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Michael M. Harmon 
Counterintuitive ethical guidance for public administrators 

This essay serves a two-fold purpose: first, to critique several of the key philosophical, 
epistemological, and psychological assumptions on which mainstream managerial ethics is 
typically based; and, second, to explore four «counterintuitive» practical propositions 
concerning moral/ethical action implied by that critique. The essay is based on the belief that 
ethical principles and advice found in mainstream ethical discourse predictably fail to achieve 
their intended purpose of providing sensible moral guidance. Those failures are predictable 
when examined from intellectual viewpoints – some ancient and others sometimes 
characterized as «postmodernist» – that challenge the still-prevailing modernist belief in the 
individual as a rational, self-aware decision maker. 

Because the four propositions are counterintuitive, they may initially seem to be not 
only whimsical but also affronts to common sense. My intention, however, is to explain, 
albeit with an occasional sprinkling of irony, how various intellectual perspectives from 
outside the mainstream discourses on ethics and management render those propositions not 
only sensible, but eminently practical. These alternative perspectives-including 
poststructuralism, neo-pragmatism, ethnomethodology, neurophysiology-collectively depict 
individual action as unconsciously and affectively motivated, emerging from the unique 
contingencies of social relationship, and constituted by language that is inherently unstable 
and ambiguous. At the paper's conclusion, I intend to argue briefly that the lost, but still 
recoverable, variable in ethical discourse is human relationship itself – through which, and 
only through which, the ambiguities of ethical and moral principles can be continually 
negotiated in contextually appropriate ways. 

Proposition № 1. Don't give advice. Early in their training professional counselors 
learn of the hazards of giving personal advice to their clients. The first hazard is that advice-
giving can be a waste of time inasmuch as the client may already have anticipated, and 
perhaps sensibly decided not to follow, the counselor's superfluous suggestions. Second, when 
the client does follow the counselor's advice, it may often be bad advice in the sense of failing 
to account for crucial features of the action context as the client uniquely experiences it. 
Finally, on those infrequent occasions when the advice is not only heeded, but also turns out 
to be good advice, the client's sense of personal responsibility for action taken in light of it 
may be shifted, albeit unconsciously, to the counselor. When this happens, the client becomes 
dependent on the counselor, rather than achieving self-aware ownership of his or her actions, 
which is typically the purpose of counseling in the first place. Personal advice given by 
friends to other friends is subject to these same hazards, which are often magnified by the 
advice-giving friends' lack of professional training and experience, or by their own, often 
hidden, investment in whatever course of action the recipient of the advice might eventually 
decide upon. 

Ethics might sensibly be thought of as a form of moral advice for guiding public (i.e., 
governmental, organizational, or other formal institutional) decision making. Just as the 
giving of personal advice by counselors and friends is often ineffectual and even 
counterproductive, ethical advice is very often problematic for analogous reasons. What 
follows, I should emphasize, is not intended as a blanket condemnation of ethical advice-
giving; as I suggest in the discussion of Proposition № 3, ethical rules and admonitions that 
take the form of prohibitions or recommendations against particular actions are often sensible 
not only on moral grounds, but on prudential ones as well. Being ethical in this sense is, 
among other things, a good way for decision makers to stay out of trouble. People on the 
receiving end of these ethical reminders, however, may nevertheless regard them as time-
wasting or even gratuitous if, as is typically the case, they are already aware of them.  
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My target in this discussion, rather, is ethical advice of a more «positive» sort, namely, 
advice that presumes to provide moral guidance or standards of justification for individual 
decision makers in authoritative roles. My concerns about such ethical advice are not chiefly 
that it will be ignored (although that, too, is a distinct possibility), but that alternative 
perspectives on the nature of responsibility, moral justification, language, and cooperative 
action may be obscured, underestimated, or precluded by it. Below are four reasons offered in 
support of this proposition. 

a. The giving of ethical advice typically presupposes that its recipient will, after due 
consultation and reflection, ultimately make a decision unilaterally, and later be held chiefly if 
not solely accountable for its consequences. An alternative view of ethical action holds that no 
moral decision should be made alone, but always, as H. Richard Niebuhr (1963) once urged, 
in collaboration (not merely consultation) with others. Organizational contexts within which 
decisions are made and action taken are inherently social contexts, suggesting that truly 
ethical action is necessarily collaborative, and that accountability entails people's mutual, 
back-and-forth «accounting for» the reasons given in support of their actions. As it is 
conventionally conceived, however, advice giving separates the adviser from the ultimate 
decision maker, with unfortunate but predicable results. Specifically, both the advice giver 
and the decision maker are thus in positions to blame one another if the advice doesn't 
produce desirable results: the decision maker may scapegoat the advice giver (often a trusted 
subordinate) for what might turn out to be poor advice; and the advice giver may «pass the 
buck» to his or her superior, perhaps especially when the resulting decision produces-as is 
nearly always the case-unanticipated consequences. 

b. When ethical advice is justified in terms of abstract principles, «responsibility» is 
complicated in yet an additional way, namely, by being depersonalized. Similar to situations 
of personal advice giving, in which recipients may avoid their personal responsibility by (to 
use the clinical term) unconsciously projecting it onto counselors and friends, «principled» 
ethical advice similarly runs the risk of lodging responsibility for decision makers' actions in 
an impersonal abstraction. That is, decision makers may «hide behind» or «retreat to» the 
impersonal shield of principle in order to distance themselves personally from the 
consequences of their actions. The protective shield of principle provides decision makers, 
therefore, with a powerful means of psychological and moral avoidance made all the more 
pernicious when such principles carry or invoke great symbolic and authoritative power. As 
the novelist Dorothy Sayers once remarked, «The first thing a principle does is to kill 
somebody» (in Barzun 2002) 

c. The third problem created by ethical advice is that it reinforces an unwarranted 
conceptual distinction between ethical and practical considerations. Two implicit assumptions 
underlie this problematic distinction: first, that factual issues bearing on the question «What is 
going on here?» are relatively stable and unambiguous, suggesting that doubts or 
controversies about «What should we do?» have mainly to do with value considerations, 
which are typically conceived as the legitimate province of the ethicist or of «ethical 
discourse». Ethical advice, that is, often presupposes that the facts of a particular decision 
situation calling for ethical resolution are already self-evident or that disputes concerning 
those facts may be resolved by methods that are independent of the ethicists' purview. The 
second, and closely related, assumption is that «practical» is implicitly construed as a 
synonym for «technical» or «instrumental», with the consequence that moral/ethical aspects 
of technical, or means-based, questions and controversies may be ignored by explicitly ethical 
advice. There are at least two reasons for doubting the wisdom of these assumptions. First, 
values are very often implicit in the means-the methods and techniques-of accomplishing 
tasks and making decisions about «what to do next». And second, the presumably value-free 
descriptions of the facts of decision situations almost inevitably contain hidden normative 
beliefs and commitments about which decision makers and stakeholders have strong moral 
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investments. One of the key insights of the ethnomethodological movement of the 1960s and 
1970s held that people's moral investments in action situations is greater in their (often-
conflicting) factual understandings than in their values, differences concerning which they are 
typically far more tolerant (Garfinkel 1967). Because of its often high level of abstraction and 
generality, ethical advice may be ignored or, and perhaps even more likely, artfully construed 
in order to justify virtually any particular course of action.  

d. Finally, ethical advice ostensibly informed by general or abstract principles is given 
on the presumption that these principles may and should guide the subsequent selection of 
particular courses of action. In fact, the reverse is more typically the case: principles are 
instead invoked retrospectively in order to rationalize courses of action that either the advice 
giver privately prefers or that the decision maker has already selected for other, 
«nonprincipled» reasons. Thus the interaction between «givers» and «takers» of principled 
advice may constitute nothing more than a ritualistic masquerade in order to legitimate 
already existing preferences. As we shall see in the discussion of Proposition № 2, this 
retrospective, or rationalizing, role of principles does not represent an unfortunate perversion 
of their proper ethical use, but is instead an inevitable consequence of the historically 
contextuated origin and application of ethical principles.  

Proposition № 2. Be unprincipled. In mainstream ethical discourse moral principles 
ostensibly serve as guardians against the corrupting influence of either individual self-interest or 
human emotion (in earlier times known disparagingly as the «passions») in guiding people's 
decisions. Following the tradition of Enlightenment rationalism, mainstream ethicists look to 
principles to provide general, or universal, criteria for guiding those decisions. By this account, 
principles are presumed to be neutral and therefore impersonal with respect to the outcomes of 
the particular cases to which they are applied. «Principled decision making», that is, presumes 
the priority of the general over the particular, and thereby constitutes a preferred, indeed a 
necessary, ethical orientation in order to keep self-interest and the passions safely at bay. 

Two closely related objections may be lodged against this view, both of which 
challenge the priority of principled morality: first, that principled morality is not necessarily 
preferable to morality grounded in the unique contingencies of personal relationships; and 
second, that the aspirations of principled morality cannot even «in principle» be realized. The 
grounds for both of these objections are hinted at in Stanley Fish's (1999) commentary on 
director Sam Peckinpah's classic Western The Wild Bunch. 

The wild bunch is an outlaw gang led by two grizzled veterans played to a 
career-performance turn by William Holden and Ernest Borgnine. One evening the 
two are sitting around discussing an old comrade who has gone over to the other side 
and now rides at the head of the band of railroad detectives pursuing them. The 
Borgnine character is incensed and can’t understand why their old friend doesn’t 
abandon the pursuit and come home to where he really belongs. You have to 
remember, the Holden character says, he gave his word to the railroad. So what? is the 
response; it’s not giving your word that’s important, it’s who you give your word to.  

I read the scene as a profound and concise analysis of the great divide in 
political theory. On the one side is the man of principle for whom a formal contract 
must be kept irrespective of the moral status of the other party; when you give your 
word, you give your word and that’s it. On the other side is the man who varies his 
obligations according to the moral worth of the persons he encounters; some people 
have a call on your integrity, others don’t, and the important thing is to determine at 
every moment which is which (p. 1).  
Fish leaves no doubt as to who, in his opinion, has the stronger case: the Borgnine 

character wins hands down. What the Holden character, clearly a «man of principle», sees is 
that the man now allied with the railroad gave his word and that people maintain their 
integrity by keeping their word. The Borgnine character, by contrast, sees the situation more 
directly. He regards the railroad man personally as a former friend and associate, and wonders 
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why the man doesn't leave the railroad and rejoin him and his partner. For the Borgnine 
character, integrity is a concrete quality that can only be expressed in the context of particular 
human relationships. 

Fish sides with the Borgnine character, however, not simply because he believes that 
people’s feelings and judgments about particular others provide a better basis for moral action 
than that promised by neutral principles, but because the neutral-principles alternative is itself 
a logical impossibility. Principles always originate in, derive their substantive meaning from, 
and are then interpreted in the light of particular historical and local contexts, forcing the 
conclusion that any principle will necessarily serve some people’s interests at the expense of 
others’ interests. If that is the case, then no principle can (even in principle) be either 
substantively neutral or disinterestedly applied. Thus the question that mainstream ethicists 
have grappled with for more than a century–namely, whether managers should or shouldn’t 
act independently on the basis of principle-is pointless because they couldn’t act on principle, 
at least so conceived, even if they tried.  

Because they originate in prior local and historical experience, moral principles 
appropriate for guiding and assessing action in one context will nearly always fail to provide 
sensible guides to action in other, superficially similar contexts. This partly explains why the 
assertion of a principle's universality in defense of a particular course of action is often 
experienced as a power play by people whose interests fail to be served by it. Context always 
matters-including perhaps especially people's feelings within and about particular contexts-
suggesting that principles can never be neutrally and dispassionately applied. The «principle» 
of non-discrimination against minorities, women, and gays, for example, has achieved moral 
and ethical force, not from its embodiment of a universal moral truth, but because of people's 
empathic and even passionate identification with those who historically have suffered from 
the invidiousness and downright meanness of particular social and political practices now 
pejoratively labeled as «discriminatory». We object to those forms of discrimination not 
because they violate an abstractly conceived principle, but because they violate the wishes 
and aspirations of particular flesh-and-blood people. By the same token, whether particular 
remedies (such as affirmative action policies) for redressing the effects of prior discriminatory 
practices are warranted cannot be determined by reference to the «neutral» principle of 
nondiscrimination, but only in terms of local pragmatic assessments of whether such policies 
produce their intended results. Depending on the varying circumstances within which such 
policies are implemented, sometimes they will succeed and sometimes they won't. Context 
rather than principle will be the determining factor.  

Two additional reasons for skepticism about the power of principles in providing ethical 
guidance bear mention here. The first is that various principles that people generally regard as 
valid or morally legitimate often stand in tension with one another, with little hope of that 
tension being resolvable through appeal to a «higher», overarching principle. Common 
examples of such opposing principles include, among many others, liberty versus equality, 
and freedom versus order, equality of opportunity versus equality of outcomes. These pairs of 
principles illustrate Joseph Badaracco's (1997) point that ethical choice, especially with 
respect to difficult decisions, entails choosing between «right and right», in which case the 
single-minded assertion of one principle to the exclusion of another only serves to obscure the 
possible validity of an opposing point of view. No wonder, then, that principled ethical 
argument nearly always ends in stalemate. And just to drive the point home, try to recall the 
last time you actually won a «principled» argument with someone. 

Secondly, just as particular principles often oppose other, equally valid ones, they can 
also conceal a darker side, that is, the pathological expression of a purported good when 
carried to its extreme. Distinguishing, for example, between order and oppression, liberty and 
license, morality and moralism, and principle and dogma is extremely difficult to determine in 
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the abstract, suggesting that any practical possibility of telling the difference between them 
has to be determined on a case-by-case basis and even then only with great tentativeness.  

Proposition № 3. Accentuate the negative. Ethical rules and principles may primarily 
be useful as cautions about what we should not do, rather than as «positive» guides for action. 
Although few would regard «the power of negative thinking» as an inspirational ethical 
posture, support for it can nevertheless be found in two traditions of Western thought often 
regarded as being in opposition to one another, namely, religion and science. In Judeo-
Christian teachings, support for this ethical posture can be traced back at least as far as the 
Rabbi Hillel's precursor to the Golden Rule («Do not do unto others as you would not have 
others do unto you») and the Ten Commandments, eight of which are introduced by the 
admonition «Thou shalt not». And in the earliest statement of medical ethics, «Do no harm» 
typically precedes more positive injunctions with respect to medical treatment. 

Analogously, Karl Popper's (1985) influential «line of demarcation» between science 
and nonscience holds that a proposition can be regarded as scientific only if it is constructed 
in such a way that it can be subjected to tests of falsification. The validity of a proposition, 
that is, cannot be tested directly; rather, it is provisionally accepted as «true» if it survives 
repeated attempts to falsify it, and even then only if it satisfies other criteria such as logical 
coherence, parsimony, and practical utility in problem solving. Truth, as least in any strong 
sense of the word, is an unnecessary and in any event an unattainable aspiration for scientists, 
who, after formulating imaginative propositions and hypotheses, must be content with 
weeding out the bad ones. From Popper's standpoint, propositions (or hypotheses) «work» in 
the sense of surviving (though seldom in perpetuity) tests aimed at falsifying them. As in the 
process of natural selection first described by Darwin (1859), the formulation of propositions, 
akin to random genetic variation necessary for the generation of new plant and animal species, 
is then followed by rigorous attempts to falsify them, a process analogous to the species' 
«veto» by local environmental constraints that determine their unsuitability for future 
survival. (Alert readers with even a passing acquaintance with inferential statistics may 
already have spotted the obvious parallel between Popper's «negative» conception of science 
and what they may have initially regarded as the perverse logic of the «null hypothesis». The 
null, or «no difference», assumption in statistics holds that a hypothesis's validation has to be 
not only tentative and probabilistic, but also that the hypothesis must initially be assumed to 
be false until demonstrated otherwise. Similar to the burden of proof in criminal court cases, 
innocence, like the falsity of hypotheses, is presumed until or unless «guilt» is demonstrated 
by the null's rejection. The «positive» acceptance of a hypothesis, in other words, entails the 
seemingly curious «double negative» of being able to reject what you really don't believe, or 
at least suspect, in the first place. Similarly, the rules and conventions of competitive debate 
stipulate that the Affirmative team bears the burden of proof, or argument, with respect to the 
proposition being contested, while the Negative team, rather than being obliged to prove the 
proposition's falsity, only have to show that the Affirmative team has not yet proved its case 
for the proposition).  

If this brief outline of the case for thinking negatively might strike readers as odd or 
even somewhat irrational, it may in fact aptly summarize how people naturally think and act. 
Widely recognized research on brain physiology, for example, indicates that the initial 
impetus for human actions (including what we widely recognize as the «creative impulse») is 
located at the level of the unconscious, and that the role of consciousness-the ostensible 
domain of the «rational» – is limited to occasionally vetoing those unconscious urges 
(Nørretranders 1998). In short, the unconscious «proposes» and consciousness «disposes». 
Recognition of consciousness's limited role in decision making-including perhaps especially 
ethical decision making-provides the useful service of deflating people's inflated, overly 
heroic, and often dangerous beliefs about their ability to reshape the world «positively» by 
controlling events through sheer force of moral or intellectual will.  
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What originated as his core insight about the «negative» (quite literally, anti-positivist) 
character of the scientific method later led Popper (1971) to incorporate that same insight as 
the guiding principle of his political philosophy. Positive claims to moral truth, as found in 
the dominant political ideologies of the mid-twentieth century-most conspicuously, National 
Socialism and Soviet Communism-inevitably sowed the seeds of tyranny. The most effective 
means for combating the pernicious consequences of political ideologies of both the political 
left and right lay, not in the development of better ideologies-ideologies predicated on more 
humane and just visions of the social and political world – but on open modes of governance 
by means of which mistakes could be identified and alternative practices and policies 
provisionally identified and adopted. Popper argued that piecemeal reform, generated through 
an open process of trial and error similar to that of the scientific method, therefore provided a 
surer antidote to political tyranny than the utopian visions of ideologues, however well 
intended they might appear. 

Proposition № 4. Be indecisive (or, trust the process). One of the chief values 
implicit in Popper's «negative» conception of science and politics is tentativeness. 
Tentativeness implies both modesty about the moral rightness of one's own values and 
preferences as well as uncertainty about the future consequences of one's actions. In the first 
of these two senses, tentativeness has the considerable virtue of dampening managers' 
inclinations toward «moralism», an attitude that closes dialogue by refusing to admit the 
possible rightness of alternative moral viewpoints or sets of values (McSwite 2001). However 
noble the sentiments that might generate them, claims to the «moral high ground» may, 
though often unconsciously, be experienced by others as arrogant, or simply beside the point, 
by disguising rather than clarifying what is really at stake in decision situations.  

A posture of tentativeness, by contrast, invites the expression of novel information and 
alternative viewpoints and values, allowing courses of action, as well as the ethical and moral 
standards for judging them, to emerge collaboratively from social relationships-from what 
Mary Parker Follett (1924) called the «law of the situation»-rather than from the decisive 
imposition of individual will and moral judgment. Indecisiveness in this sense not only 
presupposes the now-standard management advice that decisions should not be made 
unilaterally, but, from the «process» perspective that will be briefly elaborated here, suggests 
a radical rethinking of what we mean by the idea of decision itself. From this alternative view, 
a decision can be regarded as an artificial stoppage of social processes through which 
appropriate courses of action may be identified and acted upon (Harmon 1989). Decisions 
thus emerge from social interaction rather than preceding it. The conventional rationalist 
sequence of «thinking/deciding/acting» is rearranged as «acting/thinking/deciding». Similar 
to Karl Weick's (1979) classic reformulation of the generic sequence of action – «How can I 
know what I mean until I see what I say?» – the rearranged decision making sequence states: 
«How can we know what we have decided until we see more clearly what we have already 
been doing?» Action itself generates new information by altering the situation, thus revealing 
alternative action possibilities. 

This indecisive sequence places an ethical premium on finding «common ground» 
rather than claiming the moral high ground. Common ground is more often discovered by the 
sharing of stories in order to develop empathic identification with the diverse experiences of 
others than by abstract discussions about ethics, values, and principles. This emphasis on 
common ground rather than the moral high ground suggests that the «ethical» is properly 
found, not chiefly in discourse about the ends to be achieved, but in the means, or processes, 
by which people collaborate with one another. The ethical wisdom of particular ends, that is, 
cannot be determined apart from their historical origins in the social processes that shape 
value commitments.  

This insight forms the core of what is sometimes called the process perspective in 
organizational theory. Also known as «constitutive rationality» (Tribe 1973), that perspective 
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holds that ethical judgments about «where one ends up» cannot be separated from ethical 
judgments about «how one gets there». From an organizational process standpoint, the 
distinction between ends and means is collapsed; process is thus not, strictly speaking, a 
synonym for means. Rather, courses of action are seen as combining the questions of what we 
should do and how we should do it. The ethical «goods» to be achieved, that is, are in 
MacIntyre's (1984) term «internal» to the process of social interaction, rather than decided 
upon «externally» – independently of and prior to the context of collaboration in which 
courses of actions are decided upon. (Thus, playing chess well, for example, is determined not 
simply by whether one wins the match, but also by whether one abides by the rules, 
conventions, and traditions of playing chess. Winning and losing are meaningful outcomes 
only if one respects those rules and traditions). The «how» and the «what» are essentially 
fused, which means that ethical choices cannot be neatly divided into conceptually separate 
categories of ethical procedures as opposed to ethically desirable ends or goals. By fusing 
means and ends in this way, the process perspective severely undermines the two principle 
traditions of Western philosophical ethics-utilitarianism and Kantian ethics – both of which, 
though in differing ways, uphold the means/ends distinction.  

The purpose of this brief summary of the process perspective is not chiefly to make a 
purely philosophical point, but to underscore the practical value of building workable 
relationships in order to resolve ethical, as well as other kinds of organizational, conflicts. To 
be «indecisive» in the sense I have intended here is simply another way of recommending the 
old organizational development adage to «Trust the process» as the best advice for dealing 
realistically with these conflicts. As the mainstream mediation literature has long urged, 
seemingly intractable conflicts, both within organizations as well as between nation states, 
stand a fighting chance of being reduced and mitigated only when the intimate details of 
personal relationship are directly attended to (Fisher, Ury, and Patton 1991).  

The four propositions discussed here could be interpreted modestly as merely a 
counterintuitive supplement to mainstream management ethics. From such a reading, the 
propositions might occasionally serve as sensible cautions to managers against expecting too 
much in the way of the definitive advice from ethicists. An alternative reading, however, 
suggests a more radical conclusion, namely, that these propositions, collectively considered, 
fundamentally challenge the very notion of ethics itself, at least as it is elaborated in 
«applied» versions of Kantian and utilitarian ethical philosophy and virtue ethics. With few 
exceptions, all three of these ethical traditions, at least implicitly, share in common three 
assumptions and beliefs, all of which have been called into question here: 1) that the ethical 
dimensions of management decisions and actions are conceptually distinguishable from their 
practical dimensions; 2) that general, abstract principles and values may serve as effective 
guides to ethical action in particular cases; and 3) that ethics may provide useful guidance to 
individual decision makers.  

To the contrary, the preceding discussion suggests that ethical dimensions of action are 
always implicit in, and inseparable from, practical considerations; that abstract values and 
principles, owing to the almost infinite malleability of their interpretations in particular cases, 
provide little if any real help to managers in either guiding ethical conduct or resolving ethical 
disagreements; and that truly ethical action is necessarily interaction rather than action taken 
on the basis of managers' unilateral decisions. These conclusions are by no means pessimistic 
about the possibilities for ethical action in organizations. What they do suggest, however, is 
that the ethical, rather than the product of the abstract reasoning of rational individuals, can 
only be created in the context of organizational processes grounded in authentic relationships-
«whenever», as the Book of Matthew counsels, «two or more are gathered».   
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