues/dilemmas faced by managers' (and others). However, 

whereas Maclagan and others (e.g. Bird and Waters, 1987) have used cases of extreme 

moral dilemmas identified by managers, we believe that it is equally legitimate, and perhaps 

more revealing, to consider mundane cases of decision-making that are not immediately 

associated with the structures and values of business and work (Weber, 1990, 1991). 

Otherwise, there is the danger of restricting the meaning and examination of ethics to those 

practices and instances where the moral issues are 'transparent' to managers rather than 
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issues that are of greatest concern to other people with a stake in the ethics of corporate 

activity (e.g. wives, children, the local community, as well as suppliers and customers). We 

draw upon our case study to illustrate the six/seven stages in Kohlberg's theory of moral 

development. 

 

One reason for focusing upon the 'higher' stages of moral development is to place in 

perspective the virtues of Kohlberg's third, postconventional level of moral behaviour, which 

are increasingly attracting attention within the field of business ethics. A second, and more 

compelling reason for this focus is its relevance for addressing difficulties, identified by 

Kohlberg (1973; Kohlberg et al., 1990) in a revision of his work, that individuals encounter 

between their ability to think about moral issues, the development of commitment to 

particular ethical principles, and their capacity to translate these principles into practice. In 

our view, it is at the 'higher' levels of moral development that these difficulties are most fully 

appreciated and directly addressed. However, Kohlberg's theory is not without its detractors 

who question inter alia its idealism and its relevance to contemporary business practice. It is 

to a consideration of these views that we turn in a discussion section, where we defend our 

suggestion that the recognition of a 'fourth' level of moral development could be helpful in 

furthering a processual approach to analysing and advancing the ethics of corporate 

behaviour. 

 

Response to normative order: Restrictive and empowering ethics 

If human affairs were programmed or instinctual, ethical issues and moral dilemmas would 

not arise. As Bauman (1976, p. 6) has observed, 

 

“in human affairs a dangerous and portentous chasm tends to appear, unknown to 

non-human nature, between human conduct and nature's commandments. In the 

case of non-human phenomena, nature itself, without human intervention, takes care 

of the harmony between the necessary and the actual, the identity of the real and the 

good; in the human case, however, the gap between the two must be bridged 

artificially, and requires sustained and conscious effort” 

 

Normative order, and with it the politico-ethical exercise of choice, arises in an effort to fill the 

vacuum created by the lack of natural order. The difficulty, as Bauman (ibid., p. 17) 

subsequently observes, is that the process of becoming human -- in the sense of making 

sustained and conscious efforts to construct and comply with a normative order -- 'is not 

necessarily an inherent desire of men' (sic). It is something that requires effort, effort that is 
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not invariably forthcoming. Moreover, because normative order is based upon historically and 

culturally contingent values, there is always the possibility of questioning and resisting 

prevailing forms of normative control. It may be partly for this reason that training courses in 

business ethics stress compliance with codes, as contrasted with more reflective forms of 

learning that invite questions about the legitimacy of established, conventional norms and 

values (see e.g. Hoffman and Moore, 1990). Ethics that depend upon rules and regulations 

we label restrictive -- a usage that is supported by one of the meanings of the Greek 'ethos': 

custom. The alternative meaning of ethics, we label empowering -- a usage that is supported 

by another meaning of ethos: sublime virtue, or character. Its concern is to facilitate a 

process of individual and collective moral development. 

 

To signal the limitations of approaches that concentrate upon compliance with codes, we 

draw a distinction between 'restrictive ethics', which are concerned with formulating and 

operating codes of conduct, and 'empowering ethics' which are supportive of moral learning 

and development. Although we commend what we term 'empowering ethics', it is worth 

stressing that we do not advocate its replacement of 'restrictive ethics'. Rather, we concur 

with Gilligan (1982) when she argues that an attentiveness to the rational virtues of fairness 

and justice can complement, and be integrated within, an attentiveness to the affective 

virtues of care and loving-kindness. Or, as Gilligan (ibid., p. 174) makes this point, 

“the two disparate modes of experience are in the end connected ... This dialogue 

between fairness and care not only provides a better understanding of relations 

between the sexes but also gives rise to a more comprehensive portrayal of adult 

work and family relationships” 

Those who understand that normative order is a necessary condition of social existence are 

sometimes also inclined to believe that this condition invests in them an ethical right to 

require others to accept their particular moral standards. But, equally, because no natural law 

governs the adoption of a particular standard, there is always the possibility (and even 

likelihood) that others will advocate or invoke alternative standards. In which case, normative 

order must be established by pursuing some variant or combination of two possible lines of 

action. Either, normative order must be coercively imposed and/or hegemonically 

disseminated so that alternative possibilities are suppressed or marginalised. This is the 

likely effect, if not the conscious interest, of business ethics where the emphasis is upon 

codes of conduct. Alternatively, an ethos must be developed in which coercion and 

hegemony are systematically exposed and eliminated through an empowering process of 

social and existential struggle.(2) Only by constructing a business ethics that acknowledges, 

but also extends beyond, the usefulness of codes of conduct, we argue, is it possible to 
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complement the construction and appreciation of moral rules with the development of moral 

learning and the exercise of moral judgement. 

 

An 'empowering ethics', we believe, is not just an appealing idea but has increasing practical 

relevance in 'postbureaucratic', networked organizations where there is less reliance upon 

externally imposed rules as greater emphasis is placed upon forms of self-discipline or 

'responsible autonomy' (Freedman, 1977; Heydebrand, 1989). Relating the development of 

moral judgement to the development of new forms of organizations in which structures are 

more fluid, and a heavier reliance is placed upon postbureaucratic means of communication 

and control, Reed and Anthony (ibid., p. 609) have argued that 

 

The real need for a reformed management education rests on the requirement for managers 

to be helped to an awareness of their own significance and responsibility by encouraging in 

them a consciousness of the difficulties with which they are engaged. They must be 

encouraged to think about the unprogrammed complexities which face them without the 

distracting and specious existence of codes, competencies, catch phrases and mission 

statements 

In our view, the 'encouragement to think about unprogrammed complexities' is consistent 

with, and necessitates the development of, less routinised, dualistic forms of moral 

'reasoning' -- 'reasoning' that involves intuition and feeling. 'Reasoning' is placed in scare 

quotes because we do not restrict sense-making to cognitive processes. Rather, and 

especially at 'higher' levels of moral development, the exercise of moral judgement involves a 

transpersonal integration of 'cognitive'/intellectual and 'affective'/deeply intuitive sense-

making. These processes, we suggest, lie beyond the comparatively mechanistic, slow and 

dualistic operation of 'autonomous' cognitive judgement (Rowan, 1993). Rather, they involve 

an immediate, embodied, compassionate awareness of the interdependence of social and 

organizational relations. Currently, the field of business ethics is dominated by narrow, 

rationalistic formulations of human action and ethical behaviour that assume and reproduce a 

Cartesian dualism of mind and body, individual and organization (see e.g. Capra, 1982).(3) 

Only by situating business ethics within a more encompassing framework is it possible to 

incorporate, yet also move beyond, a rationalistic conception of ethics in which it is assumed 

that reason and emotion are opposing rather than complementary forces of moral 

development. 

Beyond codes of conduct 

Ethics based upon codes of conduct -- what we have termed 'restrictive ethics' -- have 

dominated and shaped the literature on business ethics. This ethics is preoccupied with 
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identifying and protecting the rights and duties of corporations, managers and employees. 

For example, Hoffman and Moore's (1990) general textbook on business ethics is concerned 

inter alia with employees rights and duties; whistle blowing; quality of working life; hiring 

practices. In a similar vein, Webley (1988), writing on behalf of the Institute of Business 

Ethics, presents a series of guidelines on how to manage or restrict bribery; use of privileged 

information; conflicts of interests; other issues. 

 

In common with other standardized norms and values, codes of conduct purport to provide a 

routinised means of managing or rationalizing what is, or has become, problematical. For 

example, in response to commercial pressures to improve the level of 'customer service', 

many companies and retailers have trained their staff to treat customers in ways that comply 

with a code that is deemed to be ethically correct. These codes offer instructions about, 

rather than practical understandings of, the normative character of corporate conduct. This 

limitation harbours a contradiction. For in the absence of reflexive, practical understanding of 

the normative organisation of human interaction, it is doubtful whether the principles 

contained within the codes can be effectively interpreted, let alone be translated into 

corporate practice. As Reed and Anthony (1992, p. 606) have observed, when commenting 

upon the dependence upon codes of conduct as means of regulating corporate and 

managerial behaviour, this approach is questionable in so far as it abandons the very 

difficulties attending the "ethical routine practices of management" by proffering a routine 

bureaucratic response . . . Codes of practice have their uses: they set out the requirements 

of law; they prescribe the limits of discretionary decision; they outline general good 

intentions. They are attractive but not necessarily useful in helping managers to avoid moral 

dilemmas because their purpose is to substitute for the essential difficulties of moral issues, 

simple, understandable, definitional rules 

 

Where concern with the ethics of corporate activity is equated with the refinement of codes of 

conduct, discussion of ethics is focused upon, and often limited to, the question of their 

legitimate scope and the specificity of their content. In general, ethical codes are conceived 

by senior management and their advisors who transmit them to all corporate members. 

Employees then have the option of complying, at least behaviourally, with the code's 

instructions or risking their livelihood. In terms of the two lines of action sketched in the 

introduction, the established theory and practice of business ethics tends to approximate 

more closely to the first line of action: normative order embodied in a code of conduct is 

imposed, or, more often, is hegemonically disseminated (Robertson and Schlegelmilch, 

1993). In most cases, resistance is slight, or weak, because the standards enshrined in 

codes of conduct and mission statements are deemed to be so abstract, anodyne, 
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'commonsensical' and/or broadly neutral, and perhaps also positive for employee welfare, as 

to provoke little adverse reaction beyond a cynical dismissal of their frequently grandiose 

language and claims. 

 

Similar doubts and misgivings about the equation of ethical discourse with the contents of 

codes of conduct have been voiced by those who argue that their use may do as much to 

inhibit or circumvent moral reasoning as they do to promote conformity with ethical standards 

(Hosmer, 1987; Water and Bird, 1987). Why should this be? Because, instead of acting to 

encourage and facilitate the development of moral learning and the exercise of moral 

judgement, the codes operate to promote routinised compliance. Their effect can be to draw 

restrictive boundaries around what is (rationally) ethical so that alternative, less mechanistic 

conceptions of the realm of the ethical appear 'extreme', 'illegitimate' or 'irrational'. In the 

absence of moral understanding, lip service may be paid, and compliance may well be 

achieved, especially in cases where behaviour is explicitly monitored. However, in the 

absense of reflection upon the practical meaning of codes' principles and ideals -- for 

example, ideas about justice, fairness, honesty and social responsibility -- it is questionable 

whether, when called upon to exercise discretion, employees will be empowered to mobilise 

their moral reasoning to exemplify the spirit, as contrasted with the letter, of the codes 

(Barker, 1993). 

 

Of course, we are assuming that codes of ethics are intended to make a difference to how 

people (inter)act. Where codes are entirely cynical and dramaturgical (ie. intended to present 

only the appearance of change), then reference to their 'spirit' is, to say the least, redundant. 

Indeed, in the absence of critical, postconventional moral reasoning, the introduction of 

codes is likely to diminish rather than enhance the capacity for moral reasoning as codes 

deflect attention from, rather than attract attention to, the problematical ethics of business 

and management. Where little attention is paid to the practical business of realizing the spirit 

of the codes in everyday practice, it is also more likely that their contents will be interpreted 

cynically as lofty rhetoric produced for 'external consumption', or as yet another externally 

imposed set of rules to which the semblance of compliance is grudgingly provided. 

 

From this it might be concluded that the field of business ethics, with its narrow focus upon 

the development and elaboration of codes of conduct, could be safely disregarded if not 

completely ignored. This would indeed be a defensible position if the theory and practice of 

business ethics were not as important for what it marginalises or excludes from consideration 

as for what it includes within its field. By default if not intent, this 'restrictive' orientation to 

business ethics fosters a discourse, and associated set of practices, that are preoccupied 
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with the setting and monitoring of standards and the acquisition of technical competencies 

(Burgoyne, 1989). By identifying corporate ethics with the content and application of codes of 

conduct, the established approach excludes from its perspective an appreciation of the 

limitations of its instrumental, bureaucratic response to complex and problematical issues. As 

Maclagan (1990, p. 17) has observed, highlighting the impersonality of the codes and their 

minimal contribution to moral learning, the currently fashionable interest in corporate codes 

of ethics . . . cannot replace individuals' own capacity for moral judgement and integrity. 

These are personal qualities which contribute to managers' performance, and are acquired 

through processes of moral learning and development . . . 

 

We endorse the general drift of Maclagan's comments. But we also emphasise the social 

character of moral judgement. We acknowledge that moral judgement is a 'personal quality': 

it cannot plausibly be abstracted from the individual actor or decision-maker. But, equally, 

moral learning and development occurs through processes of social interaction and within 

institutional relations of power (see e.g. Hosmer, 1987; Flanagan, 1991; Robertson and 

Schlegelmilch, 1993). The ascription of moral judgement and integrity to individuals and 

corporations, we argue, is a vocabulary of motive. What counts as 'integrity' for example, is 

socially constructed, not a given quality of particular actions or personalities. [Which is not to 

say that the meaning of integrity is 'purely relative' but, rather, that the capacity to question 

and transform conventional, accepted meanings is conditional upon relations of power 

through which the theory and practice of 'integrity' is defined and developed]. It cannot be 

assumed that conformity with a code ethics indicates any commitment to, or active 

legitimation of, its contents: it may be obeyed to avoid sanctions rather than as a 

consequence of any belief in the virtue of its requirements. As Giddens (1984, p. 30) has 

argued, normative elements of social systems are contingent claims which have to be 

sustained and "made to count" through the effective mobilization of sanctions in the context 

of actual encounters. Normative sanctions express structural asymmetries of domination, 

and the relations of those nominally subject to them may be of various sorts other than 

expressions of the commitments those norms supposedly engender 

 

Because decision making is always shaped and conditioned by the positioning of individuals 

within particular social structures, the dynamics of moral development are less a matter of 

personal choice than they are an issue of collective political will. With the emergence of 

postbureaucratic organizations, there is a moderation if not a replacement of an ethos of 

'command-and-control' by one of 'empower-and-facilitate', In this context, it is more 

consistent to develop a post-restrictive ethics. However, the translation of what is logically 

more consistent into corporate practice requires managers, in particular, to dilute their 
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prerogative by encouraging subordinates to develop a postconventional level of ethical 

conduct that may well conflict with conventional wisdom. Although postconventional moral 

conduct may be more consistent with postbureaucratic organization, it cannot be presumed 

that it is consistent with the maintenance of existing hierarchies or the reproduction of a 

capitalist mode of production. And it perhaps for this reason that the theory and practice of 

business ethics has favoured a concentration upon codes of ethics, to the exclusion of 

approaches to ethical behaviour that are informed by a more extensive theory of moral 

development. 

 

In the next substantive section, we present a framework of moral development that builds 

upon Kohlberg's work to elucidate the distinction between 'restrictive' and 'empowering' 

ethics. First, though, as a basis for illustrating an otherwise abstract discussion of different 

levels of moral reasoning, we present a brief case study. The case is based upon Psalidas-

Perlmutter (published in Adler, 1986 and reproduced in Wilson and Rosenfeld, 1990). It 

describes a situation experienced by Tom, an ambitious engineering executive, who is 

offered a major promotion. This requires him to move, with his young family, from a well paid 

job in North America to a high profile position in Latin America where his work would take 

him away from his wife and children for lengthy periods of time. Tom wants to go but his wife, 

Jane, has misgivings. She senses that she is being excluded from the decision, and feels 

resentful about this. 

The career move: An illustrative case 

Tom and Jane Carpenter, live with their three children Mary (aged 11), Jerry (aged 6) and 

Ann (aged 3) in a New England town. Tom and Jane are both well established within their 

community. Tom works as an engineering executive in the headquarters of an international 

manufacturing company. He is well liked and regarded as an optimistic, flexible, family man: 

a good candidate for senior management. Contrasted with the 'practical' Tom, Jane, his wife, 

is often viewed as more of a 'dreamer'. She finds the time and energy for good causes, and 

is actively involved on several committees and in voluntary work. Jane is strongly attached 

both to her family and parents, who live in a nearby town. 

 

Since their early marriage, Tom and Jane have struggled hard to realize their dreams: a 

family, financial security, many friends. Their struggle has enabled them to build a rewarding 

relationship. Yet, despite the realization of their dreams, they have each recently begun to 

feel that something is missing, though they do not admit this to the other. Tom experiences 

life as a comfortable but unchallenging routine. With his success as an engineering 

executive, and his standing as a family man, earlier anxieties and uncertainties about his 
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capability have melted away. But so too has a sense of purpose and adventure. Likewise, 

despite her involvements in the local community, Jane has grown increasingly restless about 

their situation, a situation that has somehow become a little too comfortable. But, when she 

feels this way, she reminds herself that, after all, this is what the good life really is. 

 

At this time, when Tom and Jane were both feeling an unnerving but unspoken sense of 

emptiness, Tom was selected, with three other executives, to visit Latin America for four 

months. It was understood that one of them would be chosen to head up a new operation in 

Latin America. Tom was very excited about this prospect, but did not communicate this to 

Jane. For her part, Jane was pleased that Tom had been chosen for the trip. She was also 

attracted to the possibility of broadening her horizons, should Tom be selected for the 

position in Latin America. 

 

It was when Tom came home with the news of his selection, which carried with it a higher 

salary, cost of living expenses and an opportunity to travel throughout Latin America, that 

Jane first began to have some serious misgivings. On hearing Tom's news, she anticipated 

that she would be isolated, that new friendships would be difficult to make, that there would 

be some hostility to North Americans, that sanitary conditions and other basic needs, like 

education, would not be satisfactory, and so on. Jane felt that Tom would be the main 

beneficiary of the move, and that she and the children would be burdened with most of the 

difficulties. Her greatest fear was hat Tom would be away a good deal, and that she would 

have to tackle problems alone. She recognised that most of her worries were probably based 

upon prejudice but she could not stop herself worrying. She also felt, and resented, being 

under pressure to make a quick decision about the move, especially because she sensed 

that Tom had already decided that they were going to go. 

 

Jane did not communicate these fears to Tom. But he sensed their existence and he 

attempted to comfort her with rational reassurances. For example, he said that the children 

would adapt quickly and that the experience would bring them closer together. Inwardly, 

though, Tom was disappointed with Jane. To him, it seemed that her adventurous spirit was 

dependent upon remaining in a familiar environment. He had expected that she would 

support him in making such an important career move. Despite this disappointment, he 

confidently believed that Jane would eventually 'come around', and see what a wonderful 

opportunity the promotion presented for them all. Convinced of this, he went ahead and 

booked language lessons for them both. 
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A few days later, Tom's boss, Mr Abbott invited Tom and Jane to dinner. Mr Abbott told them 

that he always attached great importance to how the wives of his executives felt about a 

major job move abroad. Jane felt some resentment about the lack of previous contact with 

Mr Abbott. As Mr Abbott had a reputation for being judgmental and authoritarian, she was 

reluctant to reveal her doubts. Despite these somewhat negative feelings, the dinner was 

pleasant. Mrs Abbott regaled them with stories from their years abroad in Europe, though 

she admitted knowing little about cities in Latin America. 

 

Towards the end of the evening, Mr Abbott turned to Jane to tell her how glad they all were 

that she was being so positive about the new assignment, and how good it was that she 

recognised how important an opportunity it was for Tom -- far greater than he could hope for 

by remaining at the company's headquarters in New England. Before Jane had a chance to 

reply, and to Mr Abbott's clear delight, Tom intervened to say that Jane was a born traveller. 

He immediately added that she was looking forward to the new experience and indeed was 

already taking Spanish lessons. To which Mr Abbott responded by saying that the company 

was committed to creating a senior management team comprising executives with actual 

experience abroad, and that Tom was indeed a lucky man to have a wife willing to 'go off into 

the jungle'. 

 

At the dinner, Jane went along with the positive drift of this conversation, even though 

inwardly she was angry. But later that night she rowed with Tom, and this continued over the 

next few days. She strongly resented the way the meeting with Mr Abbott had been 

conducted. It was, she thought, as if Tom had already accepted the job. She also resented 

the way that Tom had effectively prevented her from expressing any misgivings to Mr Abbott. 

In response to Jane's hurt and anger, Tom reminded her that Mr Abbott would not entertain, 

or even listen to, doubts about company decisions. Jane was now finding it difficult to sleep. 

Tom said a formal decision was required by the following Monday. 

Kohlberg's theory of moral development 

In this section, we use the descriptive material presented in the previous section to generate 

a possible account of the complex, problematical and dynamic moral positioning of both Tom 

and Jane. We recognise that our account is necessarily selective and partial. However, our 

intention is not to provide a definitive interpretation of the moral 'performance', or standing, of 

the Carpenters. Rather, the case study material is deployed to illustrate (our understanding 

of) Kohlberg's work on moral development in a way that demonstrates its relevance for 

developing the theory and practice of 'empowering ethics'. Whether or not we can reach 

agreement on the 'moral facts' of the Carpenter case is of less importance, for us, than 
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whether the case proves to be of some use in raising awareness of, and discussion about, 

the existence of different moral spaces in which human perceptions and decisions are made. 

 

Kohlberg's model: Three stages, six levels 

In broad outline, Kohlberg (1971, 1973, 1981) argues that human behaviour articulates a 

hierarchy of moral realms or positions. In the least developed 'preconventional' position, 

ethical awareness is virtually non-existent: there is simply an impulse to satisfy immediate 

desires which may or may not be consistent with the desires of others. In the intermediate, 

'conventional' positions, there is a responsiveness to notions of fairness and justice as 

enshrined in established rules and codes of conduct. Finally, in what Kohlberg terms the 

'postconventional' level of moral conduct, there is a developed capacity to exercise principled 

judgement to evaluate and transgress conventional norms (see Table I). (Table I omitted) 

 

At the preconventional level (Kohlberg's Stages 1 and 2), individuals are understood to have 

little awareness of the other except as a distributer of recognition and rewards. What is right 

is whatever is sensed or calculated to secure self-interest. We see this level at work during 

the dinner with Mr Abbott. In effect, Mr Abbott imposes his will, aided and abetted by Tom, in 

a way that neutralizes the will of Jane. When implicitly threatened with corporate sanctions 

from turning down the career-move, Tom prevents Jane from voicing concerns that he knows 

she has. An absorbtion in his own ambition overrides Tom's conventional sense of 

responsibility towards Jane. 

 

The conventional level (Stages 3 and 4) is distinguished by a heightened awareness of 

others, and an appreciation of the rules that regulate interaction between self and others. 

Morality is seen as justice in the application of these rules (e.g. Kant, 1948; Rawls, 1971). 

We can infer from his rapid promotions through the company that Tom is well schooled in 

corporate rules and regulations -- he is a loyal, dependable employee. Such conventional 

schooling may also be detected in Jane's suppression of her anger during the dinner with he 

boss: one does not challenge, or argue with, the boss -- especially in this situation, where 

Tom and Jane are his guests. A stronger indication of the operation of this, conventional 

level of moral development is present in the couple's shared attitude to life. Tom defines and 

plans his life in terms of career opportunities offered by the firm. Likewise, Jane checks any 

doubts she may have about the virtue of conventional values, and the associated life-style, 

by telling herself that the 'good life' is like that, and that she has 'arrived' as a well-heeled, 

well respected wife, mother and citizen. When Jane expresses misgivings about the 

prospective career move, Tom parries them with standard reassurances that invoke his 
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expectations that she will do her duty as a loyal, supportive wife. In Bowle's terms (1990, p. 

402), this may stem from an unwillingness or inability to deal with what is unconscious: 

 

“When an individual represses information in the unconscious, these contents will be 

manifested, according to Jung, in the projections the individual makes towards an 

external object or person. Thus, it is always the other who is to blame.” 

 

The postconventional level (Stages 5 and 6) is associated with individuals' growing 

awareness of others as individuals who are also making moral decisions. Since there is also 

a heightened awareness of the social utility of established regulations and values, the rules 

and structures from the conventional level are not necessarily rejected. However, at a 

postconventional level, convictions may lead individuals to question and, on occasion, to 

override these rules. Kohlberg's Stage 5 is preoccupied with improvising around the theme of 

conventionality or justice. Here discretion is used to interpret and make creative 

accommodations to the rigid structure assumed in Stages 3 and 4. For example, when 

contemplating the career move, Jane struggles unsuccessfully to override her attachment to 

the comforts and presumptions of convention by telling herself that her worries about living in 

Latin America are largely based upon prejudice. 

 

At Stage 6, individuals consciously formulate, and strongly identify with, moral principles -- 

principles that may or may not comply with convention. These principles tend to be "positive 

prescriptions rather than negative proscriptions (don't kill, don't steal or cheat)" (Kohlberg, 

1986, p. 497). The individual is committed to these principles, which directly inform his or her 

decisions and actions, because they have been hammered out and 'validated' through a 

process of existential struggle. Although there is no clear example of this stage of moral 

development in the case study, it is plausible to suggest that part of the difficulty and pain 

encountered by Jane in wrestling with the career move decision arises from discovering the 

lack of established ethical principles to guide her interactions with Tom. However, because 

she has a well developed sense of social utility (Stage 5), she is equally unable to fall back 

upon preconventional 'self-interest' or conventional 'duty' to resolve the dilemma for which, 

unexpectedly, she finds herself morally unprepared. From this perspective, her outrage at 

being treated like a chattel by Mr Abbott and especially, by Tom, would seem to express a 

deep, but un-articulated/un-rationalised, commitment to moral principles of open 

communication that she sensed has been seriously violated. 

 

In addition to the oft-quoted six stages of moral development, Kohlberg hints at the existence 

of two other stages. First a Stage '0', preceding Stage 1, where a distinction between the self 
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and the world has not yet emerged. We will discuss this briefly below. There is also a 

suggestion of a Stage 7. Kohlberg (1973) illustrates this stage with references to experiences 

of nature, such as seeing a sunset, when one 'looses' the sense of there being a 'seer' 

(observer) and a 'seen' (e.g. sunset), as one becomes a direct experience of the unfolding 

sunset. Interpersonally, in Stage 7 the possibility of an integration of selflessness, 

compassion and awareness is more explicitly recognized and anticipated. Only within this 

Stage, as Carter (1987, p. 91, emphasis added) argues, can we begin to answer the 

question, "Why be moral?" This is because, when the duality of self and other is dissolved, 

"we are not value-neutral toward the whole of things, but rather we love it as ourselves." 

(ibid.). It is also at Stage 7 that Kohlberg's model is at one with Gilligan's emphasis on 

feelings, caring and compassion. Approaching ethics from a different direction, Gilligan 

recognizes the need not only for a "dialogue behyeen fairness and care" (1982, p. 174), but 

to experience them as different aspects of the love for 'ourselves'. 

 

The significance of Kohlberg's Stage 7 

Kohlberg regards Stage 7 as a saintly development of Stage 6 (Kohlberg, 1973, 1981, 1986). 

We understand Stage 7 to be the metaethical basis that animates the dynamic of his 

framework. For us, the 'emptiness' of selfless, or 'saintly' compassion, is the ground of 

experience. It is not so much a stage as a foundation of human experience that compels a 

process of moral development. The tension and suffering associated with the dissonance 

between the selfless ground of human experience and the lived experience of subject-object 

separation motivates movement ('down' as well as 'up') between the levels and stages of 

moral development. But it is at the 'higher stages', and especially at Stages 6 and 7 that the 

drive, or 'pull', to act according to moral principles is strongest. It is also where the sense, 

intellectual and/or affective/intuitive, of unease about the relative morality of other levels is 

most intense. Postconventional moral reasoning involves an emotional aspect (Gibran, 1980; 

Sangharakshita, 1990; Wilber, 1991), which to a very limited extent is now being recognized 

in business literature (Harrison, 1987; Bowles, 1990). In the Carpenter case, Tom and Jane 

sensed that 'something is missing'. But neither of them appear to have had any means of 

appreciating the substantial spiritual or self-actualising value of this painful experience 

(Sangharakshita, 1990; Wilber, 1983, 1991). To translate this observation into the language 

of this paper, they lacked an 'empowering ethics' with which to address and work through the 

conflicts that threatened to tear them, and their family, apart. Instead of communicating and 

exploring the meaning of this experience, Jane suppressed its potency by reassuring herself 

about the normality of their life; and Tom displaced this feeling by seeking to throw himself 

into a new challenge and adventure. 
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Although Kohlberg (1973) has consistently acknowledged the presence of Stage 7, it was not 

until his last published work (Kohlberg and Ryncarz, 1990) that he focussed upon this stage 

directly and began to appreciate its relevance for addressing a key question for his theory 

with which he struggled, but failed, to resolve: 'why be moral?'. At the conventional level of 

moral development, we have seen how this question is answered through an unquestioning 

adherence to convention. At this level, the question does not arise because the rightness of 

the prevailing norms is self-evident to all members of the group. At the postconventional 

level, the question is first answered, in Stage 5, by calculating that norms have social utility 

for the pursuit of self-interest. Stage 5 is dominated by the calculation that the successful 

pursuit of self-interest demands a degree of social stability and predictability whose 

attainment may require a challenge to accepted convention (cf Jane's agonising about the 

move to Latin America). 

 

At Stage 6, in contrast, there is an understanding that the value of persons transcends any 

inescapably limiting view that human life should be treated as a means of culturally specific, 

necessarily partial, normative rules or principles. Stage 6 moves beyond the question of how 

the (socially constructed) self-interest of the individual may be pursued to explore whether 

some alternative basis for the definition and pursuit of 'self-interest' may be more defensible 

ethically. In turn, this involves a shift from a conception of principles that can facilitate a 

given, culturally relative conception of self-interest to a search for, and commitment to, 

principles that are more universalistic in conception -- such as the humanistic belief in the 

equality of human rights for the dignity of human beings. 

 

However, at Stage 6, when the social forces of convention are diminished and the 

established sense of self-interest is problematised, it becomes more questionable why one 

should act morally or, indeed, why one should carry on living at all. As Kohlberg notes 

 

Although Stage 6 ethical principles offer a more complete solution to the problem of relativity 

of values than those of Stage 5, they have an even less complete solution for the problem, 

"Why be moral"? (Kohlberg and Ryncarz, 1990, p. 192) Kohlberg then goes on to observe 

that the struggle to answer the question of moral commitment entails another question " 

"Why live?" -- a question that is as much, and more, an ontological question than a moral 

one. He also suggests that, unlike moral questions, such ontological questions cannot be 

answered on 'purely logical or rational grounds' (ibid.). With Kohlberg, we find it plausible to 

say that reason contributes to decisions that are made about how to live our lives. For 

example, when positioned within the conventional level, individuals are taught to engage 

their reason to recognise the good sense of fulfilling what are construed as their duties to 
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others. Or to give another illustration, Jane deployed her reason in an effort to dispel her 

fears as she struggled to overcome her prejudices about life in Latin America. However, we 

regard Kohlberg's claim that the morality of action can ever be logically or rationally justified 

as highly dubious. Indeed, in our view, it is precisely an awareness of the problematical 

character of such claims that attends and bedevils Stage 6 where it becomes much clearer 

that calculations about what is moral -- whether based upon particularistic (e.g. cultural) or 

allegedly universalistic(4) (e.g. humanistic) ethical criteria -- are tied to, and compromised by, 

a concern to pre-serve and regulate the self in relation to other. In Foucauldian terms, such 

calculations all involve 'games of truth' (Foucault, 1988, p. 1) or modes of 'governmentality' 

(1979). Of course, this does not mean that such criteria should be rejected or avoided (as if 

such an option were available to us). But it does suggest the importance of recognising the 

difference between (i) striving to make individual action exemplify rationally computed 

principles, which remains the preoccupation of Stage 6; and (ii) moving beyond the closed 

loop of the rational ambitions of the individual -- ambitions which, however altruistic or 

humanistic, retain caught up in an egotistical concern to identify, defend and apply the most 

rationally defensible principles. Interestingly, Habermas, whose discussion of moral 

development is strongly influenced by Kohlberg's model, also recognises the importance of 

an appeal to some sense of unity, to which he refers rather vaguely as the 'intuitive'. Moral 

Intuitions are intuitions that instruct us on how best to behave in situations where it is in our 

power to counteract the extreme vulnerability of others by being thoughtful and considerate. 

(Habermas 1990, p. 199) 

 

The importance of Stage 7, as Kohlberg acknowledges, is that it dissolves the dependence 

upon calculative reason to guide and justify ethical conduct. A distinctive feature of Stage 7 

'solutions', Kohlberg suggests, is that 'they involve experience of an nonegoistic or 

nondualistic variety' (Kohlberg and Ryncarz, 1990, p. 192). The movement from Stage 6 to 

Stage 7 involves a shift from a humanistic to a cosmic perspective, a shift that 'means one 

experiences an intimate bond between oneself and the cosmos' (ibid., p. 206), an experience 

that is not willed by reasoned compliance with a set of universal principles but is inspired and 

sustained by 'experience of a level at which self and the universe seem unified' (ibid.). To 

repeat, this does not demand the dismissal of other stages since these are recognised to be 

steps in the process of coming to terms with, and ultimately dispelling, the sense of subject-

object separation that begins with Stage 1. 

 

To grasp fully the significance of Stage 7, it is relevant to appreciate that a sense of 

'oneness' (Stage 0) precedes the perception of being a subject (individual) that is 

differentiated from the object (world). The experience of subject-object separation -- that is, 



 

Business Ethics – restrictive or empowering? By Kjønstad & Willmott page 461 
 

the emergence of Stage 1 -- is learned, not given. Once this perception of separation arises, 

and becomes solidified through a process of social interaction, the associated impulse is to 

pre-serve self by avoiding punishment and seeking social approval. This orientation is 

strongest in what Kohlberg terms the preconventional level of moral development. What he 

omits to consider is how the undifferentiated experience of being, which, we argue, precedes 

the preconventional level, continues to underpin, and interact with, this and other levels of 

moral development. It is the tension between Stage 0 and the other stages, we have 

suggested, that fuels the process of moral development. 

 

For example, it is the experience of contradiction between an earlier sense of harmony 

(Stage 0) and the conflict and mutual suspicion associated with preconventional levels that 

motivates individuals (and corporations) to commit themselves to the conventional level 

where the social relations are regulated by a moral code (see e.g. Robin et al., 1989; 

Hiltebeitel and Jones, 1992). Similarly, tension between the restrictions of convention and the 

openness of human existence promotes the search for a post-conventional mode of moral 

reasoning (see e.g. Brady, 1987; de Woot, 1990). Finally, in the transition from Stage 6 to 

Stage 7, the sense of separation, and the desire of individuals to secure and retain a sense 

of autonomy and control, is experienced as a limitation that can only be transcended through 

a re-affirmation of the primordiality of Stage 0 (see e.g. Carter, 1984; Loy, 1988). 

 

To summarise, in the course of moral development we sense a pull towards something 

'universal', which may facilitate an empathy for others, and which may be 'contacted' or made 

use of. This intuition of a 'universal empathy', which Gilligan (1982) terms 'a path', is 

unconditionally and unequivocally enacted only in Kohlberg's Stage 7. Nonetheless, it 

underpins the previous stages and motivates the dynamics of movement to 'higher' (and 

lower) levels. Prior to Stage 7, there are glimpses of nonduality but these are not fully 

realised or explicitly recognized. They are felt as a lack: as a frustration with the limited 

satisfaction gained by becoming positioned in conventional and postconventional levels of 

moral development. One response to such feelings is to give up the struggle by reverting (or 

regressing) to a seemingly less demanding, more secure, level; another is to naturalise the 

feelings, thereby becoming 'stuck' at a given level; and a third response is to struggle 

towards a 'higher' stage of development. 

Discussion: The prospect of 'empowering ethics' 

We have drawn upon Kohlberg's theory of moral development to indicate the limitations of 

'restrictive ethics'. More specifically, we have argued that there are experiences, which are 

frequently labelled 'intuitions', that are nonetheless critical for understanding ethical 
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behaviour. In this section, we draw attention to a developing body of literature that is broadly 

supportive of such a thesis before addressing a number of possible objections to it. 

Integrating reason and emotion: Nonduality, compassion and awareness 

MacMahone (1985, p. 347) has argued that "the unique religious contribution [to business 

ethics] might be the spiritual motive which broadens and strengthens the deeper aspirations 

of executive and managers." If Tom, for example, had been enabled to break free from his 

investment in preconventional and conventional moral reasoning, he would almost certainly 

have been more receptive to Jane's misgivings and anxieties. 

 

Paradoxically, a more open acknowledgement of the threat to him posed by Jane's worries 

might have done much to open up communication between the couple. Jane might then have 

encouraged Tom to work through the value he was placing upon career as a 'solution' to his 

growing sense of emptiness. Even at a more conventional and instrumental level, Tom might 

have come to recognise his family as an important support for his career; and that, in 

addition to undermining his espoused family values, placing his marriage in jeopardy might 

also damage his career. This reckoning might then have allowed him to concede that there 

were indeed other candidates for the job in Latin America, perhaps with fewer family 

commitments. In any event, by better understanding how other parties were likely to be 

affected by the career move, and how different aspects of himself are fulfilled by different, 

and sometimes contradictory involvements, Tom may have become more at ease with 

himself and the world (Barnett, 1985). In turn, his work might have come an integrated 

praxis, rather than as a means of acquiring temporary monuments (e.g. job titles) to 

distinguish self from other (Willmott, 1990). Alternatively, opening up communication 

between the couple might have enabled Jane to work through her anxieties, and for them to 

move to Latin America with a more common and coherent sense of purpose and direction. 

As we have seen, Kohlberg's theory of moral development is formulated in terms of an 

evolving rational response to the question of how to regulate one's relations with others. 

Implied, but insufficiently explored by Kohlberg, is another dimension of the evolving 

response to this question: the affective dimension of caring and compassion. At the 

preconventional level, this is subordinated to calculations about how to avoid punishments 

and how to maximise immediate gratification. At the conventional level, a sense of well-being 

is derived from deploying reason to comply, loyally, and honourably, with the dominant set of 

conventions. For example, 'care' is identified with whatever is conventionally regarded as 

'care' -- such as conformity with the code on 'customer care', adopted by companies similar 

to Tom's. Finally, at the postconventional level, there is an integration of decisions and 

actions with those principles to which the person has become rationally committed (McCoy, 



 

Business Ethics – restrictive or empowering? By Kjønstad & Willmott page 463 
 

1983). So, for example, 'care' for a customer would not be confined to complying, in letter or 

in spirit, with the code established by the company. In our case study, this would almost 

certainly have meant Tom challenging the authority of the company as embodied in the 

figure of Mr Abbott. This might have resulted in him being fired or at least being pressured to 

resign from his job. Being postconventional is not without its material costs! (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 1992). However, it is also possible (though probably unlikely, in this case) that a 

postconventional orientation would have enabled Tom to cooperate with, and support, Jane 

in communicating their misgivings, as a family, about the prospective move to Latin America. 

 

For such misgivings to be communicated and received by Mr Abbott without him losing his 

temper, or simply refusing to be drawn into discussion of such issues, would necessitate 

considerable awareness and resolve.(5) It would be necessary for Tom and Jane to be 

sensitive to the possibility of an adverse reaction without being overcome by fear. To achieve 

this, it would be insufficient merely to keep fear in check. It would, instead, be necessary to 

develop an awareness that the move to Latin America was worth making only if their 

anxieties could be addressed and allayed. Such an orientation does not imply either an 

unrestrained expression of emotion or its suppression through rational control: it is not being 

suggested that Tom and Jane simply offload their anxieties and frustrations onto Mr Abbott, 

nor that they keep their emotions tightly in check. Rather, the suggestion is that the outcome 

of the meeting with Mr Abbott was, in part, a consequence of the moral space in which Tom 

and Jane were communicating. Moving to an alternative space -- comprising greater 

integration, compassion and awareness -- could have facilitated (but not guaranteed, given 

Mr Abbott's reputation) a full(er) discussion of their concerns. 

Anticipated criticisms 

Having outlines three aspects of empowering ethics -- integration, compassion, and 

awareness -- which may be incorporated into managerial practice, we now anticipate some 

criticisms stemming from the above discussion. We group these into three kinds objections to 

the proposed framework: it is too idealistic; it is incompatible with Western values; it involves 

or promotes a trivialization of what we have termed the ethic of empowerment. 

 

a) It is too idealistic. The most immediate reaction may be that, although emotionally 

appealing, the framework is impractical. Ideals about compassion, etc. have been in 

circulation for thousands of years, yet societies are riven by war, unrest, inequality and 

injustice, business fraud, egoism, materialism and so one (see Small, 1993). In response to 

this, it may be countered that few people have attempted to put these ideals into practice, in 

part because they are dismissed as impractical; and that those who have done so are rarely 
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a focus of history-book or media attention (Donaldson, 1989). Even if it is allowed that such 

ideas are either too demanding or too vague to get a handle on -- which seems to have been 

Kohlberg's view until a late conversion (Kohlberg and Ryncarz, 1990) -- we may ask: what it 

is that makes the ideas demanding and vague? Can the difficulty be ascribed directly to the 

ideas themselves, or does the problem arise, in part at least, from our perception of, and 

receptivity to, their content? A major problem is perhaps that people in general, and 

managers in particular, believe in and demand 'quick-fix', painless remedies for their 

problems (Littler and Salaman, 1982). Perhaps it is they who are the (unrealistic) idealists? 

 

b) It is incompatible with Western values. Relatedly, Kohlberg's theory, and his formulation of 

Stage 7 in particular, may be criticised for its vagueness, and for being founded on non-

rational claims, such as 'feeling' and 'mercy'. Those who defend the exclusion of these 

'irrational aspects' from debates on morals argue that they provide an unsound basis for 

ethical conduct. For example, Bailey (1986, p. 201) asserts that  

“The problem of considering further reasons why feelings and other affective 

phenomena cannot serve any justificatory role in the moral life, or act as any 

adequate indicator of a person's moral development, lies partly in the difficulty of 

classifying the great variety of conceptual differentiation in the affective area.” 

 

As we noted in the introduction to this paper, a powerful response to this is made by Gilligan 

(1982, p. 167) who argues that we can indeed define our world and its morality in rational 

terms, but that this is inadequate. This view is shared and developed by Carter (1986, pp. 

40-41), who contends that  

“What Kohlberg provides is considerable assistance in our journey from moral 

blindness (and insensitivity), to a perspective from which one can see with a bit more 

clarity whatever is not immediately under one's own nose.” 

 

Without denying that Western values privilege the autonomy of Stages 3-5, its commitment 

to critical reason, in the form of the critique of dogma, also opens up the possibility of 

challenging the devaluing of Stages 6 and 7. As Finkelstein (in Barnett, 1985, p. 57) has 

tellingly observed 

“If American businessmen are right in the way most of them now live, then all wise 

men of the ages, all prophets and saints were fools.” 

 

We are not persuaded that sages can be easily dismissed as fools. But neither do we believe 

that all 'businessmen' can be dismissed as moral defectives. We would rather suggest that 

the particular social structures (e.g. the elevation of market discipline) in which business is 
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currently transacted are hostile, or at least unreceptive, to such teachings (Waters and Bird, 

1987; Hosmer, 1987). Resistance to 'higher' stages in Kohlberg's framework is widespread in 

the workplace, as is testified in the following statement of a former vice president of a large 

firm: 

“What is right in the corporation is not what is right in a man's home or in his church. 

What is right in the corporation is what they guy above you wants from you. That's 

what morality is in the corporation. (Jackall, 1988, p. 6)” 

 

In other words, it is widely understood and accepted that one is free to pursue a 

postconventional morality at home or even 'in one's church', but not at work. As a corporate 

employee one may be induced to act at a distance from one's personal beliefs. However, this 

pressure is likely to create tension and frustration (Fromm, 1956), as evident in rising levels 

of stress and cynicism (Kunda, 1992). But aside from these 'dysfunctions', that might be 

'written off' as costs, in the form of high turnover or executive burnout, it is doubtful whether 

doing 'what the guy above you wants from you' -- that is, complying with 'his' demands -- is 

necessarily functional in a postbureaucratic climate where an effective response to the 

intensification of competition often requires proactive innovation rather than 'mindless' 

conformity. 

 

c) It trivialises the ethic empowerment. If some people regard the ethics of empowerment as 

too idealistic, others may see it as trivial. We acknowledge that there is a danger of 

representing complex and sometimes contradictory practices of moral reasoning as a series 

of levels and stages of moral development. In actuality, as we have indicated in the 

Carpenter case, people shift within and between levels as they are positioned within diverse 

social and organisational relationships. If this complexity is not appreciated, then Kohlberg's 

theory of moral development may be vulnerable to appropriation as a tool for legitimizing 

'progressive' forms of management control which promote self-discipline rather than 

compliance with external rules. 

 

Against this risk, we have argued that Kohlberg's theory of moral development is valuable in 

enabling us to appreciate a continuity between apparently dissonant traditions in a way that 

can extend and enrich our understanding of the theory and practice of business ethics. As 

with all forms of knowledge, this framework may become commodified as a 'bible' that 

demands 'brand loyalty' from its consumers. However, this would be to interpret Kohlberg's 

theory of moral development from within level 2, where individuals are preoccupied with 

(blindly) complying with others' expectations. It should be clear that Kohlberg's 

commendation of postconventional ethics, as a higher level of moral development, highlights 
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the limitations of simply complying with a given authority. Kohlberg's successive attempts to 

clarify and refine his theory,including his understanding of Stages 6 and 7, exemplify his own 

preparedness to engage in critical self reflection upon the adequacy of his formulations. We 

regard our attention to Stage 7, in particular, as a contribution to an on-going process of 

dialogue and renewal that, in principle, counters the trivialisation of Kohlberg's ideas. 

Summary and conclusion 

The emergence of business ethics as a practical issue, and as a sub-field of management 

theory, has brought moral and ethical issues firmly onto the agenda of management and 

organization studies. We have argued that in order to advance theory and practice in this 

field it is relevant to appreciate how virtually all forms of human activity, including the sphere 

of business, are governed by normative understandings. In almost all human conduct, values 

are mobilised, more or less consciously, to effect closure on the openness and indeterminacy 

of human existence. Unless this is recognised, there is a danger that only certain issues are 

(commonsensically) regarded as meriting 'ethical' consideration; and that these issues then 

become ghettoised within corporate ethics departments and within the academic sub-field of 

business ethics. 

 

Corporate behaviour has ethical significance not least because it is intimately involved in "the 

management of meaning:" (Pettigrew, 1985, p. 44). Once it is acknowledged that most forms 

of business activity and management practice are conditioned by normative understandings, 

the issue becomes: how is normative closure to be accomplished? Should explicit normative 

regulation be minimised by depending, wherever possible, upon the apparent impersonality 

and impartiality of the market mechanism Or should it be directed consciously by exercising 

moral judgements about what kinds of behaviour are acceptable? If the latter course is 

favoured -- which seems to be the implication when corporate codes of ethics are introduced 

to override anarchic market principles -- then it is relevant to inquire into how the realm of the 

ethical is to be constituted and circumscribed. Is it to be accomplished by fiat, through the 

formalization of codes of conduct? Or is it to be realized through processes of moral 

formation that support and facilitate movement through the stages of moral development 

identified by Kohlberg? 

 

Our argument has been that both responses are relevant, but that an appreciation of their 

relative contribution can be gained from locating both restrictive and empowering ethics 

within Kohlberg's theory of moral development. A restrictive ethics -- one that accepts and 

enforces the constraints of codes of conduct -- is of value in inhibiting what Kohlberg terms 

preconventional moral behaviour. It can also provide the basis for developing a 
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postconventional moral order in which a mindless or cynical adherence to ethical codes is 

replaced by a conscious choice between, and commitment to, a set of ethical principles. An 

empowering ethics actively encourages moral development as it incorporates, but also 

extends beyond, the confines of codes of conduct. Conformity to ethical codes is no longer 

unproblematically accepted as a 'good thing'. Adherence to convention is related to past and 

present mobilizing of sanctions that are productive of expressions of loyalty and obedience. 

In other words, conformity is placed in doubt by the suspicion that its appearance may 

amount to no more than an instrumental or cynical compliance with, rather than any deep 

seated commitment to, a particular normative order. 

 

In response to this criticism of the limitations and potential perversity of 'restrictive ethics', it 

has been argued by some, often in the name of ethical principles that question the morality of 

influencing individuals' personal attitudes but which fail to acknowledge its inevitability, that 

business ethics do and should seek behavioural conformity, not moral consent. To those who 

use this (seemingly ethical) argument to defend 'restrictive ethics,' and to reject the prospect 

of 'empowering ethics,' we suggest that the onus is upon them to show how their position is 

ethically tenable in cases where its effect is to promote and legitimise 'bad faith' as personal 

values are routinely subordinated to corporate demands (e.g. Jackall, 1988). Furthermore, 

and of greater importance for this paper, the onus is upon them to show how a preoccupation 

with the contents of moral codes and behavioral compliance with their demands is consistent 

with any broader social and organizational objective of advancing ethical practice through 

processes of moral development. 

 

Without denying that codes of conduct may be useful in inhibiting or proscribing behaviour 

that is deemed to be morally defective, we have argued that an unintended consequence 

may be to weaken an appreciation of the ethics of corporate or managerial behaviour. In the 

absence of alternative discourse that encourages critical reflection upon the meaning of 

ethics, the prospect is for codes to be reified so that compliance with their demands is 

dramaturgical (contrived) and/or is routinely equated with ethical behaviour. In other words, a 

reliance upon codes can actually undermine the capacity of corporate employees, including 

managers, to engage in moral reasoning that transcends the ethical space that is constituted 

by the code of conduct. Through the device of the code, the mundane is deemed to 

correspond to, and comply with, the ethical.(6) The risk of founding the theory and practice of 

corporate and/or managerial ethics exclusively, or even principally, upon codes of conduct is 

the inhibition of moral development. It is necessary to move beyond a preoccupation with the 

development and implementation of codes of conduct if the theory and practice of business 

ethics is not to be brought into disrepute. 
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As the normative character of business activity becomes more apparent, corporate 

employees and most especially managers are faced with an ethical choice. Should they limit 

the practice of business ethics to refinement of codes of conduct or should this be extended 

to incorporate postconventional moral development? We have suggested that there are both 

ethical and pragmatic reasons for favouring such an extension. Ethically, an extension is 

defensible because to do otherwise contributes to the unnecessary stunting of moral 

development within the workplace. Pragmatically, the development of empowering ethics is 

more consistent with postbureaucratic forms of organization in which responsiveness and 

innovation are preferred to predictability and routine. 

Notes 

(1) The establishment of the term 'business ethics' is itself problematic. To cater for the State, 

voluntary and non-profit organisations, 'organisational ethics' would be more appropriate 

(Maclagan, 1992). In limiting the scope of this paper, we will look primarily on managers and 

their relationship with ethics in the organisation. For us, the term managerial ethics signifies 

the distinctive kinds of dilemma encountered by managers. It does not signify a type of ethics 

that is differentiated from other, non-managerial spheres of activity. In principle, we see no 

ethical justification for asserting that ethics is, or should be vested in the 'role' rather than in 

the person. 

(2) The former course of action is more closely associated with the Weberian idea of 'an ethic 

of the mean' (Weber, 1978, pp. 385-386). Here ethical conduct is associated with conformity 

to whatever normative order is given, culturally and historically, within a given society or sub-

culture. The ethics of human conduct are then evaluated in terms of their compliance with 

this (arbitrary) standard. The alternative 'heroic ethic' involves a process of continuous critical 

reflection and 'overcoming' of attachments to established, routinised norms and values. 

Rather than conformity, it demands 'endless striving'. It is this process of striving which, for 

Weber, distinguishes the nature of human beings whose behaviour lacks instinctive 

programming from other creatures whose lives are events within nature. And it is by 

engaging the 'heroic ethic' of striving to question and go beyond routine adherence to 

culturally arbitrary standards that human nature is most fully realized. We return to this theme 

in the discussion section of the paper. 

(3) For example, De George (1986b, p. 430, emphasis added), amongst others, has argued 

that "if there is to be such a dialogue (between philosophical and religious conceptions of 

ethics) ... it should be pursued on neutral territory. The neutral territory, I suggest, is their 

common ability to reason By assuming the adequacy of his own sense of reason, De George 
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erects a self-contained rationalistic frame around the study of ethics. Feeling may be 

experienced, but are not considered relevant, because they are placed outside the frame. 

(4) We stress 'alleged' because universalistic criteria are inevitably the product of particular 

cultural traditions. 

(5) A metaphor sometimes used to convey the development of awareness is that of a dusty 

mirror. Through the dust you can only see a blurred image, but if you wipe the mirror, the 

reflection will be clearer, richer. This process of dusting parallels the movement through the 

six/seven stages of Kohlberg's framework. 

(6) A suspicion that ethical codes act as smoke-screens is perhaps greatest where codes of 

conduct are least embedded within, and accompanied by, processes of moral development 

that enable employees to understand and realize the practical, ethical significance and 

implications of their actions. 
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