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ABSTRACT. To develop critical thinking skills, higher
order ethical reasoning, a better grasp of the implications
of ethical decisions, and a basis for ethical knowledge, it is
necessary to explore the philosophical premises founda-
tional to one’s ethical persuasion. No philosophical pre-
mises are more important than those pertaining to the
nature of human personhood and business’ responsibility
to respect the inherent value of human beings. Philo-
sophical naturalism assigns the essence of human per-
sonhood strictly to causal interactions of physical matter.
Substance dualism, on the other hand, posits both a
physical aspect and an immaterial substance to person-
hood, interacting within the totality of each being. This
paper argues for the logical superiority of substance
dualism in achieving the overriding objective of dis-
cerning ethical knowledge. Substance dualism offers a
better explanation — and one that more closely follows the
way most people commonly experience themselves and
others—than naturalism for free agency and accountability,
meaningful moral standards, confidence in knowing what
ethical decisions to make, and the moral drive residing in
conscience.
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Introduction

There is no shortage of well-publicized reports
pertaining to questionable treatment of human per-
sons in the workplace. In virtually every case,
questions arise as to why some people treat others as
less valuable and as worthy of less respect than they

would expect and demand for themselves. The
following are merely three illustrative examples:
(1) Four women sued Fox News, claiming that Fox

discriminated against female employees and sub-
jected them to sexual harassment and a hostile work
environment, including a male vice president who
routinely used obscenities and vulgarities in his
interactions with female employees (Wall Street
Journalb, 2006). (2) As an example of the ongoing
controversy surrounding excessive executive com-
pensation, AMR, American Airlines’ parent com-
pany, failed to disclose to its unions a provision in its

recovery program that stipulated large bonuses for

seven senior executives. Employee union members
who had agreed to a steep $1.62 billion in annual
concessions to keep the airline afloat expressed
outrage and accusations of betrayal of their trust
(Shuit, 2003), lessons at American is apparently un-
able to learn (Wall Street Journala, 2006). (3) Com-
panies’ increasing expectations of employee
performance and job commitment are creating high,
levels of stress among employees (Anonymous,
2003). These work stresses affect family life, espe-
cially in the case of single-parent families and when
both parents work outside the home (Parasuraman
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etal,, 1989; Walls etal, 2001). Additionally,
increased stress levels inevitably result in workplace
rudeness and incivility (Johnson and Indvik, 2001);
a large percentage of workers report being verbally
harassed by a manager or co-worker (Oldham, 1999).

These examples Erovide only a token represen-
tation of the pervasive impact of ethical behavior (or

lack thereof) on human quality of life in the work-
place, but they serve to raise_questions about our

collective assumptions concerning the domain_ of
business ethics. Are the negative effects emanating
from these situations merely productivity issues? Or
concerns with the mounting costs associated with
lawsuits, employee retaliation, and social interven-
tions, respectively? Should instructors of ethics be
primarily concerned with measures to prevent sexual
harassment in the workplace or steps to overcome

negative publicity from ill-advised executive deci-

ston-making? Or is something more basic an issue
T— - . -

here as well? Could it also be important in the study

of business ethics to delve deeper into our philo-

sophical premises concerning the nature of human

personhood _in order to adequately formulate
coherent analyses of these and other ethically ques-

tionable cases?

For both students of business ethics and those
who endeavor to provide instructional guidance in
these matters, it would be helpful to examine the
fundamental assumptions on which they base their
ethical conclusions (Byrne, 2002). Although research
shows that circumstances (Dukerich et al., 1990;
Weber and Wasieleski, 2001) and age (Malinowski
and Smith, 1985) do impact ethical decisions, it is
also true that one’s beliefs, although sometimes un-

conscious or unexamined, influence, at a minimum,
ethical intentions (Weber and Gillespie, 1998), and
very likely at least some ethical behaviors (Ferris,
1996; Rest, 1979).

Some of the most fundamental assumptions one can
make in situations such as those described above
concern the nature of human personhood and in what
respect concepts of personhood should impact ethical
decision-making. But sorting out the implications in
practice can be confusing, and formulating rigorous
rationales for business decisions can be daunting.

The purpose of this paper then is threefold. First,
a rationale is given for the importance of exploring
philosophical premises that govern business ethics in
general and human personhood issues in particular.

Next, naturalistic views of human personhood are
defined and contrasted with substance dualism, the
view that personhood is entailed in the existence of a

non-physical substance, including some emphasis on
the plausibility of ethical norms being derived
thereby. Finally, minimal conditions necessary for

the discovery and knowledge of a coherent ethic of

personhood are_delineated. Also addressed is how
naturalistic defimitions of personhood with the

emphasis on materialism offer an inadequate meta-

physical basis for rigorous business ethics analysis and

decision-making.

Why explore human personhood?

Members of society today are bombarded by two
message streams concerning human personhood that
are likely to clash as people give thoughtful consid-
eration to the roots of such workplace behavior as
that described above. One message stream, pertain-
ing to philosophical naturalism, is pervasive within

the academy (albeit not necessarily in the business
ethics classroom) and presented in the public forum
fact-based, and, for the most part,

as_scientific,
unquestioned dogma. The _other message stream,
concerning_cthical and moral values, asserts over-
riding moral and ethical standards that must be ob-
served if the business community is to thrive and
retain a place of valued leadership in society. It is the
position of this paper that these two message streams
are incompatible and that the fWer
position is delivered as “'scientific” while the latter is
often treated quite loosely, as if the subject matter

has little or no knqyx_{ledge”m

1993), has an inevitable impact on the perceived
credibility of each view.

The former message stream is based on philo-
s(_‘phical naturalism, a_worldview _that purports to

rely primarily on sc1ent1ﬁc data__tgr sul)s_tir_lwt
its truth cl

migrate subtly ff(;m espousmg an ontologx that ad-
heres strictly to physicalism to the act of making
normative_pronouncements without missing a beat
(e.g., Frederick, 1995). However, it is highly ques-
tionable to_make the metaphysical leap from a purely

materialistic or physicalist view of human beings,
which is an essential component of the naturalist’s
repertoire, to a basis for normative pronouncements
in any arena, mMof busmess ethlcs

- —— U
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In contrast to a naturalistic definition of human
personhood, substance dualism offers a_logically
superior thesis in accounting for moral and ethical
knowledge —aswell _as  providing an__essential

underp‘nmng for arriving at business decisions that

impact human_beings. Substance dualism defines
human persons to be comprised not only of
mag,gr_lglwpropertles, such as blue eyes or brown
hair, but also of an immaterial substance essential to

personhood. More specifically, a substance dualism
view of personhood posits the necessary existence
of the soul, which represents a non-material sub-

stance that enables one’s access to moral and ethical

knowledge.
Moral knowledge and business ethics

Controversy surrounds the goals of instruction in
business ethics. Arguments against higher order out-
comes, such as changes in moral posture and behavior,
abound (cf. Dean and Beggs, 2006; Kristol, 1987).
Although popular calls for the development of ethical
convictions (e.g., Lennick and Kiel, 2005; Liberman
and Etzioni, 2003) have been derided by some
members of the academy, others argue that progress in
one’s ability to exercise critical thinking skills and thus

achieve more sophisticated understanding and moral

reasoning ability, as well as behavioral outcomes, is

Etz1on1, 2002, Sommers, 1993). Certamly research
exists to empirically support the possibility, at least
among a notable percentage of the student popula-
‘tion, of achieving some success in this direction
“(€7g; Ferrss, 1996). Further, it seems reasonable that
since_comparable levels of progress are expected in
other disciplines, there is to date no compelling evi-
dence that critical thinking and higher-level moral

reasoning cannot_be successfully addressed among
business students as well (Gioia, 2002; Swanson,
2004), given a pedagogy designed to address those
levels of instruction.

For these reasons, | contend that the subject
matter of business ethics, dealing as it does with
issues that affect the lives of literally billions of
people, is worthy of the type of rigorous analysis
that can lead to knowledge about objectively correct
ethical positions. That is, achieving a reasonable

degree of ep1stem1c certamty with respect to some

e

issues is both compatible with the mandate of higher

education and nd a_plausible objective, at least for

some students (I (Duska, 1991). Moreover, although
“exhaustive

treatment of epistemic theories of
knowledge is beyond the scope of a business ethics
course, surely some attention to the topic is war-
ranted, especially with respect to notions of human
personhood, and how one obtains such ethical
knowledge.

For example,
ciency, the_notion of justified true belief as a
necessary _component for knowledge is conceded
by most philosophers (Plantinga, 1993a). Addi-
tionally, Plantinga (1993a, b), for example,. elabo-
rates on the notion of warrant to justify knowledge
claims, and Swinburne (2001) further adds the
criterion of an_adequate Investigation of the &vi-
dence over time. By applying well-documented
epistemic_criteria to ethical reasoning, it is possible

although clearly lacking suffi-

to achieve a reasonable level of certainty with re-
spect to ethical knowledge. As far back as Aristotle,

many philosophers have recognized that the good
must be known by the virtuous as well as their

_being trained towards it. So it does not seem as if

aspirations toward logical ethical reasoning and

some level of ethical knowledge in business are
unduly ambitious, in accordance with Kristol's
(1987) indictment of academics who “‘...cheerfully
allow that they are much too sophisticated to

know right from wrong, and regard claims to such
knowledge with disdain.”

A brief definition of naturalism

A simple definition of naturalism is that our best

understanding of what is, is what science says there is
(Raley, 2005). Naturalist John F. Post writes, (1991,

of the sciences to explaln matters within thelr scope is
already very great, and it is increasing all the time. The
world view this entails, according to many, is naturalism:
Everything is a collection of entities of the sort the sci-
ences are about, and all truth 1s determined ultimately by
the truths about these basic scientific entities.
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Post implies that data and conclusions about reality
should be drawn from the appropriate sciences
(including mathematlc_) The material world con-
stitutes the whole of reahty, and scientific endeav-
ors constitute the sole means of acquiring
knowledge about reality. Note that this view of
reality virtually eliminates everything but that

which 1s fundamenta]ly naterial or physical, Whe—
ther” Eertammg to human entities or otherwise.

Thus materlahsm defines human beings as mere

ﬂproperty -things. ‘That 1s, human actions are mani-
festations_of these entities engaging in phy51cal
cause—effect_relations with their_environment and
through which run causal chains of events
according to the set of externally related chemical
(More-

and physical parts that constitute humans”
land and Rae, 2000, p. 91).

Although various writers offer slightly different
views of naturalism’s implications for definitions of
human personhood the underlymg concluswn of

and othgrs is_captured. m;b:;@) mg g_gte
from  Ellis (1990, p. 19): “One would have to

have very good reasons indeed, or be very arro-
gant, not to accept the scientific viewpoint on
questions of ontology as the best there is.”
consider the. impact of different definitions of
human personhood.on.ane’s. ethical foundatlons it
cannot be emphasized too strongly that the hlgh
degree of certainty Ellis associates with ™ a physi-
calist interpretation of reahty stands in stark
contrast to the (often) weaHy formulated ~ph110—

As we

sophlcal rationales presented to busmess students as
the basis for ethical norms (e.g., Dean and Beggs,
Bl e
3006).
At this point, a word of caution is in order. It is
important to avoid making the mistake of conflating

science with scientism, materialism, physicalism, or

reductionism_(Haught, 2005). “Science” refers to
the_emplrlcally based scientific method however,
the latter four terms are different asPects “of a phi-

losophy that purggrts to defme the nature of reality.
One can logically arguie the significant problems
associated with consigning explanations of all of
reality to the scientific method without advocating
the demise of science as we know it. For the sake of
this discussion, a legitimate distinction is made be-
tween the scientific method per se and ontological

phllosophles that often masquerade as science in the

guise of scientism, materialism, reductionism, or
physicalism.

Contrasting naturalism with substance
dualism

In general, scientific naturalists do not allow that
humans possess an_in immaterial substance, the soul.
Although nuances exist among different naturalistic
thinkers, ‘arrmcy)verrldmg commonality is that the

naturalist believes the physical aspects of the uni-

Q&;e?including persons, is all there is. Lest there be
anymacﬂ)ubt, two representatives that epitomize the
naturalistic position are offered. According to
Churchland (1984, p. 21):

“The important point about the standard evolutionary
story is that the human species and all of its features are
the wholly physical outcome of a_purely physical
process. ...If this is the correct account of our origins,
then there seems neither need, nor room, to fit any
non-physical substances or properties into our theo-
retical account of ourselves. We are creatures of mat-

ter. And we should learn to live with that fact.

Kim’s (1996, pp. 3—4) statement is even more
explicit:

The idea that our mentality consists in_the possession
by each of us of some immaterial mental substance is
fraught with difficulties. In the first place, there seems
no compelling reason to think that there are wholly
immaterial things in the world. Second, even if there
were such things, 1t 1s dubious that they could do the
job for which they were intended...In addition, the
idea of an immaterial and immortal soul usually carries

with it various, often conflicting, religious and theo-
logical associations that are best avoided.

Some naturalists do allow for the emergence of
irreducible miental states; siich as _the mind and/or
consciousness. Hasker (1999), for example, cites

————— S-S

various theories of emergence which argue that

somehow mind emerges from the functioning of the
brain and the nervous system Since the nearly
universal human experience of s¢ self consciousness, or
the concept of the mind as an entrty “distinct from the

brain, is one of three “Central ob_)ec ions leveled at

-cntral ol
materialistic naturahsm theones of emergence mergence hold

it
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ontological ditficulties. However, those who hold to
any of several emergent positions are shackled with
property _can_ reasonably be. concelved to “}I;VC
derived from the purely physical, a not inconse-

(iuential challenge for philosophers, and much more
a challenge for scientists. Indeed, Peacocke and
Gillett (1987, p. 55) says:

I find it very hard to see why that functional property
[i:-gns‘c‘_i«o_usness] coded in a certain complex physical
structyre requires a new entity to be invoked, of an
entirely different kind, to appear on the scene to en-
sure its emergence. How could something substantial,

some substance or some other entity different in kind
from_that_which has been evolved so_far, suddenly

come in | to the evolutlonary, temporal sequence’

If the only recoursw
is to assume it arose from the merely physical, we
must agree with Peacocke that the notion lacks
note. that hlS underlylng

credlblhty However

Ehpma}_f_‘orce or generatlve entlty. Given Peacocke’s
own philosaphical rules of reason, grounded as they
are in empirical verification, and d given the 1mpos—

51b111ty of offering material evidence either for or
against the soul, it is disingenuous for him to make

such a definitive assertion.

A second objection to the unfettered acceptance of
physicalism is that it is logically self-refuting. One
outstanding articulation of the self-refutation argu-

absurd Even quantum indeterminacy cannot rescue
physxcahsm from the climination of any rationale

for supposing one’s deliberate control of one’s own

thoughts and the necessary mental processes to

ground real freedom (Moreland and Rae, 2000).

Rather, thoughts, ideas, and mental states, including

those related to moral and ethical reasoning,
become merely manifestations of the physical

functioning of physical properties within _the

organism interacting with each other as well as with
properties outside the organism. Accordingly, Searle
(1984, p. 92) states:

In order for us to have radical freedom, it looks as if we
would have to postulate that inside each of us was a self
that was capable of interfering with the causal order of
nature. That 1s, it looks as if we would have to contain
some entity that was capable of making molecules
swerve from their paths. I don’t know if such a view is
even intelligible, but it’s certainly not consistent with
what we know about how the world works from

physics.

And so we find that Searle nadvertently directs us

"towa_rd substance dualism and a_theory of human

personhood that not only addresses the inconsis-

tencies inherent 11 a physicalist definition but is also
much more consistent with how human beings commonly
experience themselves.

Moreland and Rae (2000, p. 121) define a human
person as “‘a unity of two distinct entities — body and

soul.” The body consists of_r.he__physmal parts and

ment is framed by Baker (1987, p. 134), in which she
declares that “if the thesis denying the common-sense
conception of the mental is true, then the concepts of
rational acceptablhty, of assertion, of cognitive error,
_even of truth and falsity are ire called i into question.”
‘Since under physicalism, mental faculties simply re-
ﬂectﬁe-gctlon of synapses firing in the brain, how
“could one ever be certain that any thought or idea was
“not merely an artifact of a chemical reaction? She
‘concludes, “It seems that we can neither rationally
accept nor assert nor even formulate the thesis

denying the common-sense conception of the men-
tal. Indeed, if the thesis is true, it is at least problematic
whether we can rationally accept or assert or even
formulate any thesis at all”” (p. 147).

A third objection to physicalism is closely related.
Put 51mP_1y, _if the physical is all that exists of hunr human
personhood then the notion of free agency s

characteristics that define _the material aspects of an
1nd1v1d"' I The soul soul however embodies the essence
of the 1nd1v1dual “the self-consciousness, the con-
sc1ence , the mind, and the means of perpetual exis-

tence ofthe human person If v we repeatedly reﬁl_ce

point the Ob_]CCt becomes a d1ﬁ”erent blcycle it is no
longer the original thing. However, if a human belng
loses limbs and parts that are replaced “do we equally

believe that that person becomes someone else? No,

it is the soul that carties enduring personhood within

it, and it cannot be taken apart and reassembled as
someone else. Although people can change in limited
respects, they cannot lose their essential selfhood.
Reminiscent ot Kim’s first objection above, one
of the most common criticisms of substance dualism

from materialists is that there 15 10 scientific evidence
of the existent of an immaterial substance. That s,
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there is no physical evidence of the soul. Of course,
one logically would not expect to tmd Pl’l)fSICdl evi-
dence of the 1mmater1al to be consistent, one logi—
cally would look for. unmatemal_mdmge of soulish
substance. And what do we tind? Quite srmply, we
find that regardless of the specifi
ities of various cultures, the notion of an enduring
self one that has a future beyond the cessation of

c religious procliv-

As an example it may be necessary o acquire

physical data to disprove the erroncous theory that
the earth is ﬂat because the kind of evidence
required to address the shape of the earth resides
outside the individual. In contrast, the relevant data
‘with respeet——t;theones of _the mind and_self-
‘existence must be accessed by looking inward rather
than outward. This in no way suggests that mind-

body. interactions do pot influence human persons.

Not only do such phenomena exist, but we would

reasonably anticipate such interactions even if we did
not already know about them. But what it does

suggest is that evidence p pertaimng to ] the ex1stence - of
an immaterial substance cannot be derived under the

same criteria as are used to verify naturalistic phe-

nomena. Put simply, metaphysical questions are
outside the scope of naturalistic philosophy, and the
tools with which to evaluate various metaphysical
hypotheses are not the same tools used to evaluate
materialistic hypotheses.

Kim’s second objection is beyond the scope of this
paper, but his third objection, the implied necessity of
opening the doWe

comment. His tears are justified: the existence ot an

“creator and maintainer of the immaterial. That }ISEGn
“also brings with it the possibility, even the hkelihood,
that moral motions somchow find common ground
0 a transcendent referent, one that ‘embodies tran-
scendent authority, and that is accessed through
mechanisms embedded in the function of the soul.
There 1s also the likelihood that intrinsic worth

creative act of ass a551gn1ng to human personsvgi—endur—
1ng and worthy essence. And, hence, the importance
of moral and ethical standards to govern interpersonal
behavior.

It seems, therefore, that a viewpoint of human
persons as valuable and appropriately recipient of

respectful treatment on the part of others is inher-

ently superior and more compelling in Just1fy1n&the
pursuit 0 of ethical knowledge than purely phy51cahst

1mp11cations between human personhood as a purely

physical manifestation versus substance dualism de-
fined, we next turn our attention to examining some
conditions that would be important in fostering a
more sophisticated analysis of business ethics cases
and come closer to establishing knowledge con-
cerning ethical knowledge with respect to human
personhood. Here, once again, we find that
substance dualism offers a superior basis for ethical
reasoning and decision-making.

The purpose of the next section is not to “prove”
that substance dualism is a better beginning foundation
for impacting ethical behavior, although it may well
be. Rather, the intent is to demonstrate that to move

forward in the pursuit of ethical knowledge, physi-

_calism in contrast to substance dualism sutters from a

lack of coherence and reality correspondence requi-
site for discerning ethical knowledge.

Conditions necessary for the pursuit
of ethical knowledge

Discussed below are important conditions necessary,
although not necessarily sufficient, to the pursuit of
ethical knowledge. These include (1) free agency,
(2) a meaningful moral standard, (3) epistemic con-
fidence, and (4) a moral driver.

Free agency

Free agency carries the option of choosing to

violate moral law, and it is necessary for moral

respon51b111ty to exist. Without free agency, ethical

knowledge is no longer really “knowledge” 1n _any
meaningful sense; rather it takes on the notion of

cultural pref ence or social desirability. Further,
“knowledge W_;n_plies that alternative postures have
been considered, and the human agent has causally

reJected some and selected others. If, on the other
hand, *“knowledge” “what 1
am bound to believe as a result of the external
environment acting on my internal chemistry,”

merely stands for

then “knowledge” as we commonly use the term
becomes merely an 1llu51on a chemlca]ly induced

behavioral response.
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Further, knowledge implies-behavior, although it
is qu 1te conce1yable that one sometimes chooses to

e o,

act contrarily to what one knows for various reasons.
Nevertheless with respect to behavior, free agency

does not merely mean that one is free to believe or
do what one wants, as this condition could be

aguﬂed from the physicalist/determinist perspective.
Rather, the real issue is uihﬁm%me
ﬁrstﬁ‘p_—ace (Moreland and Rae, 2000). Therefore

agency requires that one equally be able to want to

do (or to want to refrain from doing) a and to be able
to want to do _(or to want to refrain from doing)
_balthough the agent in question may be free to do
either a or b. In other words, free agency bestows the
role of first mover, as opposed to derivative actor, on
the acting agent.
Free agency also carries with it the idea of

he MSLJ,ly_QC_t__,_Qf _much discussion in the business
community. If we are free to choose or reject obe-
dience in response to our knowledge of moral law

then we are accountable for our actions. If we are
not free to choosé to become ‘knowledgeable and to
act, it is absurd to assign blame. People intuitively
know this and ~sometimes attempt to dodge
consequences by appealing to their own lack of
accountability through such defenses as ‘It wasn’t
my fault. I couldn’t do otherwise.” *I didn’t know
what I was doing.” “I was forced by someone else to
do it.”

On_the other hand, physicalism logically leads to

d,ete;numsm not to free agency It 1s dlfﬁcult to see

always wrong to torture and murder innocent peo-
ple. It is always wrong to abuse children. These
things are wrong even when the consensus in a
society 1s to allow the behavior, as was the case in
Nazi Germany, tor example. Difhiculties in reaching
consensus on any given issue, say, for example, what
constitutes 1 insider tradin g or whether foreign bribes
are ever a acceptable means only that correct moral
and ethical standards are not always obvious and that
discernment 1 is requlred Moreover, it s difficult to

imagine our society expressly disclaiming all ability
to have knowledge of right and wrong.

Objectivity with respect to ethical standards
means that so»rne_‘_”_s_t_gndﬂc_ls’ig_mt change when

soc1etal consensus shlfts If some standards are

musmgs, Vac1llatlons and rat1onahzat1ons Certamly

we behave as 1f some hehav10rs are un1versally
outrage against those behaviors. In contrast, sub-
jective standards are difficult to defend, as they may
change with winds of public opinion. Apart from
knowledge of morals and ethics, people may find it
easy to rationalize away responsibility for expedi-
ency’s sake when standards clash with personal
desires or business contingencies, an inevitable
occurrence.

Moral and ethical standards that are transcendent
and “enduring are thus subject to achieving the
s_t_a‘t_usm__of knowledge, that is, capable of being
known m a_sense that is different from merely

lead to the sort of independent action and personal
responsibility people normally associate with free—
dom to choose and freedom to want to choose - And

hlgher order moral reasoning surely appears to differ
not only in complexity but also in kind from the sort

of brain activity that elicits, for example, physical
movement.

A meaningful moral standard

A meaningful moral standard is one that is _both

objective and transcendent, and, to be meaningful, it
must be based ~on knowledge. An obJectwe standard
is one ‘that remains true regardless of the opinions of
individuals. It is always wrong to rape women. It is

ponent to such knowledge that applies to everyone,
regardless of time, place, circumstances, or ethnic,

or national backgrounid ard- practice. ThHese Stan-
dards provide a common frame-of-reference for

estabhshmg commercial practices and organizational
cultures as well as making strategic and tactical
decisions. Without confidence in overriding stan-

dards that demand alleglance business professors,
, and practitioners are confronted with the

studen
1n3p0551ble task of reconc1l1ng seemmgly irrecon-
cilable. demands, which. situation tends to mitigate

e Y
against meaningful ethical discussions and conclu-

sions in the classroom and in practice. Why should
a manager jeopardize her job by blowing the
whistle on illegal corporate activities if tomorrow’s
laws may make those activities entirely legal and
acceptable? Why should an engineer compromise
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his chances for promotion by insisting on expensive
design requirements only because they ensure the
safgt&x of the buyer that uses the product? People
are generally moved to act in ways that subordinate
their own interests to a higher standard primarily
when they are convinced of the “rightness” of that
standard, a notion which leads to the criterion of
epistemic confidence.

Substance dualism allows for the acquisition of

moral and ethical | knowledge through the exercise of

mmd interacting with conscience in the proper
functlonmg of the soul_ Physicalism, however, log-
1cally and necessarily reduces assertions about moral
and _ethical knowledge to mere emotivism, since

such pronouncements emerge strlctly from brain
chemistry. Consequently, truth as objective knowl-

edge becomes illusory.

Epistemic confidence

Epistemic confidence enierges from_knowledge of
ethical and moral standards. But how do we know
that we can know ot certain what 1s the “right” of

a given situation? Edward O. Wilson, himself an
ardent naturalist, avers (Wilson, 1998, p. 53) that
“Centuries of debate on the origin of ethics come
down to this; Either ethical principles, such as justice

and human rights, are 1ndependent Qf__ human

expenence or they are h iman_inventions.” He

correctly characterizes the debate on the origin of
ethics as between transcendentahsts who thlnk that

emp1r1c1sts, who think them contrivances of—the
mind” (Wilson, 1998 p. 53). He declares that eth-
ical principles are ‘‘no more than pnnc1ples of the
social contract hardened into rules and dictates — the

behaVlnral codes t that members of a society fervently
wish others to follow and are themselves w1ll1ng to
ae_cmept for the common good (Wllson 1998, p- 57).

"On this view of ethics as a social construction

rooted in biological causes, it 1s difficult to find a

episternic certainty becomes as slippery as Jello under
one’s feet if our sole explanation for the powerful
ought turns on the feeble maybe. And not even an
enduring maybe but one that changes with the will of
the collective.

On the other hand, it appears that true ethical
cotitage and intégrity are inextricably tied to one’s
epistémic certainty that some courses of action are
1ntr1n51cally wrong and others are intrinsically right.
If a salesperson wonders whether it is really wrong to

pad her expense account, since most salespeople in
the company are doing it and nobody seems to
object, it becomes even more difficult for that
salesperson to justify in her own mind the costs she
would incur, both tmancially and professionally, for
breaking out of the norm. Not only is s courage called
tor but also the confidence that one’s percept1 ons
and beliefs about the ethlcal rightness of one’s action
are sufficient to sustain the inevitable criticism and
censure that would follow. In contrast to naturalism,
a substance dualism view of personhood does carry
within it the high probabilities of epistemic certainty
concerning true moral knowledge, coupled as it is
with the mechanism for accessing that knowledge,
the human soul.

A moral driver

One_function of the soul is the moral driver, the

fundamental motivator or impetus that compels an
individual to select ethical behavior over unethical

behavior. For our purposes, we may call this driver
conscience, and it is the motivator behind the exercise
of free agency toward moral reasoning and behavior.
" Once again, the physicalist has little reason to
predict human conscience and scant wherewithal to
explain its origin and function. For example, natu-
ralists often contend that moral standards derive ffom
Teréditary biases in mental development coupled
with emotional conditioning that eventually “hard-

et
ens’ over generatlons into rules and laws of soc1ety

solid footing for epistemic conﬁdence or the pursuit
of ethlcal knowledge and understanding. Physicalists
réject the notion of substance dualism with its

embarrassmg entanglements of soul entities and

transcendent moral authorities; yet one m must wonder
how the courage to act ethlcally 1s derlved 1f moral
groundmgs are percelved to shift randomly Surely

Thes¢ are the tools, if you will, that have enabled the
species to survive and prosper, and, therefore, they
have been transmitted to subsequent generations,
initially through biological means, and later through
socialization.

Consider, however, the.dithculty of explaining

how it could concelvably come about given the
ol =
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aforementioned assumptions about the emergence of

consc1ence “that _people are sometimes self-com-
Eelled to choose ‘moral actions in_conformity w1t:h

immediate society. Or how people mlght be in-
. duced to take_moral actions that Jeopardlze their

own blologlcal survival and social wellbemg ‘And
how does naturalism account for the fact that

sometimes people make choices they do not wish to
make but that they believe they must make in order
to preserve moral integrity? These sorts of actions
suggest a moral driver that, in some cases, supersedes

mere survival instincts or biological conditioning. In
fact, the moral imperatives of conscience often ap-
pear to impel behavior that is contrary to what one
would expect if naturalistic origins were sufficient to

explain a person’s moral motions.

Even more troubling with respect to the natu-
ralists’ position is the question of how conscience
itself, with its intuitive grasp of many common moral
and ethical values, could have arisen from the purely
physical. Theories of emergence that ultimately
relegate human conscience to a higher order of
chemical processing stretch credulity beyond
acceptable limits. And, in fact, there is no scientific
test that could empirically verify naturalistic origins
of conscience.

Rea and Plantinga (Newsweek, October 10,
2004, p. 17), internationally recognized philoso-
phers from the University of Notre Dame, re-
sponded as follows to Psychologist Steven Pinker’s
claim in a recent issue of Newsweek (September 27,
2004, p. 78) that neuroscience has demonstrated
the absence of a soul. Rea and Plantinga respond,
“The fact is, any ‘argument’ for Pinker’s conclu-
sion Wolld have 10 invoke substantive and con-
troversial metaphysical premises — premises that, by
aﬂ~ accounts, would fall well outside the prove-
" To_claim scientific

nance of any Tatural | science.’
naturahsm as a b351s for understandmg ‘the entirety

of human essence is to make a leap of not only

gigantic but also of unfounded and naive propor-
tions. Further, this claim, as it continues more and
more to gain traction within the academy carries
the potential of further undermining what are now
viewed by many as tenuous foundations for pos-
iting objective moral and ethical knowledge.

Conclusion

Scientiﬁc naturalism carries a great deal of weight

e"“piarlatlon “of "hiiman_ongins_and personhood.
However, substance dualism, with its recognition of
—ptiysical and immaterial substanc_e_ is a better expla-
“hation of the essence of human persons s both as we
“exXperience ourselves and as we derive and adhere to
moral and ethical norms. Since business ethics
inevitably deals with issues that demand inquiry into
ethical treatment of others, it is important for busi-
ness students to consider what their views of human
personhood suggest in terms of moral reasoning and
ethical discernment. Moreover, to foster higher level

reasoning and critical thinking skills about business
ethics as subject matter, the underlying premises on
which one predicates one’s ethical opinions merit
investigation.

Business students who are taught in some venues
to accept a materialistic view of human beings and,
in other venues, to honor and respect other people
because of their inherent value and the importance
of behaving morally are receiving mixed, and in
many respects, contradictory messages. At a mini-
mum, the plausibility of holding both views simul-
taneously ought to be explored. Otherwise, the
inevitable result will be confusion and a minimizing
of substance dualism; which is the view that more
consistently provides a framework for discovering
moral and ethical knowledge.
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