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Integrity: the virtue of compromise
Jeremy Schwartz1

ABSTRACT In this article, I develop a novel interpretation of integrity that I believe ought to

be of special interest to business ethicists. According to a traditional understanding, integrity

is the virtue of holding fast to one’s principles in the face of temptations. Against this, I

suggest that integrity is the virtue that governs rather than forbids compromise. In other

words, integrity does not just forbid compromise; it sometimes demands it. This virtue will

sound paradoxical to some, and I spend much of the essay arguing for its plausibility and

locating it within the larger philosophical tradition. In the second half of the essay, I try to

connect this virtue to the essential aims of business as understood by shareholder theorists.

If my argument is correct, it may explain why integrity is of such central concern for business

ethicists. This article is published as part of a collection on integrity and its counterfeits.
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One of the few things accepted by most theorists who write
about integrity is that it is incompatible with compromis-
ing one’s morals. Integrity, it is thought, involves

“sticking to one’s principles … even in the face of temptation”
(McFall, 1987: 7); (Halfon, 1989: 29; Worden, 2003; Audi and
Murphy, 2006: 4). In this article, I would like to challenge this
common opinion by arguing that integrity involves being open to
moral compromise. Although some theorists have acknowledged
the necessity of compromise when one is trying to come to a
shared policy with equally principled but disagreeing parties, I
will argue that even self-interest can sometimes justify moral
compromise. Since there are many senses of integrity in the
literature, I will call the sense of integrity under discussion
compromise integrity and define it to be the virtue that governs
rather than forbids moral compromise.

As is often noted, the virtue of integrity suffers from an
unusual amount of controversy regarding its core meaning
(Becker, 1998; Parry and Proctor-Thomson, 2002; Koehn, 2005;
Palanski and Yammarino, 2007). While other virtues are certainly
contested around their borders, few doubt that courage governs
situations of danger and generosity situations of assistance. But
with integrity, there seems to be little agreement even about its core
meaning. Is it just a kind of honesty (Trevino et al., 2000: 130 )? Is
it consistency between deeds and actions (Simons, 2002)? Is it a
commitment to one’s principles (McFall, 1987)? Or commitment
to good principles (Becker, 1998: 157)? Or perhaps, integrity is a
matter of wholeness (McFall, 1987; Koehn, 2005; Pianalto, 2012).1

Faced with this confusing array of alternatives, some have sought
an underlying unity behind all of these conceptions, while others
have denied the existence of such a unity and have argued that
many appeals to integrity would be better served by appealing to
“integrity as” where a term is inserted after the “as” that specifies
the sense of integrity under discussion (Audi and Murphy, 2006:
16). Most have agreed that some sort of terminological clarity is in
order. These confusions about the core meaning show that
discussions of integrity do well to specify the kind of integrity
that is under discussion. Although my specification of compromise
integrity goes partway to satisfying this demand, the present
discussion seeks not just to reference a pre-existing understanding
of integrity but also to argue that one sense of integrity has gone
missing from the standard debate. In such a case of revision to the
common understanding, one must also explain how the sense of
integrity under discussion relates to more traditional senses.

My defense of compromise integrity will occur in two stages.
Compromise integrity, I suspect, will sound paradoxical to some
and downright immoral to others. In the first section of this
article, I will try to allay these concerns by showing that there are
intuitive cases where concerns of self-interest can reasonably
outweigh concerns of duty, and I will locate this idea within a
larger philosophical tradition. I will also relate compromise
integrity to more traditional understandings of integrity. In the
second section of this article, I will argue that compromise
integrity ought to be of special concern to business ethicists. My
hope is that this conception of integrity will more closely align
with the moral vision of actual business practitioners—a vision
that sometimes clashes with the moral vision of contemporary
ethical theorists (Stark, 1993; Worden, 2003).

Compromise
Jane Austen opens up Sense and Sensibility with the tale of a
dying promise made by John Dashwood to his father (Austen,
1811: Chapter 1). Dashwood promises his father to take care of
Dashwoods’s soon-to-be indigent half-sisters. Although he does
not promise an exact amount, he immediately resolves to give
each of his half-sisters £1000, which we are made to understand

would be a modestly generous contribution. Once Dashwood’s
wife hears of this, she immediately sets to work on him. Playing
on his greed and selfishness, she gradually talks him down from
his original generous intentions to £500 each, then £100 per year,
then £50 now and again, until finally they settle on giving his half-
sisters next to nothing. Now most would agree that Dashwood
displays a distinct lack of integrity and would agree that he lacks
integrity because he has compromised his original moral
intention. Inverting Halfon’s (1989: 71) definition of uncompro-
mising, we could say that someone compromises when they are
willing to “modify their commitment or revise their principles or
ideals without a good reason”. Since Austen brilliantly relates the
specious arguments that Mrs Dashwood uses on her husband, the
reader is left with strong evidence that Dashwood’s modifications
are grounded in anything but good reasons. Combining these
elements, we arrive at a preliminary understanding of integrity as
an unwillingness to modify one’s ideals for bad reasons.

There is an important debate about whether integrity requires
that the ideals to which one adheres be good ideals or whether
there is something admirable about sticking to any ideals
whatsoever. Those who argue for the former, point out that the
steadfast Nazi is hardly a picture of moral integrity. But even
assuming that one’s ideals are good, the preliminary definition of
integrity as unwillingness to modify one’s ideals for bad reasons is
unhelpful. To be substantive, it needs to spell out what counts as a
bad reason. While no account attempts to provide necessary and
sufficient conditions, some content is provided by the near
universal assumption that self-interest is a canonically bad reason.
Thus, many commentators talk about facing temptation or
suffering burdens in the name of one’s principles (McFall, 1987;
Halfon, 1989). The clear implication is that modifying one’s
commitments or revising one’s principles or ideals because of
self-interest is the kind of compromise that a person of integrity
would avoid. It is this claim that I would like to challenge.

Others have acknowledged that integrity sometimes involves
modifying one’s principles or compromising one’s values. Thus,
Halfon (1989: 63) notes that changing one’s mind when you think
that you have been wrong is an instance of modifying one’s
principles that is consistent, even demanded by integrity.
Goodstein (2000: 814) has argued that in situations of group
decision and moral deadlock, compromise is required in order to
reflect the fact that “such positions may be based on moral
principles about which people may reasonably disagree”.2 But
none of these compromises comes close to excusing departures
based merely on appeals to self-interest. It is the latter,
unexplored category, that I will investigate in this article.

Consider a variation of the “Heinz scenario” made famous by
Kohlberg (1981: 12) in his theory of moral development.3

According to the original scenario, Heinz’s wife will die unless
Heinz steals some medicine to save her. But now imagine that it is
Heinz himself who is sick, and he must steal medicine to save his
own life. Let us suppose further that before this situation occurs,
Heinz has endorsed the principle that it is wrong to steal
medicine. Moreover, he has even endorsed the general principle
that dire need does not justify the theft of another person’s
property. If, despite these declarations, Heinz steals the medicine,
does Heinz show a lack of integrity in doing so? According to the
canonical understanding of integrity, Heinz’s case is no different
from Dashwood’s. Both of them have modified a principle in the
name of self-interest. Since reasons of self-interest are always
supposed to be bad reasons to change one’s moral principles, each
of them lacks integrity for the same reason.

I hope that this story reveals something decidedly wrong with
the canonical understanding of integrity. Although both Dash-
wood and Heinz are indeed modifying their ideals for reasons
that fall under the general heading of “self-interest”, Heinz’s
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reasons seem like they might be good reasons whereas Dash-
wood’s reasons do not. I take it that this shows that reasons of
self-interest come in varying degrees of persuasiveness and that
they don’t lose their effectiveness to the same degree when
opposed to a moral command. Indeed, in the case of Heinz, we
might even think that Heinz is reasonable to steal the medicine,
and we might not think any worse of Heinz for doing it. But even
if one only thinks that Heinz ought not to steal the medicine but
that he is more justified than Dashwood, then one agrees that self-
interest can mitigate against moral principles. Compromise
integrity attempts to develop this intuition.

Many will be tempted to resist my analysis of the Heinz
dilemma. Instead, they will say that Heinz is actually acting for
impersonal reasons. Heinz now sees that human life, including
the right to necessary medicine, is more important than property
rights. When Heinz faces this dilemma he learns that his original
principle about theft requires a qualification. Heinz has come to
accept the much more plausible principle that stealing is wrong
except in cases where a human life is at stake. According to this
objection, Heinz has not modified his principles because of self-
interest, but has been forced to learn a disinterested fact about the
relative importance of human life and property rights.

Putting aside questions of whether Heinz’s need does indeed
justify his theft, Heinz might not accept this analysis of his own
case. Perhaps, Heinz thinks that the world would be better off if
people didn’t feel free to steal from each other and may feel that
stealing even for a chance to save your own life sets a dangerous
precedent. He just thinks that the rule doesn’t apply in his
situation. Kohlberg (1981: 13) reports that although 75% surveyed
said that it would be wrong to steal, most reported that they
might do it. In other words, most people think that it is wrong but
they would do it anyway. Now, there is a certainly an air of
paradox here. If Heinz thinks that he has good reason to make an
exception in his case doesn’t he also think that everyone else has
good reason to make an exception in similar cases? Doesn’t this
mean that Heinz implicitly endorses a principle that everyone
ought to steal medicine when her life is on the line? If Heinz
thinks it is reasonable for him to make an exception, perhaps he
must endorse a universal principle that allows everyone to make
exceptions in similar cases.

Although philosopher’s have been tempted by this sort of
argument, most agree that it is fallacious (Williams, 1985; Allison,
1991).4 To explain this point, philosophers have noted that a
rational egoist would have no reason to accept the above
argument. Since a rational egoist holds that only egoistic
considerations have any weight, she could simply deny that
appeals to universality have any weight with her:

Such an egoist could perfectly well affirm the universality of
applicability of his governing principle, since he could
endorse the claim that it would be reasonable for every other
agent to act on it. Nevertheless, the egoist could hardly
claim that the universal adoption of his principle would be
universally beneficial and, therefore, rationally desirable.
(Allison, 1991: 5).

The egoist thinks that (1) it is in her own interest to make an
exception, (2) it is in the interest of each to make an exception,
and (3) it is in her own interest that no one else makes the
exception. Since only her interests count as reasons for her, it is
reasonable to make an exception for herself but not reasonable
that everyone make an exception for themselves. Quoting the
egoist Max Stirner, Williams (1985: 62) makes the point this way,
“The tiger that assails me is in the right, and I who strike him
down am also in the right. I defend against him not my right, but
myself”. When Heinz uses self-interest to trump a moral

consideration, he may be acting immorally, but he is not acting
unreasonably.

Although I have made the point by appealing to the unbridled
egoist, Heinz need be no such creature. Heinz may give some
weight to moral reasons but think that, on occasion, his self-
interest trumps moral concerns. Although not many have
defended such a view, several philosophers have noted its
possibility. Famously, the great utilitarian philosopher Henry
Sidgwick concludes his classic defense of utilitarianism with such
a concession. Sidgwick takes himself to have established that
utilitarian considerations have weight, and he personally believes
that they ought to be given the greatest weight, but he
acknowledges that someone might coherently deny this. Perhaps,
egoistic and utilitarian reasons co-exist in an uneasy tension.
When we try to assess our actions strictly in terms of their
reasonability, we find that it is reasonable both to give the
preferences of others equal weight, and it is reasonable to give our
own preferences special weight. Adjudicating between them is not
something that can be settled by reason.

Sidgwick hastens to add that the situation is more of a
theoretical than a practical difficulty. Most of the time, and more
often than we think, the action that is in the interest of all is also
the action that is in our best interest. Usually, therefore, there is
only one reasonable thing to do. Sometimes, however, what is
required by self-interest and what is required by duty conflict, and
in such cases, Sidgwick thinks that reason cannot resolve the
conflict:

But in the rarer cases of a recognized conflict between self-
interest and duty, practical reason, being divided against itself
would cease to be a motive on either side; the conflict would
have to be decided by the comparative preponderance of one
or other of two groups of non-rational impulses. (Sidgwick,
1907: 508)

Self-interest and duty are each atomic and non-derived
reasons. There is no deeper or higher considerations in virtue
of which the claims of each can be adjudicated. Since reason has
no ability to weigh the two considerations in terms of a third
consideration, it simply throws up its hands and lets some other
faculty decide. At one time, Sidgwick referred to this as the
“dualism of practical reason,” and under this name, it continues
to draw serious attention from philosophers. But if reason is
dualistic in this sense, then Heinz’s decision to steal the medicine
is neither incoherent nor brutally egoistic. His decision can be
justified by his conviction that egoistic reasons trump duty in
some cases.

Integrity theorists have mostly agreed that integrity involves
not changing one’s commitments or ideals for bad reasons. I have
agreed with this consensus but noted that a great deal depends on
what counts as a bad reason. Where I depart from typical
integrity theorists is in their further assumption that sacrificing
one’s interest is always a bad motive for changing one’s
commitments. Dualism about practical reason directly challenges
this assumption by allowing that self-interest and duty may
sometimes be weighed against each other. If Heinz alters his
decisions for good, albeit selfish, reasons then his change would
not reflect a lack of integrity.

Integrity theorists have often noted that etymologically
“integrity” means wholeness. According to these theorists, the
virtue of integrity has to do with a sort of psychic integration
(Audi and Murphy, 2006: 9). A person of integrity is not divided
within herself whereas those who lack integrity express some sort
of psychic (or practical) conflict (Pianalto, 2012). Hypocrites and
weak-willed people like John Dashwood try to internalize
conflicting commitments. Dashwood’s behaviour reflects an
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inability to fully internalize either the principle of noble generosity
nor the principle of selfish stinginess. That he originally formed the
intention to give generously reflects his commitments to the
former. That he waivered reflects his commitment to the latter. But
can’t such a criticism be leveled at Heinz? After all, Heinz is torn
between two different kinds of reasons, and he has no principled
way of reconciling these duelling commitments. From the
perspective of psychic unity, Heinz seems to swing between duty
and self-interest, and therefore to lack the kind of unity that these
integrity theorists are pointing to.

This is an important criticism, and I think resolving this
criticism holds the key to understanding integrity as the virtue
that governs compromise. My suggestion here is that one of the
functions of a virtue is to provide unity and integration that is not
based on a principle. Virtue theory has taught us that for many
spheres of concern, there is no decision procedure for solving
moral problems (Hursthouse, 1999; Annas, 2004). The moral
rules that do exist are subject to infinite qualifications and
adjustments so that arriving at the correct result depends as much
on judgment and discernment as it does on starting out with the
correct rule. When does courage cross into foolhardiness? When
does caution cross into cowardice? There are no rules that can
help us decide. Instead, we must depend upon the properly
trained discernment or judgment of virtuous agents. These
virtuous agents do not follow rules in coming to their decisions,
or at least they follow no rules that can be codified and followed
by the non-virtuous. Instead, their judgment and discernment
allow them to hit the mark, and their judgment and discernment
are a product of their virtue. Courage crosses into foolhardiness at
the exact moment that the courageous person decides that the
danger is not worth the risk.

Notice, however, that one of the roles that the virtue provides is
that of unifying a character that otherwise would seem disparate.
Courage provides a good example. Caution and safety pull us in
one direction. Boldness and advantage pull us in another. If
wholeness could only be attained by endorsing a super-principle
that comprehended each of these considerations and adjudicated
between the concerns of each (like, say, the principle of
utilitarianism), then a failure to find such a principle leads
immediately to a lack of wholeness. Virtue theory can be seen as
responding to this challenge by proposing that the virtue itself
explains the unity. In one situation, the courageous person
decides the danger is not worth the risk. In another situation,
similar but not identical to the first, the courageous person
decides that it is worth the risk. No previously applied principle
fully explains the difference between the two. Nevertheless, the
actions are not just random fluctuations between competing
considerations. Instead, the unity is explained by the virtue itself.
Possessing the virtue not only allows the agent to discern what
actions are courageous but also allows us to see an underlying
unity behind the courageous person’s decisions. One of the
insights of virtue theory, therefore, is that a domain that contains
competing considerations that appear incapable of principled
resolution can attain unity by means of a virtue that governs this
domain.

Return to Sidgwick’s concerns about the dualism of practical
reason. Sidgwick worried that if we accepted both egoistic and
utilitarian reasons, practical reason would be unable to adjudicate
between them. The picture of someone deciding first in favour of
herself and then in favour of impersonal happiness seems like a
textbook case of split personality. The insight from virtue theory,
however, suggests another possibility. If there is a virtue that
governs such decisions between self-interest and duty, then
wholeness can be achieved after all. The difference between Heinz
and Dashwood is not explained by the application of a correct
principle that can distinguish all such cases, but rather by the

discernment of a virtuous agent.5 A virtuous agent would refuse
to be influenced by prudential appeals after she has promised her
father to take care of her half-sisters, but a virtuous agent might
very well be influenced by appeals to prudence when she is
deciding to steal in order to give herself a shot at surviving.
Compromise integrity, I am suggesting, is the name of such a
virtue that adjudicates between self-interest and virtue.

This analysis might seem counter-intuitive. Even if we accept
that Heinz was in some sense justified, surely, it goes against
common usage to point to him as a person of integrity. I share
this intuition, of course, but I think that compromise integrity is
less revisionist than it might, at first appear. Consider its
relationship to those who hold that integrity is a matter of not
changing one’s principles in the face of temptation. If my account
of compromise integrity is correct, then these many contempor-
ary accounts would have latched on to a partial truth. They
are right in pointing out that the most common vice in this
domain is special pleading. Stories like those of Dashwood are the
norm—people allow self-interest to overshadow their commit-
ments far too easily and slip into one of the vices associated
with compromise integrity. But, if we think that Heinz is correct to
steal his medicine, then there might be a less common temptation
on the other side. Someone who unreasonably held onto her
principles even unto death when her death was not demanded
would offend against compromise integrity on the other side.
Traditional understandings of integrity may be right to emphasize
the vice of too-easily changing one’s principles because of self-
interest, but they are wrong to assume that this common vice
correctly captures the whole range of vices associated with
integrity.

Compromise integrity matches well with traditional under-
standings of integrity that relate interest to its etymological
origins of wholeness. As I have explained above, a virtue like
compromise integrity is necessary to explain how someone torn
between the competing considerations of duty and self-interest
can avoid a psychic split. Compromise integrity also matches with
those who have held that integrity is a matter of matching words
and deeds, so called behavioural integrity (Simons, 2002). The
ability to follow through on one’s professed principles is a crucial
part of holding fast to one’s ideals. Compromise integrity just
adds that sometimes even professed principles must be
abandoned and that a virtue is required to decide when these
rare exceptions are warranted. Finally, even those who have
identified integrity with the whole of virtue have been partly right.
After all, compromise integrity has the whole of virtue as its
object. It decides when, if ever, it is appropriate to abandon virtue
for the sake of self-interest. Someone who does not have this
virtue will have none of the others. 6

Compromise in business
In the previous section, I hope to have established that there is
conceptual space to talk about a virtue that governs the
competing considerations of self-interest and duty, and I have
outlined its relationship to more traditional understandings of
integrity. In this section, I would like to argue that compromise
integrity is of special importance to business ethicists. This should
come as no surprise. Integrity, as a whole, has long been of special
interest to business ethicists in a way that it has not been to other
ethical theorists (Audi and Murphy, 2006: 3–5). My account of
compromise integrity would explain why this is so. The central
thought here is that Heinz-type scenarios will be especially
common for business managers because the aims of business have
the effect of making conflicts between duty and self-interest
especially stark. Obviously, this depends upon an understanding
of the aims of business and the role of managers in advancing this
aim. It is to this question that I first turn.7
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The medical profession aims at health. The legal profession aims
at upholding the law. But what does business as a profession aim
at? This debate and the related debate about the nature of a
corporation have long been central concerns of business ethicists.
In the “corporate objective” debate, there are two main, but
opposing traditions.8 According to shareholder theory ((Friedman,
1982; Sternberg, 1997; Sundaram and Inkpen, 2004b; Orlitzky,
2015), the purpose of a corporation is to maximize the value of the
company for the sake of the shareholders. According to this theory,
managers have a fiduciary relationship (Marcoux, 2003) to their
shareholders. Since the interests of the shareholders is to maximize
the value of the corporation, managers must, on pain of violating
their fiduciary relationship, maximize (“without deception or
dishonesty” (Friedman, 1982: 133)) the value of the corporation.
Opposed to the shareholder theory is the stakeholder theory
(Freeman, 1984; Donaldson and Preston, 1995; Lucas, 1998;
Freeman et al., 2004). According to stakeholder theory,
corporations are not just beholden to their shareholders but to
everyone who has an interest in or is affected by the actions of the
corporation. Thus, managers must take account not only of their
shareholders but also their employees, their customers, suppliers,
creditors, competitors, their community, perhaps even the
environment and anyone else who “can affect or is affected by
the achievement of the organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 1984:
46). According to stakeholder theory, managers can consider the
interests of their employees not just as a means to maximizing the
value of their corporation but for their own sake. The debate
between shareholder and stakeholder theorists shows no signs of
abating and new arguments for each camp are continually being
presented. Indeed, according to some, the ideological consensus
has been swinging back and forth like a pendulum for the last 150
years (Sundaram and Inkpen, 2004a; Allen, 1992).

Resolving this complex debate is obviously beyond the scope of
this article. However, I would like to take a stand on a related
issue and consider the implications of this for the integrity
debate. Stakeholder theorists (Lucas, 1998; Solomon, 1999;
Venkataraman, 2002; Freeman et al., 2004) advert to the fact
that business is fundamentally a cooperative enterprise. Although
it is also competitive, business itself exists in order to create value
for everyone involved not just those in the business. A particular
cell-phone business may aim at profit, but cell-phone businesses
in general exist because they satisfy a human need to
communicate. It is only because they are helping attain this
value that there are such things as cell-phones and therefore also
cell-phone businesses. Just as law is in the business of upholding
justice and medicine is in the business of human health, business
is in the business of creating value and fulfilling human needs.

Shareholder theory takes a different approach. According to
shareholder theory, businesses exist for the sake of profit.
Consider, for example, the mission of a for-profit hospital
(Worden, 2003: 32). While the medical mission of the hospital
may be to promote the health of the community, the business
mission of the hospital must be about profit. According to
shareholder theorists, many organizations aim at the fulfillment
of human needs (including charities, not-for-profit organizations,
and social clubs), a business distinguishes itself by giving a return
on investment (Vallance, 1995: 32). Once an endeavour is marked
as a business, it is assumed that it aims for the increase of its own
value. Shareholder theorists hasten to note that treating employ-
ees well, satisfying customers, and even being perceived as good
citizens of the community are instrumentally valuable to this
fundamental aim of the corporation. They differ from stakeholder
theorists in assuming that these sound business practices are
instrumentally justified rather than ends in themselves.

I believe progress can be made on this debate by drawing a
distinction between the external and internal aims of a practice.

In “Two Concepts of Rules” (Rawls, 1955), Rawls (1955: 26 )
distinguishes between justifying something within a practice and
justifying the practice itself. Baseball illustrates this point nicely.
Like many sports, baseball aims at the enjoyment of the
participants and spectators. That is why such practices exist.
Nevertheless, there are rules that are internal to baseball that have
nothing to do with the enjoyment of the spectators. According to
this internal perspective, the aim of baseball is victory according
to the prescribed rules not the enjoyment of the spectators even if
baseball as a practice exists for the sake of the enjoyment of the
spectators. Let us call the reason that baseball exists as a practice,
an external aim and the reasons that are internal to baseball,
internal aims.

There is a sense in which external aims are the supreme
condition of internal aims. After all, internal aims can evolve and
change and these changes are guided by the external aims. When
people argue that an illegal-defense rule ought to be enacted to
oppose the infield shift, they make arguments in terms of
spectator enjoyment—the external aim of baseball—not argu-
ments that appeal to existing rules of baseball. But even if these
rules are, in one sense, ultimate, they are not always appropriately
invoked. When appealing a call, one cannot invoke spectator
enjoyment and hope to receive an ear. On the field, within the
practice, the internal norms are the final authority.

It is important to emphasize something that Rawls only briefly
touches on. Insofar, as the participants of a practice are genuinely
engaged in the practice, they can be assumed to share the internal
aims of the practice. Someone who cares not about winning but
only about getting home as quickly as possible to catch a nap or
cares only about achieving a certain score to win a bet is, in a real
sense, not even playing the game of baseball. Indeed, there is also
a sense in which someone who cares only about the enjoyment of
the spectators but does not care about winning is not playing
baseball either. Not only are one’s actions interpreted within the
practice, but also one’s very motives are partly constituted by the
decision to engage in the practice.

I would like to apply Rawls’ internal-external distinction to the
aim of business. Stakeholder theorists are surely right that
business, as a practice, exists for its ability to satisfy human needs
and create value. But, this speaks only to the external aim of
business. It leaves open the question of what the constitutive
norms internal to the practice of business are. If baseball
understands itself to be about victory within the rules, how does
business understand itself? Here is where the intuitions of the
shareholder theorist come into their own. Shareholder theorists
can insist that increasing the value of the business for the
shareholders is exactly such an internal aim. Businesses
practitioners must understand themselves as being “for profit”
or they cease to be a business at all. Rawls’ distinction makes it
possible to suggest that stakeholder theorists are correct about the
external aim of business and shareholder theorists are right about
the internal aim.

Stakeholder theorists would surely be unsatisfied with this
discussion. In particular, they would probably claim that value
creation is not just an external aim of business but one of its
internal aims as well. Instead of appealing to the practice of
baseball where the internal and external aims are so different,
perhaps, the stakeholder theorist could appeal to the practice of
performance. Spectator enjoyment may not be an internal end of
baseball, but it is surely both an external and an internal aim
for magic shows. So too, the stakeholder theorist could argue
creating value is part of both the external justification of business
as well as the self-understanding of the practice of business
(Solomon, 1999: 36–37).

While this is a plausible response, I think that this commits the
stakeholder theorists to a very strong claim about the essential

PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1057/palcomms.2016.85 ARTICLE

PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | 2:16085 |DOI: 10.1057/palcomms.2016.85 |www.palgrave-journals.com/palcomms 5

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/palcomms.2016.85
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/palcomms.2016.85
http://www.palgrave-journals.com/palcomms


motives of business practitioners. I have argued above that a
practitioner must share in the internal aims of the practice. I
suspect a shareholder theorist would be perfectly comfortable
saying that someone who participates in business without the aim
of profit is plausibly regarded as not really participating in the
practice of business at all. They are like a “baseball player” aiming
at the enjoyment of the spectators. Would a stakeholder theorist
be as comfortable making the same claim about a practitioner
who fails to aim at creating value? Isn’t it possible to participate in
business just for profit? If so, then value creation is not part of the
internal aim of business.

None of this is meant to be decisive, but I do think that it
makes shareholder theory plausible, and for the duration of this
article I will assume it. In particular, I assume that the external
aim of business is indeed value creation, but a primary, if not the
primary constituting internal aim of a business is increasing its
own value (Keay, 2008: 678ff). One of the implications of this is
that self-interest, or the interest of the company, can and should
play a role in business ethics that it need not play in other fields of
ethics. According to shareholder theory, the moral universe of
business ethics is inhabited by entities whose constituting
principle is the increase of its own value. Inside this entity, of
course, are ordinary moral agents. But insofar as they are
participating in the practice of business, they are participating in
the entity’s constitutive aim of increasing its own value. Managers
are especially tasked with this aim and have a strict fiduciary
responsibility to the growth of the entity (Friedman, 1982;
Marcoux, 2003; Keay, 2008).

Consider how differently the typical moral agent is situated
when not managing a business. I will consider a deontological
agent, although a related story could be told for utilitarian and
virtue-theoretic agents. According to deontologists, instead of
having strict fiduciary responsibilities to the narrowly-understood
interests of a third party, we mostly go about trying to maximize
our preferences with morality setting the constraints within which
this preference maximization must live (Nozick, 1974: 28–32).
Moreover, our preferences themselves often contain a moral
component. Most of us distinguish between the things that we
happen to enjoy and the things we find important, and we are
willing to sacrifice the things we want for the things we find
important. Some deontologists have argued that morality is what
allows us to distinguish the important from what we happen to
like (Korsgaard, 1996: 91ff). Pulling these various strands
together, we get the following deontological worldview. The
world is populated by agents seeking what is important (as
opposed to what is in their narrow interests) within the
constraints of morality. Notice that self-interest is reconciled to
morality in two fundamental ways. First, morality provides the
boundaries in which self-interest is pursued, and second,
morality, by means of the concept of “importance”, is itself an
element of how an agent views her self-interest.

I think that this difference in moral worldview leads a
businessperson to experience more potent conflicts between duty
and interest. The reasons for this are twofold. Notice first that as a
fiduciary agent of another’s interest, she is not free to simply
forgo the interest of her company. Her commitment to the
interest of her company is not alienable in the same way that our
own interests are alienable. We have seen that adopting the
internal aims of a practice is a condition for participating in the
practice. This means that seeking the interest of the company is a
condition for participating in the practice of business. A great
enough departure from the interest of her company would
threaten her very status as a businesswoman. In ordinary moral
life, on the other hand, we are free not to pursue our own interests
or the interests of another. When we do so, we are not
jeopardizing our participation in the central aims of our life. 9

The second reason that the claims of interest are so powerful in
business is that interest is understood so narrowly. If the
argument here is correct, the interest that a manager must
preserve is very narrowly understood. As a contrast, it is useful
here to consider the understanding of the self that views it as
“socially responsive”, that is, the self is construed broadly to
include our relationship to others. We do well, at least in part,
insofar as the things that we are part of do well. This
understanding of the self serves to greatly mitigate the potential
conflicts between duty and self-interest. But if our understanding
of the aims of business is right, and if managers are fiduciary
agents of these businesses, then they must understand the interest
of their trustees very narrowly. One might even try to understand
the rise of stakeholder theory as a response to the tension that
managers feel in their fiduciary roles. One of the primary
attractions of stakeholder theory is surely that “it tames the
harsher aspects of capitalism” (Plender, 1997) and allows for
managers to “incorporate moral values as a critical aspect of the
strategic management process” (Keay, 2008: 675).

Compare here the role of manager to the role of parent. Both
are fiduciary agents who must pursue the interest of their trustee
if they are to fully inhabit their role. But the child’s interests,
unlike the company’s interests are not narrowly understood.
A parent could earnestly wish hardship on her child in order to
increase the child’s empathy. A parent could also wish that the
child stand up for what she believes in even if the child has to pay
dearly. In other words, parents are free to understand the interest
of their children in a way that is wide enough to accommodate
many moral concerns. But the businessperson is not so fortunate.
If shareholder theorists are correct, then the business of business
is profit. Not only is a manager a fiduciary agent, but she is a
fiduciary agent for a trustee whose best interest must be very
narrowly understood.

For these two reasons, the claims of interest are particularly
powerful for managers of corporations. But this does not mean
that the manager can simply ignore morality in the pursuit of the
interest of her trustee. She doesn’t leave her moral agency behind
when she agrees to be a manager of a corporation. Instead, I
submit that she is caught between two legitimate, conflicting and
competing considerations. Her morality tells her not to pander to
the racial prejudice of her clients, but she realizes that such a
strategy may keep the company alive. If morality always trumped,
her decision would be easy. If the interest of the company always
trumped, her decision would be also be easy. The problem is that
neither always trumps, and a decision has to be made. I submit
that the business manager finds herself often in the position of
Heinz. If my argument from Section 1 is correct, what is needed
in order to make this decision is the virtue of compromise
integrity—the ability to weigh the considerations of self-interest
and duty and decide when an exception is warranted.

Compromise integrity is of special concern to business ethicists
because businesspeople are often confronted by Heinz-type
dilemmas. One strategy is more ruthless but will increase
shareholder value. One employee is more loyal and more
competent but doesn’t have the connections of another employee.
My argument in this section claims that such decisions are felt
with particular force for fiduciary agents of an entity tasked with
pursuing its own interest narrowly defined. For this reason,
compromise integrity ought to be of special concern for business
ethicists.

Conclusion
When one’s principles encounter the messy world, they seldom
remain untouched. Since principles are essential to who you are
(McFall, 1987), being able to hold onto your principles in the face
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of these messy conflicts is essential. One way to hold on to them
would be to simply never compromise. Someone who leaves life
with the same principles that she went in with has certainly held
on to herself. This solution, however, seems too rigid.
Compromise integrity is what allows you to count as having
held onto your principles even when circumstances have forced
you to make an exception.

Notes
1 For a thorough review of literature with an emphasis on business ethics, see Palanski
and Yammarino (2007). For a review of the integrity literature with an emphasis on
ethical theory, see Cox et al. (2013).

2 See also Winslow and Winslow (1991).
3 I appeal here only to the scenario. I do not mean to reference Kohlberg’s own
understanding of the dilemma which, of course, has to do with moral developmental
stages.

4 Even Kant, the philosopher most sympathetic to grounding morality in reason, did not
think that believing that an exception was warranted in one’s own case logically
committed one to endorsing a universal principle allowing everyone to make an
exception in such cases (Allison, 1991; Kerstein, 2002).

5 Unlike Goodstein (2000), therefore, I do not believe there is a way to specify, in
advance which appeals to self-interest are never permitted. The boundaries are
determined by what the virtuous person thinks.

6 Some might worry that compromise integrity is, by my accounts, not a virtue. After all,
since it tells us when self-interest trumps virtue, it can’t also be one of the virtues about
which it adjudicates. I think this objection is right, but it only calls attention to the fact
that integrity is a virtue that has other virtues as its object.

7 For an argument that business ethics and the corporate-objective debate have been too
closely tied, see Orts and Strudler (2009).

8 For a persuasive alternative to the two main contenders, see Keay (2008). For Keay,
managers must attempt to maximize not the profit of the shareholders but the long-
term sustainability and value of the corporation itself.

9 Although for an argument that our important aims are indeed constitutive of agency
and therefore, when threatened constitute a threat to integrity, see Smart and Williams
(1973: 108).
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