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Integrative Social Contracts Theory (ISCT) offers a justified account of moral rightness in the context of commercial life and guidance in judging the moral propriety of business decisions, acts, and practices.  I previously formulated criteria for assessing the adequacy of comprehensive projects of this kind (referred to as “Managerial Moral Strategies”) and applied them to ISCT.  I asked, does (or could) ISCT illuminate the moral salience of commercial life and guide scholars, practitioners, and students through its complexities?  Does (or could) it improve their ethical reasoning?  In short (and since perfection is an unreasonable standard), does (or could) the doctrine represent an adequate managerial moral strategy?

I concluded that a qualified “yes” is in order.  The qualification stemmed from the top-level moral authority within ISCT, substantive hypernorms, and the difficulty and risks of moving from theory to practice.  In response, I defended a proposal for augmenting ISCT with a finite set of general moral principles (dubbed “Managerial Moral Principles”) that could function as substantive hypernorms.  
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The present effort advances that proposal in two ways.  First, it clears up some conceptual confusion in the meaning of substantive hypernorms by arguing that they specify prima facie duties (as opposed to fundamental imperatives).  With that modified account of substantive hypernorms in hand, I will revisit my criteria for adequacy and defend a set of managerial moral principles.   Since I presented the first of these tasks at a previous Wharton conference, this talk will concentrate on the second: An explanation of what counts as a managerial moral principle and presentation of a few examples for discussion.

Ed Soule is an Associate Professor at the McDonough School of Business, Georgetown University where he has taught courses in managerial ethics and corporate social responsibility since 1999.  In 2002 he was awarded the Joseph F. Le Moine Award for Undergraduate and Graduate Teaching Excellence.  

Soule’s research considers two facets of business from a moral point of view: management responsibility and government intervention in commercial life.  His book, Morality & Markets: The Ethics of Government Regulation, was published in 2003 (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.) and his articles appear in a range of scholarly journals; from The Academy of Management Review and Business Ethics Quarterly to Journal of Medicine and Philosophy and Hume Studies.  Most recently he authored a publication entitled “Embedding Ethics in Business and Higher Education: From Leadership to Management Imperative” (Washington, D.C.: Business-Higher Education Forum, 2005).

