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Abstract Moral imagination is often viewed as a necessary condition for ethical leadership on account
of its role in managerial decision-making and organizational management. This article argues that an ex-
tension of the notion beyond this limited context sheds light on recent reconceptualizations of the nature
of business and the relation of business and society proffered by several well-known business leaders. It is
suggested that an account of moral imagination which takes into consideration its contribution to the de-
velopment of a morally deeper and broader perspective and its bearing on character is of particular value
for business leaders.
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Introduction damaging (if not completely corrupting) effects
of the account of Corporate Social Responsibi-
OVER THE COURSE OF THE past several lity championed by Milton Friedman which has

years there has been a spate of books by pro- it that the only social responsibility of business
minent CEOs and other business leaders is to increase shareholder value, within the li-
trumpeting a new vision of corporate purpose, mits of law and conventional mores.!

ostensibly to mitigate what they see as the This view has exercised an enormous
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amount of influence on American business’s
self-representation over the course of the past
four decades, and I think it safe to say that it
continues to be the prevailing orthodoxy
among many free-market economists and bu-
siness practitioners, as well as the public at
large. The account itself, of course, has its
roots in views on political economy which
predate by some two centuries Friedman’s oft-
cited 1970 New York Times Magazine article
in which he spelled out his position, but the
above-mentioned authors typically direct their
criticisms toward what at least one sees as a
hijacking of the classical views designed to jus-
tify a myopic vision of the purpose of business
that marginalizes the humanitarian value of
the free enterprise system.’

Some of the more popular titles in this ex-
panding market are (now deceased) Ray An-
derson’s Mid-Course Correction® and Confessi-
ons of a Radical Industrialist,* Jeffrey Hollen-
der’s The Responsibility Revolution,” and most
recently, John Mackey’s Conscious Capitalism.®
Each of these authors — the CEOs, respec-
tively, of Interface Global, Seventh Generati-
on, and Whole Foods Market — makes the
case that the purpose of business lies elsewhere
than in maximizing shareholder wealth, a view
which they find to be essentially passé-fare (pun
intended). The alternative is a version of stake-
holder theory, the now well-established ap-
proach that emphasizes the importance of ack-
nowledging and addressing the obligations of
business toward all those who affect and are
affected by a given business enterprise.”

Books such as these, aimed at a general au-
dience, are nothing new; popular manifestos
speaking to effective and responsible business
leadership by well-known executives have
been standard fare for years. Nor is the messa-
ge particularly new, as management theorists
and business ethicists would be inclined to
point out. Indeed, as far back as 1951, Standard
Oil's board chairman Frank Abrams wrote
presciently in a Harvard Business Review artic-
le that managers had a duty to conduct the af-
fairs of the enterprise to maintain an equitable
and workable balance among the claims of the

variously directed interest groups, a harmoni-
ous balance among stockholders, employees,
customers, and the public at large.®

We recognize this, of course, as an early
expression of what eventually came to be
known as stakeholder theory, although similar
sentiments can be found in the business litera-
ture even earlier. The notion gained increa-
sing traction in the post WWII years, and by
the late 1980s stakeholder theory and the rela-
ted concept of corporate social responsibility
had become particularly influential, primarily
in academic circles and among the public in
general.’

Yet there is something decidedly different
about the vision underlying the most recent
calls for a reassessment of the purpose of bu-
siness, a vision which is at once more vibrant
and expressed with greater urgency than those
of the past. Jeffrey Hollender, for example,
writes of a revolutionary and evolutionary
transformation involving sweeping change by
«wiping away the deeply ingrained way that
we’ve come to narrowly define the purpose of
business».'” We are experiencing a «moment
of punctuated, accelerated change [... which
..] will redefine business’s obligations to
society and reconfigure the sources of growth
and competitive advantage», and which will
«require us not only to anticipate the end of
corporate responsibility as we’ve known it [he
seems to be referring here to Friedman’s
view], but also to imagine the whole new mo-
dels that will replace it>."!

In a similar vein, John Mackey writes that
he has «come to realize that the world
urgently needs a richer, more holistic, and
more humanistic philosophy and narrative
about business than the one we have encoun-
tered from economic textbooks, in business
school teachings, and even from the mouths
and pens of many prominent business
leaders»."* It is clear from such passages that
these authors view themselves as the vangu-
ards of a long-needed reimagining of busi-
ness purpose.

Apart from the fact that the sense of ur-
gency is in part a response to the debacles of
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the last decade that cast the corporate world
in an increasingly negative light, to what can
the overarching vision be attributed? I want to
suggest that the view of the purpose of busi-
ness articulated in these and similar accounts,
however divergent in detail, is the result of an
exercise of the moral imagination, albeit not in
the manner in which the notion is usually con-
ceived in the business ethics and management
literature. Current scholarship typically em-
phasizes the importance of moral imagination
for managerial decision-making and organiza-
tional problem-solving, with the implication
that the habitual exercise of moral imaginati-
on by those in positions of leadership will con-
tribute positively to an ethical business cul-
ture."”

Such a construal, however, ignores a valu-
able dimension of moral imagination, viz. its
capacity for transforming the way in which
one views oneself in relation to others and to
the world, culminating in a considerable reori-
entation of values and actions. Through the
habitual exercise of the moral imagination, an
agent comes to discover reasons for reorien-
ting herself toward ends which are conducive
to human well-being and is motivated to act
so as to achieve those ends. In so doing, she
participates in her own moral self-cultivation.

In the present context, I want to suggest
that the accounts of each of the business lea-
ders mentioned above have been influenced in
part by such a reorientation, effected through
a reflective and imaginative understanding of
their practice’s goals and its impact on human
flourishing. At the end of this article, I will
single out one of these authors in particular
whose narrative exemplifies this to a greater
degree than the others.

Ultimately, I will conclude that business
leaders will be well-served by cultivating the
exercise of the moral imagination in the man-
ner illustrated by the example.

Imagination, mental models, and
decision-making

Let us begin by examining the concept of

the moral imagination in greater detail. While
the first appearance in print of the words
“moral imagination” has been attributed to
Edmund Burke,' the notion of an imaginative
exercise having a specific moral dimension or
revealing morally salient features of expe-
rience can be traced to the Scottish sentimen-
talists, in particular Adam Smith and his
account of sympathy (what we would call
empathy) and the related conception of the
impartial spectator.”” The capacity to sympa-
thize with the other and imaginatively project
ourselves into her experience allows us to step
back, as it were, from our involvement in a si-
tuation, allowing us to adjudicate the situation
in a more detached and impartial fashion than
would otherwise be possible.

As Werhane points out, Smith’s analysis
has served as the basis for a great deal of con-
temporary work on moral imagination, em-
phasizing as it does the role of empathy in un-
derstanding another’s perspective and in ma-
king moral decisions.”® From these early re-
flections on the nature of moral psychology,
the concept of moral imagination has become
established currency among scholars in a vari-
ety of fields, including developmental and
educational psychology, organizational theo-
ry, management, leadership studies, and ap-
plied ethics, among others.

In contemporary discussions, moral ima-
gination is commonly characterized as a men-
tal activity through which an agent becomes
aware of the morally significant features of a
particular situation and of how the conse-
quences of a given decision made within that
particular context will bear on all those affec-
ted."” For example, Jonathan Jacobs suggests
that moral imagination involves articulating
and examining alternatives, weighing them
and their probable implications, considering
their effects on one’s other plans and interests,
and considering their possible effects on the
interests and feelings of others."

Similarly, Mark Johnson characterizes mo-
ral imagination as «an ability to imaginatively
discern various possibilities for acting within a
given situation and to envision the potential
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help and harm that are likely to result from a
given action>." Patricia Werhane’s influential
account is more elaborate, defining moral
imagination as «the ability to discover, evalu-
ate and act upon possibilities not merely de-
termined by a particular circumstance, or li-
mited by a set of operating mental models, or
merely framed by a set of rules».*® For Wer-
hane, being morally imaginative involves:

» Self-reflection about oneself and one’s si-
tuation;

»Disengaging from and becoming aware
of one’s situation, understanding the
mental model or script dominating that
situation, and envisioning possible moral
conflicts or dilemmas that might arise in
that context or as outcomes of the domi-
nating scheme;

»The ability to imagine new possibilities.
These possibilities include those that are
not context-dependent and that might
involve another mental model;

»The ability to evaluate from a moral
point of view both the original context
and its dominating mental models and
the new possibilities one has envi-
sioned.”!

Exercising the moral imagination, then,
includes a metacognitive appraisal of the con-
ceptual framework or “mental model”
through which the agent interprets her situa-
tion and which serves to guide her initial deci-
sion-making process; in acknowledging the
potential limitations of the framework, in
recognizing that hers is but one of several pos-
sible points of view, the agent is better able to
disengage from the dominant narrative and to
remove the colored glasses, as it were, and to
appreciate how the situation appears from a
variety of perspectives. In the context of busi-
ness leadership, «part of the job of moral
imagination is to perceive the ethical dimen-
sions of a managerial or corporate situation»,

and to help one «disengage from situational
or organizational perspectives and consider
viable alternatives based on reasonable moral
standards».”> The individual lacking facility
in moral imagination is thus particularly vul-
nerable to failures in moral decision-making,.

Werhane’s account is based on the largely
noncontroversial claim that human experi-
ence is shaped to a great extent, if not entirely,
by conceptual schemes or frameworks that
process and organize the data of experience in
complex epistemological ways.”® There are, of
course, many variations on this theme, but a
conceptual scheme, whatever else it may be, is
a function of our cognitive (and, indeed, our
affective and conative) interaction with the
world that sets limiting parameters on what
may or may not be experienced in a given
context. Beliefs, desires, interests, values,
expectations, emotions, all serve to produce a
particular representation of the world.** Cases
run the gamut from visual and other sense
perceptions to high-level conceptual construc-
tions such as scientific theories and religious
worldviews. Conceptual schemes can be nes-
ted or overlapping, and they are fluid, as new
information and experiences may contribute
to their refinement or rejection. As is often the
case, however, they can become so ingrained
that they are taken to be the definitive ac-
count, the default setting for making sense of
a particular situation or experience, or of a
wider, more general context.”

It is precisely the conflation of the picture
produced by a conceptual scheme with a
presumed objective reality or state of affairs
that can set the stage for moral myopia both
in the decision-making and wider context.
When a conceptual framework becomes an
ossified framing lens, important data and
other considerations (and thus alternative
perspectives), are inevitably left out of the pic-
ture, resulting in behavior that follows a
narrow pre-determined script and which ulti-
mately compromises moral sensitivity and de-
cision-making. Werhane has shown how such
an account sheds light on well-known examp-
les in the organizational context such as the
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Ford Pinto case, the Challenger disaster, and
others.” The common denominator among
these and similar cases is the fact that the in-
dividuals involved — those whose decisions
made all the difference with respect to the
outcomes — were unable to step out of their
“mindset” in order to evaluate its shortco-
mings and consider other frames of reference
which would reveal additional options. The
missing ingredient, as Werhane puts it, was
moral imagination.

Beyond the decision-making context: Of
systems and stakeholders

Note that the emphasis thus far has been
on an individual’s imaginatively envisioning
alternative solutions to possible moral con-
flicts arising in a specific situation. Indeed, as I
pointed out earlier, most contemporary rese-
arch on moral imagination has implicitly or
explicitly emphasized its role in generating in-
dividual moral judgments in the immediate
decision-making environment.

While the benefits of this account are evi-
dent — it provides managers or anyone else in-
volved in organizational decision-making with
a procedure for developing an ability that can
in turn become habitual with practice — I want
to suggest that there is an element of the mo-
ral imagination that is of greater significance
than its role in decision-making. Leaders, of
course, do a great deal more than adjudicate
courses of action and make decisions; they
create visions, establish workplace cultures,
help others achieve, and transform themselves
(and possibly much else besides) in the pro-
cess; moral imagination has a part to play in
these and other important dimensions of the
practice of leadership as well. As the lea-
dership scholar Joanne Ciulla has noted:

Part of a leader’s job is to help others ima-
gine morally better ways of living and
doing things [... without ...] moral imagina-
tion, leaders cannot create visions, under-
stand their moral obligation to others, or

implement their beliefs and values in the
ways that they lead and in the initiatives
that they take for change and transforma-
tion.”

If this is the case (and I think that it is),
then an extension of the concept of moral
imagination beyond the decision-making en-
vironment has important implications for the
practice of leadership.

In more recent work Werhane has noted
the limitations of her original account, ack-
nowledging that moral imagination is not only
a function of the individual, but operates at
both an organizational and systemic level as
well?® On this view, moral imagination can
contribute to a reconception of prevailing sys-
tems or institutions which themselves have
incurred moral responsibility through no sin-
gle individual’s actions (a particular political
economy, for example). Drawing on the “sys-
tems thinking” approach to problem solving
that emphasizes the interconnectedness
among the elements of any system, Werhane
argues that moral problems can arise in the
systemic context for which no one individual
is responsible and for which accounts of moral
imagination focusing on individual decision-
making are of limited value. Because organiza-
tions and institutions themselves can incur
moral responsibility in virtue of their purpo-
ses, goals, structure, and interrelationships
with other systems and sub-systems, an exten-
sion of moral imagination at the systemic level
is necessary for identifying and addressing
moral problems generated at that level.”’

Such an extension of the concept of moral
imagination naturally lends itself quite well to
stakeholder analysis, albeit one which ack-
nowledges the interdependency of all those
who affect and are affected by an organizati-
on. As Werhane has pointed out, whereas
classic stakeholder theory emphasizes dyadic
relations between an organization and each
stakeholder constituency, a systemic analysis
will include many configurations and lines of
accountability.*® Such a stakeholder network
model removes the organization from the cen-
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ter of the relationship map, a move which mo-
re accurately represents the complex nature of
contemporary commercial interaction. It also
serves to check the tendency to ascribe too
much in the way of individual and organizati-
onal obligations. In this way, the model is
meant to capture the diffusion of responsibili-
ties among the system’s constituents. Surely, I
bear some degree of responsibility, however
indirect, for the poor treatment of sweatshop
workers by purchasing goods from a company
for which workplace conditions are of little
concern; likewise, a supplier is complicit in
environmental degradation by providing raw
materials to a company that is careless in its
disposal of toxic chemicals. This does not ne-
cessarily lessen a company’s obligations, but it
indicates the extent to which all constituents
have a role to play in the solution of problems
endemic to the system - or, indeed, in rejec-
ting the mindset which keeps the system in
place.

The business leaders mentioned earlier
each seem to have in mind a version of this
account in their call for a new way of under-
standing the purpose of business. Indeed, the
language of systems thinking is found throug-
hout Whole Foods CEO John Mackey’s ar-
gument. For Mackey,

If a business seeks only to maximize profits
to ensure shareholder value and does not
attend to the health of the entire system,
short term profits may indeed result [...]
However, neglecting or abusing the other
constituencies in the interdependent sys-
tem will eventually create negative feed-
back loops that will [...] result in subopti-
mization of the entire system.*!

And

If business leaders become more aware
that their business is not a machine but
part of a complex, interdependent evolving
system with multiple constituencies, they
will see that  profit is one of the im-
portant purposes, but not the sole purpose.

They will also begin tosee that the best way
to maximize long-term profits is to create
value for the entire interdependent busi-
ness system.*

The notion that the primary purpose of bu-
siness lies in «creating value for the entire in-
terdependent business system> requires a mo-
re conscious effort to disengage from the men-
tal model which has shaped the standard con-
ception of business, i.e., that which places crea-
ting shareholder value above any other
consideration. This is not particularly surpri-
sing, as any framework which has been accep-
ted as the default setting is not going to be
readily called into question and replaced; and
yet, this is precisely where the moral imaginati-
on is required. The resulting perspectives are of
course themselves mental models — what sort
of perspective would not be? — but they are
recognized as being of greater moral breadth
and depth than those they would supersede.

What, then, is involved in creating value
for the entire interdependent economic sys-
tem, according to Mackie? We shouldn’t be
surprised to find a host of concepts that have
become common currency among business
ethicists and management theorists — indeed,
as intimated earlier, Mackie’s argument is es-
sentially a version of stakeholder theory with
elements of Virtue and Care Ethics included
(as well as a dose of enlightened self-interest)
so as to make the message palatable (and, I
suppose, the book marketable) to a public that
is likely to have little interest in the details of
organizational management and ethical theo-
ry. Among the necessary conditions for a
conscious business are (1) a compelling pur-
pose that unifies the enterprise and increases
its ethical commitments; (2) leadership that
models the purpose; (3) commitment to in-
creasing value for all stakeholders; (4) the
company viewed as community; (5) the em-
powerment of employees in a way that fosters
enthusiasm, commitment, and personal
growth; (6) the exercise of virtues such as in-
tegrity, loyalty, trust, love, and care.”

At bottom is simply the need, as Freeman
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puts it, to «automatically think about what is
owed to customers, suppliers, employers, fi-
nanciers and communities, in virtue of their
stake, and in virtue of their basic humani-
ty».** In so doing, «we can get about the bu-
siness of creating better selves and better
communities».* The relevance of moral ima-
gination to this important point will be
addressed in the next section.

I have been suggesting that the concept of
moral imagination is helpful in thinking about
the changing conceptions of business proffe-
red by those who view themselves as the van-
guard of such change. While some will remain
skeptical (perhaps finding some of the aims of
Mackie’s Conscious Capitalism naive or idea-
listic), and while the author’s rhetorical flou-
rishes might have been tempered with careful
argument, I think it fair to say that the vision
is a representative example of the exercise of
moral imagination at the organizational and
systemic level. It depends on an under-
standing and evaluation of the mental models
that have long been taken for granted as the
way to think about capitalism as a political
economy and its implications for the relation
between business and society, an effort to
imaginatively consider alternative ways of
conceiving this relation (ways which acknow-
ledge the complex network of interrelations
among all constituents of the free enterprise
system), and on the strategic implementation
of practices and procedures consistent with
this vision. Arguably, this is a welcome deve-
lopment; business ethicists and management
theorists who have long provided the theore-
tical underpinnings for such alternatives
should be grateful that these views are increa-
singly being championed by business leaders
themselves in the public square.

Moral imagination and self-cultivation

There is an additional point to be
addressed, and that is the important connec-
tion between the adoption of a morally
broader and deeper perspective and its effect
on an individual; lives often change dramati-

cally as a result of a new way of conceiving
one’s relations with others and the world, es-
pecially when those others are acknowledged
as living, breathing, human beings with aspira-
tions of their own. I do not mean this in the
sense of a Kantian recognition of autonomy,
which is a rather abstract notion, a formal
acquiescence to others’ interests in virtue of
their humanity. Rather, moral imagination
places us squarely in the world of the feelings,
emotions, and desires of those toward whom it
is directed.* In so doing, it moves us in ways
which have a direct bearing on the type of
person we should like to be. Moral imagination,
in other words, forces us to reflect carefully on
both ourselves and the ends we take to be
worth pursuing; if exercised authentically, both
may well stand in need of transformation.

And this brings me back to the claims I
made earlier that moral imagination, while a
necessary condition for moral decision-
making and for the taking of a broader per-
spective in the systemic context, also plays a
significant role in an individual’s moral self-
cultivation. I take this to be a process consis-
ting in a reorientation of values toward ends
and actions which are conducive to human
flourishing. This point, although not generally
emphasized, is not entirely absent from the
literature on moral imagination.

Business ethicists Dennis Moberg and
Mark Seabright, for example, highlight the ro-
le played by “possible moral selves” which are
individuals’ notions of who they could be as
moral persons.” In this connection, moral
imagination serves to produce a certain pic-
ture of one’s ideal self, which in turn creates
intentions and nudges one toward its realiza-
tion. In practice this is likely to mean identi-
fying and acting on second-order desires that
the agent recognizes as conducive to this
newly conceived self, and avoiding acting on
competing desires. Because moral cultivation
cannot occur in isolation from others, the deve-
lopment of empathy is an important part of
this process, as it serves to expand the moral
horizons of the individual beyond narrow self-
serving desires and actions. Initial patterns of
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behavior resulting from deeper reflection, em-
pathic development, and reorientation of desi-
res eventually become the habitual dispositions
characteristic of the future moral self as envisi-
oned. The result is essentially a transformation
of character.

Mark Johnson notes that through the cul-
tivation of moral imagination, «we will reflect
and act differently, because we see the im-
portance of moral perception and discern-
ment, of imaginatively taking up the part of
others, and of envisioning alternative possibi-
lities for composing situations in ways that
contribute to human flourishing>,” to which
one might add «and to our own growth as
moral agents». Through the exercise of the
moral imagination, we come to recognize the
limits we have placed on our convictions and
commitments, and to appreciate how they -
and, in turn, we ourselves — might be trans-
formed. Such a reorientation holds important
implications for business leadership, as we will
see in the following section.

An illustration: Ray Anderson and the in-
terface story

In light of the above account, it is worth
considering an example that illustrates the
themes that have been addressed throughout.
Ray C. Anderson, the deceased founder and
CEO of Interface Global, Inc., established his
company in 1973 and grew it to be the world’s
leading carpet tile manufacturer, with over
one billion dollars in annual sales by the early
1990’s. His personal transformation from
“radical industrialist” to champion of su-
stainable business practices has been well-
documented in a number of publications.
Through two decades of Interface’s remarkab-
le growth, as Anderson tells it:

It didn’t bother me a bit that Interface
consumed enough energy each year to light
and heat a city. Or that we and our supp-
liers transformed more than a billion
pounds of petroleum-derived raw mate-
rials into carpet tiles for offices and hospi-

tals, airports and hotels, schools, universi-
ties, and stores all around the world. So
what, if each day just one of my plants sent
six tons of carpet trimmings to the landfill?
What happened to it there? I had no idea.
It was someone else’s problem, not mine
[...] In fact, our belching smokestacks, our
gushing effluent pipes, our mountains of
waste (all completely legal), were tangible
proof that business was good. They meant
jobs. They meant orders coming in, pro-
ducts going out, and money in the bank.*

One might say that while his business was
indeed booming, any semblance of moral
sensitivity on Anderson’s part concerning its
environmental impact was all but non-
existent.

In 1994, Anderson received a memo from
a sales associate indicating that some custo-
mers had been inquiring about Interface’s en-
vironmental policies. An environmental task
force was convened, and Anderson was asked
by one of his associates to share his environ-
mental vision in a speech to launch the task
force. «The trouble was>, Anderson said:

I did not have an environmental vision [...]
I had never given a thought to what I or
my company was taking from the earth, or
doing to it.*

The only realistic response, for Anderson,
was something to the effect that Interface was
compliant with government regulations -
knowing that this could hardly be considered
an environmental vision of any substance. In
the weeks leading up to his speech, Anderson
came across Paul Hawken’s Ecology of Com-
merce, in which the environmentalist and ent-
repreneur argued that most of the world’s
most significant environmental problems we-
re due in large part to the short-sighted prac-
tices of business and industry.

The effect on Anderson was, as he tells it,
like that of «a spear in the chest>; it was «an
epiphany, a rude awakening, an eye-opening
experience».* He stood indicted as «a plun-
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derer, a destroyer of the earth, a thief, stealing
my own grandchildren’s future»,* wondering
about his legacy were he to carry on with bu-
siness as usual. Hawken went on to argue that
while that business and industry was the pri-
mary agent of environmental degradation, it
was also the institution pervasive and power-
ful enough to do something about it, starting
with a reevaluation of its purposes. Anderson
found the argument compelling enough:

It was a vision that transcended compli-
ance. It would be so much more than just
a call to arms. It was a call to lead and a call
to hope, loud and clear and powerful
enough to energize a corporation and, with
any luck, start a chain reaction through in-
dustry — not just ours, all of industry. A vi-
sion certainly big enough to give me a new
purpose in life.”

Anderson’s self-described “epiphany” thus
served as the trigger for an attunement to the
moral dimensions of his enterprise that led to
both a reorientation of his attitude to the ends
of business, and to a transformation of his
company’s practices aligned with the new vi-
sion.

In the wake of Anderson’s experience he
and top management initiated a long-term
plan to reduce waste and emissions, increase
the use of renewable energy, implement
closed-loop recycling, utilize resource-efficient
transportation, and create employee “buy-in.”
This new business strategy — one that
«connected profitability and the environment
with a notion called doing well by doing
good»* — resulted, over the course of the next
twenty-three years, in a number of impressive
achievements: reduction of net greenhouse
emissions by seventy-one percent in absolute
tons, sales increases of sixty percent, increase
of renewable energy use from zero to twenty-
eight percent, and reduction of water intake
per production unit by seventy-two percent,
among others.® Whether or not Interface’s
goal of one-hundred percent sustainability will
be achieved by 2020 remains to be seen. But

regardless of the outcome, the story is a com-
pelling account of one business leader’s moral
transformation and reorientation toward a
deeper understanding of the responsibilities of
business leadership.

It is easy to dismiss the Anderson narrative
as an entertaining and inspirational leadership
account of little actual substance. After all,
Anderson was no scholar, and was unapologe-
tic about his competitive spirit and motivation
for increased profit, not to mention that slo-
gans such as “doing good by doing well” are
hardly the product of serious moral reflection.
Nevertheless, assuming Anderson’s sincerity,
his transformation and intentional effort to
address the environmental impact of his busi-
ness is a representative case of leadership
guided by moral imagination.

First, a narrowly conceived view of the
purpose of business (“money in the bank”)
and of his responsibilities as a business leader
(waste was “somebody else’s problem”) was
called into question by an account leading him
to consider the implications of that mindset
(“stealing my grandchildren’s own future”);
this resulted in a deepening sensitivity (con-
cern for future generations, ecosystems, and
Earth as a whole) and reflection on his self-
concept (“what will my legacy be?”), which
was found lacking. The end result was the
adoption of an alternative mindset and an im-
plementation of practices which, while costly
and highly unlikely to have been contempla-
ted prior to his epiphany, became a natural
extension of Anderson’s newly conceived view
of himself and his role as business leader.*
Once the alternative conception of business
and its attendant practices became integrated
into Interface’s mission and day-to-day opera-
tions, they became second-nature for the
company in the manner that the exercise of
the virtues results in a second-nature for the
individual.

To sum up, an initial moral insensibility
was shaken up by a personal experience which
forced the reevaluation of an ingrained
mindset. Anderson then chose to be moti-
vated to achieve ends that he came to accept
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as more conducive to the purpose of business
as revealed by the adoption of a morally
broader and deeper conceptual framework;
and in so doing had a hand in his own moral
growth while simultaneously transforming his
company into what many have considered a
model “virtuous corporation”.

While it may well be that for every Ray
Anderson there are any number of business
leaders who show little concern for the impact
of their practice on human flourishing, the
Anderson story should serve as a testament to
leadership informed by the exercise of the mo-
ral imagination and its bearing on excellence
of character.
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