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How to Read This Book

This book explores the contribution of a select group of female philosophers 
to the field of management. The objective is to provide an accessible intro-
duction to their philosophical ideas and models and to illustrate their use 
in the day-to-day running of companies and interpersonal relations in the 
wider world of business.

I have chosen these philosophers for their relevance, rather than for any 
academic relationship, with the specific intention of covering a range of cul-
tures, themes and outlooks. By the same token, my choice of women from 
business and non-commercial institutions was based on the same criteria of 
diversity.

Each chapter begins or ends with a profile of a woman from business or a 
major institution, chosen for her achievements or potential. The central part 
of each chapter is dedicated to a female philosopher and some of her ideas 
and how they can be applied to management. The chapters end with a num-
ber of takeaways, underpinning the applicability of the philosophy under 
review.

The chapters can be read independently, on the basis of the reader’s inter-
est, or sequentially.

Bearing in mind that this is a book about philosophy, my objective is to 
open my readers’ minds to new concepts and basic questions, rather than 
providing answers. Nevertheless, each chapter ends with a series of takea-
ways to help apply the ideas to actual business situations.

My hope is that readers enjoy reading this book as much as I have enjoyed 
writing it.
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An Unforgivable Absence

We professors learn a lot from our students, sometimes as much or more 
than they do from us. Reverse learning is an inestimable and very agreeable 
facet of teaching, and, if we’re lucky, it happens in each class that we teach.

Two years ago, I had one of those unforgettable experiences in my first 
session with the students of the Global MBA at IE Business School, a pro-
gram that combines residential periods with synchronous and asynchro-
nous sessions. I teach in this program because it’s compatible with my busy 
agenda of meetings and frequent trips. The same applies to many of the stu-
dents, young executives with an average of ten years of managerial experi-
ence, and who are located across continents and represent a unique diversity 
of origin, gender and visions of the world.

At the opening session of the program, after remarking on the  
diversity of students in the class while explaining the case studies we were 
going to use on the course, Corporate and Competitive Strategy, one stu-
dent, white British and male, pointed out that all the CEOs of the compa-
nies to be analyzed were “male and western.” I undertook the commitment  
on the spot to make the necessary changes in the program and did so that 
same night.

I recall that as an accreditor at European Foundation for Management 
Development (EFMD), one of the frequent criticisms of MBA program 
content is the preponderance of case studies of large US companies and the 
absence of case studies on SMEs and companies from other countries. When 
I designed my program, I had managed to include cases of European and 
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Latin American companies of different sizes, but none of the key players 
were women.

That night, a quick search for cases of General Management and Strategy 
with female CEOs provided some interesting results. For example, a recent 
study by Harvard Business Publishing (HBP) shows that only 11% of the 
cases of its directory, the most widely used in the world, have a female CEO 
or director and that most of them were related to organizational behav-
ior typically dealing with the glass ceiling syndrome.1 Under the category 
General Management or Strategy, I was able to find only a recent case that 
would fit the themes of my course, related to Ginni Rometty, CEO of IBM, 
and the launch of the Watson project.

There’s no denying that there are few cases, teaching materials or academic 
research reflecting diversity in companies, whether gender or otherwise. To a 
large degree, this reflects the same lack of diversity in companies, where much 
remains to be done to achieve gender equity, for example, in areas related to 
selection, promotion, compensation and other forms of recognition.

However, the point the student was making was not just about the lack 
of diversity in case studies, but also the need for educators to be critical, to 
guide students toward a model of society and an ideal of the company we 
want to build. A lack of case studies is not a sufficient argument for not 
teaching the values and principles we want to instill in our students. To use 
an extreme example, a professor of political science who believes in democ-
racy, but who unfortunately lives in a dictatorship, would not be satisfied 
with simply describing the authoritarian institutions around her, but would 
rather encourage her students to change them.

Similarly, the function of business schools is not just descriptive of 
explaining how companies work; they also have a critical and prescriptive 
role: that of developing models that should inspire entrepreneurs, models 
that can serve as a reference to make organizations not only be more effec-
tive, but also fairer.

Female CEOs are still a minority, but this is no excuse for business 
schools not to design programs with content that will inspire future genera-
tions of women and contribute to achieving a balance in the composition of 
management cadres. Such an approach can only be better for companies and 
for society.

Here are a few ideas business schools could think about implementing:

–	 Firstly, develop a greater awareness of the lack of gender diversity in com-
panies, develop similar sensibilities to those of my student, with a strong 
instinct toward inclusion.
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–	 Produce more case studies, especially in areas such as General 
Management and Strategy, with women taking the leading role. At IE 
University, we have started a project to create a catalog that includes cases 
in all business areas where decision makers are women.

–	 Improve gender diversity in the faculty. It is no surprise that the per-
centage of female professors in this field is low. Fortunately, IE Business 
School has one of the highest percentages of female teachers in the world: 
40%.2 We will continue improving this figure as part of a continuous 
process of improvement.

–	 Improve the subjects, methodologies and programs in business schools, 
promoting examples of women who serve as inspiration to young students.

–	 Facilitate initiatives that promote inclusion and opportunities for women 
to succeed in academic programs, with specific awards and recognitions. 
This could be supplemented with coaching or mentoring programs, 
where mentors can be women or men, such as the “He For She” initia-
tive, committed to equitable business models.

I am hopeful: Over the years, I have seen growing numbers of students com-
mitted to transforming reality and achieving fairer social conditions. We will 
continue to learn from them in class, because teaching is a mutually enrich-
ing experience.

One of the goals of this book is to share the inspiring stories of women 
from the world of business and institutions and that they will serve as a ref-
erence for upcoming managers, both men and women. I have selected peo-
ple I know and admire, who have shared their ideas and experiences with me 
first hand. The women I have chosen are from every continent and reflect a 
wide range of cultures and world views. I hope my readers can learn as much 
from these stories as I have.

Why Female Philosophers Have a Contribution 
to Make to Management

Management is philosophy in action. Underpinning any business strategy or 
key decision taken in a company is a conception of the world, a vision of 
how society should be, how we can improve life for everyone and how we 
should behave toward each other.

If the important decisions in companies and the behavior of their leaders 
presuppose a philosophy, a value system, then it is surely important to know, 
explore and articulate the values of the company or what you believe when 
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you make a decision. An important part of leading a business consists in 
articulating the vision and values that inform its activity.

This is why it is so relevant to cultivate philosophy, to know the theories 
that have influenced the thinking, that have sought to provide a vision, a 
sense of human life and relationships in society. Over the course of history, 
philosophers have addressed a range of questions that are key in terms of 
both a personal perspective and business initiatives.

For example, moral philosophy tries to provide an answer to the question 
as to how to behave. Its approaches can provide solutions in the business 
decision-making process, which is fraught with moral dilemmas that manag-
ers and directors must navigate.

Epistemology can help us explain how we know what we know, as well 
as to understand the limits of knowledge. As has been pointed out on more 
than one occasion, we now live in a world with virtually limitless access to 
knowledge, and yet we are more uncertain than ever before.

Other disciplines related to applied philosophy, such as political philoso-
phy or jurisprudence, aim to provide the means to build fairer social insti-
tutions or how to make us freer and more equal, thus improving the lives 
of people, but they may be also of use while designing fairer and sustainable 
business organizations.

Human evolution and the development of modern society have seen the 
appearance of new branches of philosophy that try to offer a rational expla-
nation of the phenomena around us. For example, in recent years, neurophi-
losophy connects knowledge of the human brain provided by science with 
models explaining how our minds function or should function. Similarly, 
feminist philosophy’s goal is to round out conventional philosophy with 
women’s particular viewpoint, so long ignored throughout the history of 
thought, as well as introducing questions that are more relevant to women.

Philosophy aspires to transcend, and the aim of most philosophers has 
been to improve the world around them, to make the world a better place. 
That said, there’s long been something lacking in philosophy, an unforgiv-
able absence in today’s world. Traditionally, philosophy has been one of the 
branches of the Humanities dominated by men.

Certain passages of some of the classic works of philosophy are, by today’s 
standards, unacceptable in the way they refer to women. Socrates is reputed 
to have said that listening to his wife, Xanthippe, talk was akin to “tolerat-
ing the cackling of geese.”3 Perhaps the most revealing episode in the life of 
Socrates is mentioned in Plato’s Euthyphro, when shortly before he was due 
to drink hemlock, Socrates dismissed Xanthippe, preferring to spend his last 
hours talking with his disciples.4
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Immanuel Kant, arguably the leading philosopher of the Enlightenment, sug-
gested that men and women had different strengths, “the understanding of the 
man and the taste of the wife.”5 In the nineteenth century, Schopenhauer wrote 
that women “remain big children, their whole lives long: a kind of intermediate 
stage between the child and the man, who is the actual human being, ‘man’.”6

We might usefully ask to what extent the great philosophers are respon-
sible for the cultural discrimination suffered by women over the centuries, 
along with the attribution of female roles prevalent until just a few decades 
ago. As the philosopher Virginia Valiant notes: “Western philosophy was 
formed around an overlapping series of conceptual oppositions—reason/
emotion, mind/body, culture/nature—coding a hierarchical understand-
ing of the relationship of masculine and feminine that can be discerned 
throughout the 2,500-year history of the subject.”7

This masculinization of philosophical debate, in terms of topics, concep-
tual frameworks and even language, has arguably dissuaded many women 
from entering the field. At the same time, it has spurred the creation of a 
new branch, feminist philosophy, which as mentioned earlier, is trying to 
make up for centuries of male domination.

Historically, there have been any number of relevant female philoso-
phers, whose contribution is now attracting growing attention. The cases 
from Hypatia of Alexandria in the fifth century to Mary Wollstonecraft and 
Madame de Stäel in the eighteenth century, along with many of the brilliant 
thinkers covered by this book, are evidence that women had to make much 
more effort to succeed in a field dominated by men. They might be seen as 
outliers, their work largely ignored by their male colleagues.8

Unfortunately, the gender imbalance in philosophy continues. Writing a 
decade ago, and citing a wide range of sources, Fiona Jenkins and Katrina 
Hutchison noted that just 21% of academic philosophers in the United 
States were women. At the same time, the number of women in prestigious 
institutions is disproportionately low, as is the ratio of articles by women in 
academic journals, other than those dedicated to feminism. The data isn’t 
much more encouraging in Canada, where only 21% of full-time academics 
are women, or in Australia, where the figure for women in continuing posi-
tions in philosophy was 29%.9

Jenkins and Hutchinson sum up their findings thus: “Among the factors 
limiting change discussed in this volume are the influence of unconscious 
biases and the impact this has on women who internalize them (Jennifer 
Saul), the cumulative effect of micro-inequities (Samantha Brennan), the 
tendency to identify women’s differences from men with deviance from 
an uncritically adopted norm (Helen Beebee), undergraduate teaching 
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curricular (Marilyn Friedman) and methods (Katrina Hutchison), as well as 
systemic failures to recognize women as partners to discussion, leading to 
their effective ‘silencing’ within the discipline (Justine McGill).”10

As things stand, even with steady improvements, it would take many 
years to overcome these imbalances, as we have seen in other areas, such as 
the presence of women on boards or in senior management positions, as well 
as at university tenured positions, particularly since the academic world is 
known for its reluctance to change. Only through affirmative action ini-
tiatives, to improve gender diversity in academia, will we see any progress 
within a reasonable time frame.

This book aims to make a contribution to greater inclusion in the aca-
demic philosophy, as well as in business. I believe that the women selected 
here in the fields of philosophy and business serve as an inspiration for the 
men and women working for a more integrated, fair and supportive future.

Why Should Managers Philosophize?

Management is an action-oriented profession. One of the chief characteris-
tics of a good manager is being able to take decisions quickly, manage meet-
ings efficiently and generally drive improved productivity. Time is one of the 
scarcest and most valuable resources in the world of management and must 
thus be administered efficiently. Among the duties of a good chairman of 
the board is bringing the meetings she presides over to an end in good time 
and having covered all the topics on the agenda.

Equally, one of the competitive advantages that innovative companies try 
to develop is “time to market,” the speed with which new services or prod-
ucts are made available to customers. Most business leaders would agree that 
his speed and ability to maximize use of time to the point when competitors 
copy products or services are the best way to protect an innovation. Agility 
and speed define the innovative director and successful companies.

But there is little time for reflection in a business world where opinions 
must be formed and decisions are taken on the hoof, and it seems coun-
terintuitive to cultivate an interest in philosophy, an activity that requires 
stopping the clock and taking time to think things through. Philosophy 
addresses the basic questions of our existence, our identity, our role in 
the world and the models for living that might inspire our actions. It also 
prompts us to explore the fundamental values we share with the society we 
live in, such as ideals of liberty, justice and equality, liberal democracy, the 
law and the free market.
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In our hyperconnected and technologized world, directors face a signifi-
cant challenge finding the time for reflection, for the peaceful and consid-
ered introspection required for thinking about the really important issues, 
for making plans for the future, establishing objectives and deciding how we 
want to be and how our behavior can conform to that ideal. Some people 
use long plane journeys to find these moments of calm during which we can 
think about these important questions. Equally, we can take advantage of 
a weekend in the country to distance ourselves from the pressures of work 
and everyday life. There is also the option of joining a retreat led by a profes-
sional coach able to guide us through these questions; developing mindful-
ness techniques is another option.

Whichever approach we take, I believe that if we are to carry out our pro-
fessional duties and function better at the emotional level, we need to find 
the balance between management’s orientation toward action and thinking 
about our ideals, values and principles, which not only give meaning to life, 
but to our work, which is part of it. Reflection and action are not separate 
parts of our lives, but rather two sides of the same coin. As Iris Murdoch, 
one of the philosophers whose work is explored in this book, points out in 
The Sovereignty of Good: “The task of attention goes on all the time and at 
apparently empty and everyday moments we are ‘looking’, making those 
little efforts of imagination.”11 Almost unconsciously, we are permanently 
forming and recalibrating our system of personal values.

I believe that the presence of philosophy, of our values and principles, in 
every aspect of human life is unavoidable, including when we practice man-
agement. It is essential, therefore, that we understand that business decisions 
are not just based on neutral theories or impartial models, they also reflect a 
world view of how companies should operate; in short, they follow a certain 
philosophy of management. In fact, every management theory and every 
business model derive from assumptions about the function of companies 
and the role of managers, as well as from a broad picture about the meaning 
of business.

Even denying any connection between management and principles or 
values is a philosophical statement in itself, which may be associated with 
nihilism, cynicism or relativism, philosophical options that many thinkers 
disregard as self-refuting.12

Over recent years, business educators and executives have increasingly 
recognized the importance of building management theories and models on 
the basis of values and principles. The increasing awareness among all busi-
ness stakeholders of the need to connect management and philosophy has 
encouraged business schools to introduce Humanities courses. At the same 
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time, the literature on management and philosophy has experienced success-
ful growth and been well received.

Ayn Rand, another of the philosophers analyzed in this book, illustrated 
this in her 1974 Philosophy: who needs it? speech at West Point “Without 
abstract ideas, you would not be able to deal with concrete, particular, real-
life problems. You would be in the position of a newborn infant, to whom 
every object is a unique, unprecedented phenomenon. The difference 
between his mental state and yours lies in the number of conceptual integra-
tions your mind has performed. You have no choice about the necessity to 
integrate your observations, your experiences, your knowledge into abstract 
ideas, i.e., into principles.”13

Rand argues that what binds principles and values is philosophy:

A philosophic system is an integrated view of existence. As a human being, 
you have no choice about the fact that you need a philosophy. Your only 
choice is whether you define your philosophy by a conscious, rational, disci-
plined process of thought and scrupulously logical deliberation — or let your 
subconscious accumulate a junk heap of unwarranted conclusions.14 (14)

Therefore, if our behavior and our decisions at work and in our personal 
lives always respond to certain values and principles, might it not be a good 
idea to identify and analyze them, to make them more explicit, as well as to 
better understand if we are acting consistently or contradictorily?

Insights from a Committed Entrepreneur 
and Mom: Randi Zuckerberg15

I held this interview with Randi Zuckerberg, founder of Zuckerberg Media 
(United States) and editor-in-chief of Dot Complicated, in the sum-
mer of 2019. Randi was also the first director of marketing development 
at Facebook, the company founded by her brother Mark. I decided to use 
the interview in its entirety, since it provides many valuable insights for the 
upcoming generation of female entrepreneurs and managers.

Santiago Iniguez (SI): In some interviews, you have referred to your mother as 
a role model. Some women who opt for a fast track career sometimes feel 
guilty for not devoting enough time to their children. How important is it 
for mothers to provide an inspirational model as successful professionals to 
their daughters? What advice would you give to young mothers who have to 
combine demanding jobs with bringing up children?
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Randi Zuckerberg (RZ): My mother wasn’t always my number one role model. 
Growing up I wanted to sing under the big, bright lights of Broadway so I 
had dreams of becoming the next Carol Channing, Patti LuPone or Mary 
Martin…. and my mother was anything but a piano bar diva. Sure, she 
was a psychologist fulfilling dreams of her own, but our two career choices 
couldn’t have been any more different. While I admired her for building 
such a successful self-practice, I didn’t see how following in my mother’s 
footsteps (something she was constantly pushing for) could’ve got me closer 
to the Great White Way. I thought our goals had nothing in common. But 
all that changed when I applied to Harvard.

At Harvard I couldn’t major in musical theater without a whole slough 
of prerequisites I didn’t have—and wouldn’t have—until my sophomore 
or junior year maybe. I needed a major to get into school and there was 
nothing that really interested me because I had my eyes on the prize of 
Broadway.

My mother encouraged me to follow her own path and major in psychol-
ogy because, as she put it, psychology applies to EVERYTHING—from the 
personal to the professional too, yes, even the inner workings of the theater. 
I listened to my mom’s advice and majored in psychology. And now, if it 
weren’t for her guidance, I wouldn’t be where I am today. So I do believe 
that sometimes the old adage of ‘moms really do know best’ can be true, but 
we also have to remember that not all moms are working throughout their 
child’s development.

Going back to my own mom, she gave up that same successful practice 
to raise us four kids. When we were old enough, she went back to work, but 
for years she gave up something she deeply loved for something she loved 
even more: Us. So while it’s important for mothers to be inspirational role 
models to their daughters, it’s important to remember not all moms are suc-
cessful professionals, or professionals at all. Everyone’s path is different and 
moms come in all packages—both working and stay-at-home. However a 
mother chooses to take care of her kids doesn’t make their advice any less or 
more valid.

Which is why the one piece of advice I’d give to busy, working moms, 
and stay at home moms alike, is to take care of your family the best way 
YOU can, not how anyone else does it. I have to travel over 100+ days a 
year for work, which means being away from my three kids. It’s something 
I not only have to do to take care of my family, but I also enjoy doing too. 
Another mom might never want to travel without her family. It doesn’t 
invalidate either of our choices. It’s how we both do the best we can to be 
good mothers while taking care of our own needs.
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Do what’s right for you and your family. There’s no one size fits all man-
ual for being a mom.

SI: You were the first member of your family to attend an Ivy League college, 
and the only one to graduate from Harvard. What advice would you give to 
young women who aspire to join elite universities and colleges from less-af-
fluent families?

RZ: I didn’t get into Harvard because my parents had any connection or 
influence with the school. I only had lofty aspirations and wasn’t willing 
to take ‘no’ for an answer. Plus, everyone from my high school counselor 
to yes, even my mom, didn’t think I’d ever make it into Harvard U. My 
grades weren’t up to snuff, I wasn’t a straight A student or a starter on a 
division-winning sports team. I was a theater nerd who played tournament 
bridge, sang in theater camps, caddied at the bridge club and volunteered 
with the elderly. Thankfully all my outside interests were what got me into 
Harvard because the admissions officer said they needed more “interest-
ing” people like myself to balance out the high-performing achievers who 
were more focused on books. It was my lopsidedness that got me in an elite 
school, not a 4.0+ average.

I was definitely lucky to have parents who had the money to afford to send 
us kids to any college—much less elite ones. I know that financial issues are 
what hold many prospective students back from attending the college of 
their dreams, so my advice would be to make sure you that have a lot of out-
side interests, as I did, that can help, not only get you in your dream school, 
but also help get you financial aid in the form of scholarships.

In the years leading up to your college admission, scour the inter-
net for scholarship opportunities to apply for. There’s money available 
EVERYWHERE you just have to look. I have a friend who got her Masters 
and helped pay for her schooling with small $100–$1000 scholarships for 
criteria that she fit the bill for. Also, ask your place of worship, your job, 
your high school—whoever will listen—to help you afford books or tuition. 
It’s all about having the mindset of not giving up or letting anyone tell you 
what you can or can’t do.

SI: Among your passions are music and singing, and you were an active 
member of an a cappella choir at Harvard. How important is music and 
the Humanities in developing our personality and complementing formal 
education?

RZ: We are who we are through the way we express ourselves, this means the 
music we love and the art we create are crucial to personal growth. But 
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enjoying the humanities is more than going to the theater or a museum. 
Since the beginning of time politics, the state of world affairs, personal 
struggles and emotions — everything — has been expressed through art.

Art is taught to children at the youngest of ages to not only expand their 
creativity and imagination, but also help them progress with their own men-
tal development. 2001’s No Child Left Behind Act listed art as a core aca-
demic subject while data from the Turnaround Arts program showed that 
schools with mandatory art classes experienced a 22.5% increase in math 
scores, a 12.6% improvement in reading scores, and an overall increase in 
standardized testing to boot!

Art helps therapeutically, too. Trauma, hypertension, PTSD can all be 
minimized through creating and enjoying art. Cutting arts and music fund-
ing in schools is detrimental to both children and society at large. Art is 
subjective yet it’s still a great connector. Music brings people closer to other 
cultures. Our personalities depend on art. That’s why STEM programs are 
created as STEAM programs with that ever-important A for the arts.

SI: Some careers seem more challenging for women. STEM degree stud-
ies have a long way in achieving gender balance. What recommendations 
would you make to educators to promote diversity and inclusion, particu-
larly in STEM subjects?

RZ: A wonderful way to promote diversity and inclusion in every industry, 
boardroom, classroom, or sector is by HIRING MORE WOMEN! A 2014 
MIT study on workplace diversity shows that business revenue can increase 
by as much as 41% when offices are split evenly along gender lines. Which 
means if ALL women get a chance to work to their full potential and have 
an equal role to men, they can add an extra $29 TRILLION to the global 
GDP by 2025!

Another way to promote inclusion and diversity is by holding blind inter-
views, which means applicants take their names off their resume to eradicate 
any sort of gender or racial bias that may have existed in the hiring process. 
This way a person is hired based solely on their experience.

It’s important for educators to teach the importance of inclusion and 
diversity by enacting practices like these. From blind applications to hiring 
and promoting more women in leadership roles, students and sponsors alike 
will benefit. The data proves it!

SI: In the 1970s and 1980s some Scandinavian countries implemented dras-
tic affirmative action and reverse discrimination policies, including quotas,  
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that have resulted in what is probably the fairest and most inclusive societies 
anywhere. Most governments have been headed or dominated by women 
there as well. Do you support quotas or positive affirmation policies to 
achieve fairer gender balance, particularly in senior positions?

RZ: Absolutely 100% yes! I am totally behind lawmakers getting more women 
into leadership roles. With a measly 22% of women making up all the 
CEOs in the Fortune 500, former Governor Jerry Brown signed a legisla-
tion making California the first state to require publically traded compa-
nies to have at least one female on their board of directors. Companies that 
don’t comply with the law will be fined $100,000 and further violations will 
draw a $300,000 fine. Sounds tough but how many qualified women have 
already been passed over to keep the old boys’ network going? Jerry Brown 
is definitely onto something BIG!

Then there are companies who are taking matters into their own hands with-
out needing any legislation. Like Amazon, who adopted the NFL’s Rooney 
Rule, a policy put in place to put at least one minority candidate up for 
consideration in an open leadership role. Amazon adopted the Rooney Rule 
into its boardroom last year and now there are three women on the board.

Data proves inclusion and diversity helps business benefit and I support 
anything, whether it’s a law, a rule or an initiative, that gives women a seat at 
the table.

SI: You have written two books for children, the protagonists of which are 
girls. How can we instill in young children an open mindset toward diver-
sity and inclusion?

RZ: It all starts with education. Just as art helps develop the personality and 
imagination, learning to embrace diversity is just as crucial. Educators 
should teach diverse family traditions in the classroom. Kids are curious 
about those who don’t follow the same holidays as they do. When class-
rooms celebrate other cultures, children learn that differences are every bit 
as much of a strength as similarities are.

Kids should also be able to talk about the things that make them unique, 
which is why show and tell time is not only a good exercise on public speak-
ing, but it’s good for kids’ self-esteem to discuss what makes them inter-
esting and different. Show and tell is also a wonderful way to allow other 
kids to ask questions when some parents and adults would shut them down 
for being rude. Kids are inquisitive. Having open conversations about dif-
ferences help normalize differences and makes children more accepting and 
respectful.
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Personally, when I write children’s books, it’s important that I, as the 
author, set a good example myself. I make my characters, like Dot and Missy 
President, diverse and empathetic to create good role models for kids to see 
themselves in. I believe that the earlier we start children down the path of 
acceptance and enthusiasm for diversity, the sooner we can create a world 
where everyone is heard and valued.

SI: You are an entrepreneur and have founded two media companies. You have 
also been involved in other leading businesses, including Facebook, where 
you made key contributions to its success. How can we foster an entrepre-
neurial spirit among young women?

RZ: No one gets to the top alone so it’s important for young women to have 
good mentors. But getting access to those good mentors is not quite as easy 
as it sounds. Sure, women can email a female leader they admire and ask to 
pick her brain for a bit, but studies show that it’s continuous access to good 
mentors that leads to better salaries, better jobs, and overall happiness for 
women in business.

So how do young women find and retain good mentors? One way is 
through their schools and colleges. By asking a teacher they admire or their 
school counselor to help match them to a mentor, young ladies can find 
reliable and trustworthy mentors that are already validated. Also joining 
women’s groups such as Young Entrepreneurs Across America, Ladies Who 
Launch, or even Facebook’s 80,000-plus membered Like-Minded Bitches 
Drinking Wine can help provide access to peer-based mentors… and wine!

Another way is by joining more professional networks, which is one of 
the many reasons I launched my growth accelerator, Zuckerberg Institute. 
At Zuckerberg Institute we connect founders and business leaders with, 
not only myself, but also to some of the women who help mentor ME, 
like author and venture capitalist, Fran Hauser and Sally Kohn. These 
women have helped my own portfolio grow so I think it’s important to 
pass their invaluable expertise and advice onto others looking to further 
their career.

SI: Many business schools still lack a fair proportion of women in their pro-
grams, particularly MBAs and Executive MBAs. What recommendations 
would you make to business educators to improve diversity and inclusion in 
business schools?

RZ: We’ve heard of CEOs, CMOs and CFOs, but most businesses and busi-
ness schools are lacking a CDO — a Chief Diversity Officer. Business 
schools that have adopted the CDO position, like the Terry College of 
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Business at the University of Georgia and the Jesse H. Jones Graduate 
School of Business at Rice University, have seen an uptick in a more diverse 
student population and more high-value employers seeking out their stu-
dents for work. Which means the chances of getting hired upon graduation 
are that much higher just for going to school!

There’s also the Graduate Management Admission Council that has a 
Diversity Advisory Group that business schools can utilize to help identify 
the best practices necessary for recruiting and retaining a diverse student 
body.

Like diversity and inclusion advocate, Juliane Iannarelli, says, business 
schools that implement diversity strategies will positively influence not only 
transactional outcomes like increasing the number of underrepresented stu-
dents, but will also embed inclusion into all matters of business education, 
furthering meaningful and productive careers for everyone. It’s what trickle 
down economics should be!

SI: Interestingly, only 11% of case studies published by Harvard Business 
Publishing have female protagonists, and mostly related to the “glass ceil-
ing” syndrome, but very few with female CEOs as the main characters. Do 
we need more inspiring case studies on women like yourself?

RZ: I had the pleasure of hosting the Founder and Director of the Annenberg 
Inclusion Initiative, Dr. Stacy L. Smith, on my weekly SiriusXM business 
show, Dot Complicated with Randi Zuckerberg. Dr. Smith is a known for 
her work in social change, closing the gender gap and of course her detailed 
studies on inclusion in different areas of media.

Dr. Smith was also the creator of the Inclusion Rider, which is now used in 
many blockbuster films to ensure women are paid their worth which is equal 
or more to that of their male counterparts. Her work has been crucial in 
changing the inequality landscape in Hollywood, so imagine what more case 
studies highlighting the inequality women face in business could do!

I believe that we learn from our mistakes—and also that history repeats 
itself. To forever close the gender gap in business we need to hear more 
about the businesses that got it right, how it benefited their profits and how 
their bottom line of inclusion and diversity helped change the general land-
scape of how their business scaled to unimagined heights.

Instead of focusing on what’s wrong with gender equality we’re taking 
away from what’s right, like the Boston Consulting Group study which 
found that out of 1700 companies across 8 different countries, increasing 
diversity resulted in 19% higher profits due to innovation. Or the fact that 
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30% of small and growing businesses are run by women. Or the fact that 
women control over $20 trillion of global spending and make 80% of the 
buying decisions. We need more women like Dr. Stacy to create more case 
studies, to provide more data, and to offer solutions to show that gender 
inclusion is, indeed, great for business.

SI: In your experience, what are the most important skills for a successful 
female CEO?

I think the most important skill for all CEOs is to be a good listener. You 
can’t delegate or lead if you can’t hear the needs of your employers and cus-
tomers. Which goes hand in hand with being able to appreciate critical feed-
back. Anyone can praise your company and tell you how great you are, but 
there’s a time and a place for positive feedback.

A good CEO, man or woman, must be able to understand the criticism 
they receive and then, in turn, know what to do with it. Making changes, 
pivoting, restructuring are all part of the CEO’s duty. If you are unwilling to 
budge on areas that need attention, eventually other pieces of your business 
puzzle are going to get lost as well.

I believe having a fun, positive outlook directly feeds company morale. It 
can’t be all profit-making all the time. Employees need to feel appreciated, 
heard, and inspired. A good CEO can do all of these things simply by wear-
ing their enthusiasm on their sleeve.

Once you layer on more responsibility, profit margins, employee trust, 
and everything else on top of an already stressful position, it’s easy for CEOs 
to forget we’ve all worked for someone else ourselves once before. If we allow 
our employees to make mistakes, ask questions, and simply breathe, we’ll get 
better performances from our team.

But the number one skill that female CEOs need to cultivate is the art of 
saying NO—something that women across the board often struggle with. 
Women have been taught the outdated notion that asking for and saying 
what we want is somehow bitchy, yet nothing could be further from the 
truth. So a trick I’ve learned when I’m feeling shaky about a tough decision 
is to ask myself, “What would my male colleagues do?” Chances are he’d do 
exactly what I was ready to do in the first place.

SI: You mention Steve Forbes in one of your books, and his support while you 
were a panelist on Forbes on Fox. You also refer to an unfortunate episode 
with your female boss at Ogilvy How relevant is mentorship in facilitating 
women’s access to top management?
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RZ: One of my favorite business books of the year is Fran Hauser’s Myth of the 
Nice Girl. In her book Fran breaks down the stereotype that nice women 
have to struggle to get ahead and shatters the perception that there’s only 
room for one woman at the table at the time. It’s bad business beliefs like 
these that hold women back. Which is why it’s so important that women at 
the top help women on their way up.

As I mentioned previously, this is best done through reliable, trustworthy 
mentorship. Finding peers and mentors who can help you get ahead with a 
business mindset is crucial to your attitude and outlook in the workplace. 
Becoming a boss is more than a job title. We get where we are by learning 
how to react, act, and be more authentic. And the way we learn those skills 
are by experience and good leadership. It’s important for women at the top 
to lead by example, and kindness and paying it forward are two of the most 
important skills successful leaders have.

SI: Would you like to share any personal experience or anecdote that may be 
helpful for other women in management?

RZ: As I often say in my business keynotes around the world, with a smart-
phone in our pocket, each and every one of us is now our own media com-
pany. So I think it’s important to always remember who you are IS your 
brand. And the best way to be the most effective leader is to unapologeti-
cally wear your personal brand on your sleeve and lead that way.

For example, I love musical theater, Instagram, selfies and all things glitter 
so I embrace my personal brand of whimsy, imagination and awkwardness. 
Therefore all of the companies I create embrace those same aspects of myself. 
From my family-friendly, STEM-themed, interactive pop-up restaurant, 
Sue’s Tech Kitchen, to my Broadway venture capital firm, Broadway Beta 
Ventures, I lead by living authentically at all times.

There’s no shame in being wholly you at the workplace. Your employees 
will appreciate you all the more for it and you’ll be a better, happier leader in 
the process!
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What Distinguishes Humans from Robots?1

If you’ve seen the original, Oscar-winning Blade Runner, you’ll know it’s 
set in a future where humans live alongside replicants, androids that are 
only distinguishable from us by complex personality tests. The hero is a 
blade runner, who hunts replicants that have gone rogue, and of course 
falls in love with one, after all, he’s a replicant too. The idea was explored 
more recently in the television series Westworld and is one that has fas-
cinated us down through the ages: In the Iliad, Hephaestus creates two 
golden maidens to keep him company, while Ovid, in Metamorphosis, 
tells the story of Pygmalion, who falls in love with a statue he has made 
and brings her to life.

However, we should know by now that reality will always outdo fiction, 
which is why we ought to give some thought that at some point in the 
future, the development of artificial intelligence and machine learning will 
allow us to create robots that will be so perfect, physically and emotion-
ally, that we could fall in love with them. Perhaps this would be the real 
Turing Test2: whether a machine could seduce a human into falling in love 
with it.

Similarly, in a future we may not live to see, given the progress of research 
in the pharma industry, biology, medicine and neuroscience, we may have 
access to drugs that segregate the hormones linked to our emotions, our 
sociability and our social instincts. These drugs would help us perform bet-
ter, to be more or less aggressive, more friendly and perhaps better leaders.

2
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That said, maybe we should also accept that it’s not just their virtues, 
physical and intellectual, that attracts us to our fellow humans, but their 
defects, even if we often curse them. We’re not ready for perfection, for end-
less virtue and would soon be bored; flawlessness is fine for contemplation, 
but not for interaction. The same applies to somebody who has taken drugs: 
They seem distant, enhanced and distorted.

I discussed these issues with Belinda Holdsworth, Head of Global 
Operations Strategy at Roche. Holdsworth has a degree in Biochemical 
Engineering from University College London and an Executive MBA from 
IE Business School. She has lived in Europe, Asia and the United States, 
having worked for Jacobs Engineering and Novartis before joining the Swiss 
multinational healthcare company, where she has also developed a number 
of social innovation projects.

On the question of transforming human potential, Holdsworth notes: “I 
guess we are already there, in the way that we do have drugs that influence 
our moods and our mental health.

What would be the next step? To influence our performance, or our ability 
to work, does that make us less or more human? What is it that makes us 
human? Is it maybe the connection to our emotions, so that if we override 
that, we lose our individuality and just become robots? I would need to think 
about what the driver would be for that. Obviously, we already have mood-in-
fluencing drugs, like antidepressants, which address mental health issues, and 
if we’re going beyond that and saying we want to remove the emotional variant 
in us, there are consequences. There’s certainly a sense we can do that, and as 
leaders our responsibility and understanding of how our emotions impact our 
decisions and our perceptions of the world, how we react to others’ behavior, 
and maybe that is something these drugs would influence as well. What makes 
us human beings and living creatures and what makes us robots that function, 
and why we would want to change that?

I think our ability to be successful and creative in a working environment is 
based more on our social and psychological capabilities and competences 
rather than our work, which is technical: my early career was based on my 
understanding of engineering which is now irrelevant. It is about my ability to 
understand people, connect with people and provide for people that matters 
now. It goes back to us being humans as opposed to robots that don’t do emo-
tion. I think it is really important that as humans we understand ourselves and 
our emotions and everything we carry and the fact that our experience of life 
is mainly based on our experiences, our perception of life, of the experience we 
have had, the journey we have made and of what we have here. How we react 
to things is entirely based on that.”
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The pharmaceutical sector is no exception regarding the widespread lack of 
women in positions of authority, whereas in healthcare overall, women over-
whelmingly occupy what we might call frontline posts in providing services 
and interaction with the client. I was interested in Holdsworth’s experiences 
and whether she might provide inspiration to other female executives in her 
position. “This is an interesting question, because in my personal life, I par-
ticipate in a particularly male-dominated sport, endurance sports, so I have 
spent much of my life in a very male-dominated world, and the same applies 
to my career over the last two decades.

At this point, it actually feels very natural to me and if I were in an environ-
ment where the majority were women, I might feel it was unusual, out of the 
ordinary. But I think it’s important to be yourself and to be comfortable with 
who you are, that’s what makes you unique. Early in my career, I don’t think 
people knew how to take me. I even worked on construction sites, I was this 
lonely woman in a very masculine culture and men had no clue what to do 
with me, how to interact with me, how to communicate with me, and I knew 
that I had to prove myself and my competence, my capabilities. They are not 
just going to accept me as someone who knows what they are talking about, 
because I’m not what they’re expecting to see, but I think as I’ve got older, I 
get that less and less, I’ve learnt to build resilience.

There is always a sense of being questioned, that I’m not part of the tribe, and 
that naturally build the feeling that I’ve earned my place at the table. I have 
a lot to offer and so, I guess that has helped me, but it’s been a journey and 
I think it is a challenge that women face in male-dominated environments 
and probably vice versa. If you are the outlier in the situation, you have to 
prove yourself. You have to earn your place in the tribe. At this point, I’m so 
used to it, I don’t even notice it anymore. It’s clear I’m going to be the only 
woman here. There’s still definitely a special connection with other women at 
that level, though. It’s nice when you see another woman there. You do kind of 
connect, you know, ‘I get you, I know how hard you have worked to get here’.”

As part of her pro bono work, Holdsworth is involved in a number of initi-
atives, both inside and outside Roche, and is particularly interested in diver-
sity and inclusion issues. For example, she leads a scheme within Roche to 
support women’s development, which means identifying women with high 
potential and then using external coaches to form coaching circles within 
the company. “Our initial goal was four circles and then the women that 
took part would become mentors themselves and would use what they learnt 
during that process to build the network and build the circle.
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We had women who were coached in challenging each other and in creating 
a strong network, supporting each other, and ensuring that they pushed each 
other to the next step. I am happy that at this stage the initiative has definitely 
been a success. In the first round, some women who joined said they wanted 
to move to a different part of the organization, which they achieved that. It 
was quite powerful when you have these networks and a trusted circle of peo-
ple that you can go to and be open about things. Yes, I want to take this step 
and I’m not scared to admit it here, and a group of women that will help you 
achieve it. This is really helpful in the isolated environment women work in.”

Holdsworth’s commitment to helping women in her company develops 
their potential earned her an IE University Alumni Association’s 2019 EPIC 
Awards nomination.

In this chapter, we will continue our conversation on how human poten-
tial can be further developed through science and technology and how phi-
losophy can provide some answers in facing these questions.

The North Pole of Philosophy

The brain is the North Pole of scientists and philosophers: still largely unex-
plored, contested across a range of disciplines and a source of rich resources. 
We might have a better understanding of how we think, decide and behave 
if we knew more about the composition and functioning of our brain, but 
much of it is uncharted territory.

In recent years, a growing range of disciplines have begun exploring how 
our brains work, and one of the newest and most interesting is neurophilos-
ophy, which posits that mental states, such as our thoughts, memories and 
feelings, have a physicochemical origin within the brain. For example, the 
happiness we experience when we see a loved one after an absence happens 
because our brain secretes certain hormones, specifically oxytocin and vas-
opressin, which make us more sociable, empathic and cheerful. These pro-
cesses typically involve different areas of the brain: Neurons receive visual 
information through electrical impulses from the optic nerve; the ability to 
recall information is provided by memory, along with many other neuronal 
interactions or synapses, all of which take place within milliseconds.

Among the philosophers who have begun to look for answers about our 
behavior within neuroscience is Patricia Churchland. Currently, professor 
emeritus at the University of California, San Diego, where she has taught 
since 1984, Churchland previously studied at the University of British 
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Columbia in her native Canada, then at Pittsburgh and notably at Oxford. 
Her involvement in Oxford’s philosophical community left its mark, as I 
can attest from personal experience, and Churchland would meet some of 
the thinkers included in this book, along with other eminent contemporary 
philosophers.

Her interest in neuroscience was awakened when teaching at the 
University of Manitoba in the 1970s, where she worked with the physiology 
department. Later, in San Diego, she partnered with the Salk Institute for 
Biological Studies, carrying out ground-breaking experiments linking brain 
function and biotechnology. Churchland is a pioneer in bridging philosophy 
and neuroscience; until then, most thinkers working on the self, identity 
or the relationship between mind and body had little interaction with the 
sciences. As Churchland explains: “With a few notable exceptions, contem-
porary moral philosophers reject outright the idea that biology has anything 
to teach us about the nature of human morality.”3

Mind and Body

Neurophilosophy is a contemporary attempt to address one of the recurring 
questions of philosophy down the ages: the relationship between the mind 
and the body, an area some thinkers have identified as the soul, that imag-
inary entity which outlives our corporeal being, an idea Socrates pondered 
shortly before his death.4 In short, neurophilosophy can help us understand 
who we think we are.

For example, let’s say an accident or traumatic event causes amnesia and 
we can no longer remember anything about who we are: Our brain is the 
same, but have we now become another person? Equally, as we grow older 
and we look back over our life, perhaps trying to make sense of it, we real-
ize that there is no coherent pattern to our actions, that we have lived little 
more than a series of blended lives, and so we fall back on truisms such as “I 
was a different person then” or “I didn’t really know what I was doing.”5

Equally, we can imagine a future in which human organs can be recreated 
using 3D printers at home and that our obsession to be in peak physical 
condition means we have already replaced 90% of our organs. In such a sce-
nario, where our body has effectively been replaced, are we then a different 
person? Discussion of these and similar topics related to free choice and per-
sonal responsibility would be complex and virtually limitless.

A discussion at one of the first seminars I attended at the University of 
Oxford was about Gilbert Harman’s “brain in a vat” scenario.6 A brain is 
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submerged in a container, protected by amniotic fluid. The brain is con-
nected by electrodes to a computer that transmits a series of stimuli and 
information to it. For example, during the day the brain receives images and 
other sensory information that makes it believe it is connected to a body 
and living a normal life: a regular workday followed by exercise, drinks 
with friends and finally a few hours before bed with the family at home. 
The brain doesn’t realize that the data and stimuli it receives are artificial. Is 
what the brain has “lived” real or imaginary? The brain in a vat would never 
know the reality of its existence unless the computer to which it is connected 
transferred images of the laboratory where the experiment was taking place 
or somebody found a way to tell it otherwise.

Little wonder that the idea of our brains being tricked in this way has 
caught the imagination of writers down the ages. Homer’s The Odyssey can be 
interpreted as a similar experiment carried out on Ulysses by the gods, who 
provoke any number of incidents to delay his return home.7 The Biblical 
character of Job is a good man whose loyalty and faith are tested by every 
sort of calamity by Yahve and the Devil. In the end, Job is rewarded for his 
resilience, by which time he might be forgiven for questioning his faith.8

More recently, in the movie Matrix, humanity lives in a reality generated 
by machines, while the cold war novel The Manchurian Candidate, later 
adapted into a film, tells the story of how an unscrupulous and ambitious 
US senator supported by other powerful men has had his son’s brain inter-
fered with, along with others in his marine unit, so as to make him a hero 
who can then be manipulated when he is elected president. Fortunately, one 
of the Manchurian Candidate’s colleagues uncovers the plot and shoots him 
as he is celebrating his win in the primaries.

Rather than falling back on conspiracy theories, some people choose to 
make sense of their lives by rejecting the idea of free will entirely and instead 
believe in destiny, adopting a fatalistic approach whereby everything that 
happens to us is preordained.9 In turn, some of us learn to accept respon-
sibility for our actions, even when things don’t turn out as we planned or 
hoped. There is an explanation for everything, and it is usually simpler than 
we think. Even things we can’t verify for ourselves are explained by laws and 
theories such as relativity; similarly, there are rules for social behavior we can 
acquire.

Returning to the fundamental question at the center of philosophy is: 
Who we are and how do our minds, the part of us that thinks, remembers, 
feels, cries and laughs, relate to our bodies. All these processes are triggered 
by the senses: touch, sight, hearing, smell and taste. The two main currents 
of thought that have tried to address the question of how mind and body are 
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connected are dualism and monism, two positions usually regarded as dia-
metrically opposed, although there are views that combine both.

Dualism holds that the mind and the body are two distinct entities, but 
which can be connected. The dualist position rests on the belief that sensory 
experiences are very different from thought or rational analysis and that dif-
ferent faculties are used for their analysis.

Believers of the existence of a soul that outlives the body—a religious 
rather than a philosophical position—are dualists. The best-known pro-
ponent of this thesis was the French seventeenth-century philosopher 
René Descartes, the father of modern philosophy, who proposed applying 
methodical doubt about any proposition until it was analyzed in the cold 
light of reason. Descartes traced a clear separation between res cogita (the 
mind) and res extensa (the body), deducing that both were joined in a part 
of the body called the pineal gland, which he located in the chest.10 He nev-
ertheless believed there was a connection between mind and body, an idea 
most of us would intuitively accept, given our experience of how mood can 
affect our physicality and vice versa.

In contrast, Monism argues that mind and body are found in the same 
entity and have the same principle of action. This vision is consistent with 
the biological approach to morality proposed by Churchland, according to 
which the human brain is the engine of our thoughts and our actions as well 
as the recipient of all sensory experiences. In short, it is the central unit of 
operations of humans. As has been scientifically proven, the organs of the 
human species have evolved over millennia, only adopting their current form 
and function relatively recently. Our brain doesn’t differ much in its com-
position from that of our ancestors who lived in caves, although social life 
has transformed exponentially, especially in the last twenty-five centuries. In 
other words, we have a brain designed to hunt and defend against predators 
that now has to function in a hypercomplex society with unlimited access to 
information and that requires interacting with people from far away.

Given the differences between dualism and monism, and taking into 
account the development of neuroscience, it is worth asking if there is any 
practical value in the more modulated versions of both options, between 
that of a dualist who defends the connection between mind and body, 
and that of a monist who understands that our sensory and mental facul-
ties, although processed in the brain, belong respectively to different orders 
or categories. Cognitive psychologists like Daniel Kahneman argue that 
there are two systems of thought, one fast and instinctive, almost reflexive, 
and another that requires more processing time. We can answer the ques-
tion “what is two plus two?” without thinking, while 24 × 17 will typically 
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require some thought.11 Kahneman’s approach is similar to Plato’s analogy 
of how our mind is like a charioteer attempting to control two horses, one 
impetuous and fast—our instincts and passions—and another, more lei-
surely and calm, which balances impulse and corrects direction.12

The Brain Is Our Center of Operations

Churchland defines her philosophy as “the biological approach to morality” 
in that “it leads us to a plausible way of understanding why we can be moti-
vated to behave morally at all, why acting kindly or generously does not go 
against our nature, and why virtuous habits are valuable.”13

For Churchland, what fundamentally distinguishes humans from other 
mammals, from a biological point of view, is our brain. Specifically, the evo-
lution of the cerebral cortex, the upper part divided into two hemispheres 
with its familiar bulges and furrows. Relative to our size, our cortex is much 
larger than that of other mammals, with an average of 86 billion neurons 
compared to a chimpanzee’s 6.5 billion. Churchland explains that if we had 
more neurons, our capabilities would increase exponentially. Since each neu-
ron makes 10,000 connections or synapses, if we had ten times more neu-
rons, our intellectual and reasoning abilities would be increased by 10 to the 
power of 10. By the way, every billion neurons need an average consumption 
of six calories a day to be able to perform properly, which adds up to 516 cal-
ories a day, which explains why we don’t perform so well when we’re hungry.

We humans use our neuronal capacity throughout our lives, producing 
synapses as a result of learning, experience or the association of ideas and 
knowledge. Other mammals use their neuronal capacity for finding food, 
defending themselves and reproducing. That explains why mammals such 
as bison walk from birth and soon learn to feed themselves. As we know, 
human babies are dependent on their parents up to relatively advanced ages 
compared to other species, during which time they develop greater intellec-
tual capacity.

In light of this marvel of evolution, we can only wonder if the brains of 
those who succeed us over the centuries will develop an intellectual capacity 
we can only imagine. But as things stand, it seems more likely that artificial 
intelligence and machine learning will evolve much faster than the brain and 
perhaps develop into a more skilled species than human beings themselves.

Is it possible to increase our neuronal capacity and therefore human 
intelligence? In her 2019 book, Conscience: The Origins of Moral Intuition, 
Churchland discusses several aspects of typical mammal behavior as well as 
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laboratory experiments to measure how mammal brains react to certain sit-
uations, for example, the behavior of prairie and montane voles after giving 
birth. Prairie voles, which are more sociable, secrete two hormones, oxytocin 
and vasopressin, which encouraged protective and caring behavior toward 
their young. Montane voles, which abandon their young after giving birth, 
do not secrete oxytocin or vasopressin. When scientists injected these hor-
mones into several female montane voles, they found that they began to 
behave like their prairie peers, showing more care and protection toward 
their young. They also did the same with male prairie and montane voles, 
both of which normally ignored their offspring, producing greater attach-
ment to their young.

For Churchland, experiments such as these are proof of the direct rela-
tionship between hormones, neuroreceptors and behavior. Similar exper-
iments on humans have produced similar results. In short, it seems there 
is a neurobiological reality of consciousness whereby different hormones 
secrete substances that make us feel pain when rejected, joy in belonging to 
a group or the ability to feel shame and the meaning of reputation, along 
with self-restraint. Our conscience and sense of morality have a biological 
basis. As Churchland explains, “Moral norms emerge in the context of social 
tension, and they are anchored by the biological substrate. Learning social 
practices relies on the brain’s system of positive and negative reward, but also 
on the brain’s capacity for problem solving.”14

Neuronal interaction helps us learn from experience, the association 
of memories, sensations and knowledge, says Churchland: “Once learned, 
social norms become part of a person’s ever-developing extended neural net-
work, in cortex as well as in subcortical structures. Memories, language, and 
imagination, along with bonding to family, friends, and tribe, will modulate 
and sculpt that neural network.”15

Could Psychopharmacology Generate More 
Talent and Make Better Companies?

As Churchland has shown, our sense of attachment to a family or commu-
nity is powerful and has a biological basis in neuroreceptor hormones such 
as oxytocin and vasopressin. There are many possible applications for this in 
management. I am particularly interested in the way employees feel about their 
company and whether it is possible to cultivate a feeling of attachment to an 
organization through the use of psychopharmacology, the scientific study of 
the effects that drugs have on mood, sensation, thinking and behavior.
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One reason for using psychopharmacology in this way is that attracting 
and retaining the best talent is the main concern of human resource man-
agers and increasingly of the CEO. Cultivating a sense of belonging to an 
organization encourages the best talent to continue being part of it.

Another is because as in other smaller communities such as the family, 
the sense of belonging to a company arouses a killer instinct to protect the 
values and products of the organization. For example, PepsiCo executives 
do not drink Coca-Cola (at least in public) and vice versa. In addition, as 
anthropology teaches us, a sense of belonging also awakens a killer instinct 
toward competitors, particularly in highly competitive sectors and even 
more now that trade wars across continents are back in fashion.

Finally, the same sense of belonging encourages members of the organiza-
tion to attract talent. The sense of identification with an organization often 
has a proselytizing effect, helping to attract those we consider best, as hap-
pens within families: We want the best partners for our children.

If there is a biological basis to the sense of identification and belonging 
explained by Churchland and other neurobiologists, what initiatives are 
open to senior management to foster this feeling among the workforce?

The first, and perhaps the most obvious, is to create an organizational cul-
ture based on the most popular products and services and led by a manage-
ment team with strong leadership. Neurobiology teaches us that the families 
and tribes able to attract and retain members are the winners, the most pro-
active, those that develop the strongest bonds between their members. In 
contrast, the losers, the isolated and those excluded from the group usually 
generate rejection, and this too has a biological basis.

The second is what we might call bio-improvement through the use of 
psychopharmacology. We might usefully ask if taking hormones such as 
oxytocin and vasopressin would necessarily make us more ethical. Imagine 
that within a few years, these hormones were available with no side effects. 
Would you take them? Presumably, only if you already felt a strong sense of 
identification with your company. At the same time, if this medication was 
available to everyone, it would cease to offer a competitive advantage, but at 
least, we would all go to work happier.

Now imagine that instead of a popular and affordable drug, a reputed 
company offers a unique, one-year treatment at a high price to cultivate 
these hormones in the body, developing sociability, empathy and a sense of 
belonging and of course without any side effects. Your company, a leader in 
its sector and with a consolidated reputation, wants to provide its manag-
ers with the best preparation for professional success, in addition to keep-
ing them motivated, and so decides to provide you all with this treatment. 
Would you accept this generous offer of self-improvement?



2  Balance: Patricia Churchland/Belinda Holdsworth        29

If there were no health risks, why would you refuse? The end is good, as 
are the means. That said, some people might object on the basis that the 
treatment might alter their personality. Yet we know that hormone treat-
ment is widespread. Many of us take melatonin, a hormone that helps us 
relax and sleep better. Many women take estrogen during and after meno-
pause, and there are testosterone treatments to strengthen hair growth. There 
are any number of drugs that impact on our hormones.

The potential of psychopharmacology is fascinating and could have trans-
formative effects on our body and our mind. If, as we saw earlier, our brain 
is not going to evolve organically to keep up with technological and social 
change, why not resort to chemistry to make us more sociable and expe-
rience greater happiness? As has happened before, reality will likely outdo 
fiction. Any number of science-fictional novels are set in future worlds where 
the advancement of biology, medicine and pharmacology allows us to live 
forever, as well as creating the conditions for a fairer, more empathic, hap-
pier society.

The third initiative is through education and lifelong learning. As we have 
seen, the bad news is that our brain has many physical and biological limi-
tations; the good news is that it is also amazingly flexible and can generate 
new neurons over time. Some experiments have shown that study, intensive 
exercise of our intellectual faculties can facilitate the growth of neurons.16

In addition, learning, acquiring new knowledge and developing new skills 
keep our brains active and generate many more connections between our 
neurons. I have found that returning to my business school to develop a new 
course is like going to a brain gym. We all need to do it from time to time if 
we want to keep our mind in shape, in the same way we do with our bodies.

A teaching method that has highly effective results precisely because of 
how our brains are configured is the case method, typically used in busi-
ness and law schools. As Churchland explains: “In human choice generally, 
behavioral and brain-imaging studies indicate that similar neural operations 
are involved. For example, humans, like other mammals, recognize a rele-
vant similarity between the case at hand and other cases encountered some-
time earlier in life. Psychologists call this case-based reasoning. Since we use 
case-based reasoning for many problems in the physical world, it is highly 
probable that we use it in the social world, and this conclusion is confirmed 
by behavioral research.”17

At IE Business School, we know from experience that education and 
learning in adulthood have a decisive impact on the brain’s development. A 
few years ago, we launched a Master in Positive Leadership and Strategy at 
IE University, the main purpose of which is not so much the acquisition 
of management knowledge, but instead to develop attitudes and habits to 
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improve participants’ quality of life. Its theoretical foundations are positive 
psychology, which emphasizes the importance of practicing certain virtues 
and habits to improve professional skills and well-being and ultimately to 
provide greater happiness.

In Conscience, Churchland reviews the conventional propositions of moral 
philosophy, discarding both Kantian ethics and utilitarianism, which as she 
points out, have nothing to do with the functioning of the brain. That said, 
she does subscribe to the Aristotelian philosophy of virtue proposed by some 
of the philosophers in this book such as Iris Murdoch, G. E. M. Anscombe 
or Philippa Foot. “Aristotle and Confucius stressed the importance of devel-
oping strong social habits, also known as the virtues: prudence, compassion, 
patience, honesty, courage, kindness, hard work, and generosity. All habits 
reduce the costs of decision-making. As we have seen, brains aim to keep 
their energetic costs as low as is consistent with well-being, and habits are 
one good solution to energetic efficiency (…)In other words, if you have a 
habit of being kind to everyone, you do not have to use time and energy fig-
uring out what to do in a routine occasion.”18

If we want to understand the connection between our body and our 
mind, perhaps the central question in philosophy, then we need to under-
stand how the brain works at the chemical level. The importance of this 
organ cannot be overstated: When the brain is damaged to the point it no 
longer functions, even if other organs such as the heart continue to work, we 
are considered dead.

The problem our cerebral North Pole presents us with is that we still 
know very little about its sophisticated structure and much less how we 
generate neurons. Perhaps the US philosopher Thomas Nagel is right when 
he says that we must simply accept that the connection between mind and 
body cannot be understood at present and that a paradigm shift is required 
to allow us to further explore and evince phenomena that today are still 
unfathomable.19

Takeaways

Neurophilosophy is a promising area to explain the rationale behind human 
behavior, linking biology with morality.

–	 Philosophers have long focused their attention on the relationship 
between the mind and the body. Dualism argues that mind and body are 
separate entities, although as Descartes explained, they could be joined 
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in some part of the body. Monism, on the other hand, argues that mind 
and boy are wedded and that when the body dies, so does the mind. 
From a practical reasoning perspective, there need not be much difference 
between modulated versions of both approaches.

–	 Churchland’s philosophy takes a biological approach to morality, and its 
aim is to demonstrate that acting in accordance with morality and living 
a virtuous life are consistent with our physical nature. Based on experi-
ments with different animals, as well as research into the human brain, 
Churchland concludes that there is a direct relationship between hormo-
nal activity, neuroreceptors and our conscience.

–	 Given that our moods and our behavior depend on the biological compo-
sition of our brain, and backing the evidence, we can identify four ways 
we could develop positive neuronal activity: by creating winning strategies 
in companies; by consuming certain amounts of psychopharmaceuticals; 
lifelong learning; and practicing the virtues.
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Ying and Yang, Tradition and Modernity:  
Jiang Qiong Er1

“Women hold up half the sky,” declared Chairman Mao Zedong as he 
unleashed the Cultural Revolution,2 a chaotic and violent episode in 
Chinese history that lasted from 1966 to 1976. His message was that 
women were now required to play their part in the Communist Party’s drive 
for economic growth and should leave their traditional place in the home to 
join men in the factories and offices. The message was heard and probably 
explains why China has a higher percentage of women in the labor market 
than other developed nations: 61%, compared to 56% in the United States, 
or 55% in Germany.3 A 2019 report by IE University’s China Center shows 
that 25% of start-ups in China were founded by women, compared to 18% 
in Europe.4

The Cultural Revolution is rarely mentioned in modern China, and I 
have heard Communist Party officials and businesspeople refer to it in pri-
vate as an involution rather than a revolution, even if it did achieve greater 
inclusion in the workplace.

I first met Jiang Qiong Er online during a case study on my corporate 
strategy course of the business she had started, Shang Xia, a strategic alliance 
with global luxury brand Hermés. I had picked this case for two reasons. 
Firstly, because it focuses on a Chinese company positioned within the pre-
mium and luxury industry, which for many westerners may sound counter-
intuitive, given the association in many people’s minds of China as a source 
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of low-cost, low-quality products. Secondly, because the case featured a very 
interesting protagonist, a woman who represents a link between East and 
West, tradition and modernity, emotions and rationality. Qiong Er’s spirit 
of entrepreneurship empowered her to co-create a joint venture with a cen-
tennial family-run corporation with a global presence. She describes Shang 
Xia’s mission as using “the best craft techniques and knowledge bequeathed 
by our ancestors as an inspiration and transforming it into contemporary 
forms, connecting one generation to another.”

My second meeting with Qiong Er was in person at her flagship store 
in Shanghai, where she shared with my team her business strategy in an 
exquisitely decorated room over a cup of pu’er tea. Shang Xia’s shop ech-
oes Hermes’ elegant style, but also evokes the sophistication of the finest 
Chinese craftsmanship.

Qiong Er is polite, affable and sophisticated; it’s a pleasure to hear her 
explain the culture behind her business, and how her products blend moder-
nity and superb manufacturing with the ancestral traditions of China. Among 
the products that impressed me most were an eggshell porcelain coffee set, 
elegant, simple and functional, light but resistant, and a hand-made, seamless 
woman’s cashmere felt coat, pieces that you fall in love with at first sight.

Qiong Er inherited her passion for traditional Chinese culture and art 
from her father, Xing Tonghe, the architect who oversaw the renovation of 
Shanghai’s Bund, the waterfront area built in the nineteenth century and 
early twentieth century, as well as designing the Shanghai Museum, whose 
form, in the shape of the traditional ding cooking pot, celebrates Chinese 
culture. Her grandfather, Jiang Xuan Yi, was a well-known artist who com-
bined western and oriental traditions and whose paintings and etchings 
hang in several galleries and are rarely seen at western auction houses.

Qiong Er feels a clear link with her grandfather, who combined western 
art techniques with traditional Chinese landscapes. Her company is part 
of this legacy and has a global outlook while applying the highest Chinese 
standards. Shang Xia acquires its products from artisans that Qiong Er 
and her team have located in different areas of China, establishing long-
term agreements, financing traditional production methods to guarantee 
manufacturing processes that create unique items and that require time 
and resources. Shang Xia has shops in Shanghai, as well as a center where 
it organizes cultural activities. There is also an outlet in Paris and plans to 
expand to other cities in China in the coming years. The pioneering strat-
egy of Shang Xia in coupling traditional Chinese culture with the global 
premium products sector will very likely be followed by other western con-
glomerates soon.
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Qiong Er explains the strategy behind teaming up with Hermès as com-
bining local roots in China with a vocation for international growth, relat-
ing tradition and modernity, west with east, past and present, passion and 
business savvy. She is a fascinating speaker, with the care for the language 
and analytical mindset common among the cultivated Chinese, and with a 
multi-dimensional rationale that requires close attention. She explains that 
the name Shang Xia means above and below, following Taoist tradition, 
whose ideas are often the result of seemingly opposed concepts, such as Ying 
and Yang, but that create balance. It brings to mind Christine Gross-Loh 
and Michael Puett’s book The Path: “The truth is that many Chinese phi-
losophers actually saw the world very differently: as consisting of an endless 
series of fragmented, messy encounters.”5

This equilibrium between two opposites, reason and emotion, is what 
Qiong Er strives for in leading her company, inculcating in her workforce 
a devotion for traditional know-how and craftsmanship combined with 
an orientation toward contemporary tastes and design. “At Shang Xia, we 
believe in bequeathing our heritage from one generation to the next, respect-
ing Chinese culture in the process.”

When we think about design, we have to consider rationality, function, com-
fort, and wellbeing, among other elements. On top of that, we ask ourselves 
what makes an object valuable. We believe that emotion is what makes an 
object valuable.

The choice of name for her company was deliberate, and the meaning of the 
words has deep roots. Qiong cites two expressions as defining its value pro-
posals. In classical Chinese, “寄情于物” (jì qíng yú wù) means “to put inner 
feelings into objects,” in line with the company’s mission, which converts 
the emotions of the artists or designers of the products.

At the same time, from the customer’s perspective, who use Shang Xia 
products, comes the second phrase in classical Chinese: 情由物生 (qíng 
yóu wù shēng), which means “feelings that have been caused by the objects.” 
Qiong Er believes that the feeling the artists have put into making the 
objects is transferred to the customers, which are then transmitted down to 
subsequent generations.

We want to create objects with our emotions and then those emotions are 
transmitted to the customer, and our objects become treasures that can be 
passed on to the next generation.
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Her management style is also very different to those in the west: “It’s not 
about creating thousands of rules to manage the team; I think it’s more 
about inspiring the team. When you inspire people, they manage them-
selves. Of course, it’s a balance: we have basic management rules, but  
I believe it’s more about inspiring the team.”

When I ask Qiong Er about the changes required to improve diversity 
and inclusion in business and society, her reply reflects a much slower con-
cept of time than is usual in the west, of a belief that social change should 
come about slowly, progressively, rather than abruptly, a view I have heard 
expressed often in China. Her thoughts on social change and time are 
almost metaphysical: “I do not believe we can change the society we live 
in, but we can be the master of our own lives. This means that we should 
work more on ourselves than try to change the world or complain about  
the system we live under. We live in a world of three dimensions, but we 
should never forget the fourth dimension. The fourth dimension is about 
time. If we only live in the three dimensions, we may try to change what 
we find unfair, or lacking in some way, but we should go beyond the  
three-dimensional mindset and include the fourth dimension.”

Reflecting on her belief for the need for balance, Qiong Er believes we 
need to see our lives in the broader context of history, which moves at a 
much slower pace than our own lives.

Our lives move forward quickly, so while change may take place over time, 
we rarely experience it personally. For this reason, I believe we should focus 
more on ourselves, on what we, as women, can do; we can master many 
things. We don’t need to depend on others and can instead rely on ourselves. 
Globalization means we are now free to create value for society and to do lots 
of things that we could never do before. But that will only happen by focusing 
more on what’s inside us, rather than on the world outside. Let’s see what we 
can do, what we can do with what we have, with the time we have, the energy 
we have, the knowledge we have. I believe this is how we could change things.

This sense of how Chinese society changes over time as the result of per-
sonal transformation, and how this internal movement is projected as part 
of the whole, defines the entrepreneurial talent of Qiong Er, as well as the 
disruptive courage of Ayn Rand, the philosopher under discussion in this 
chapter. Perhaps the biggest difference between Qiong Er’s entrepreneurial-
ism and Ayn Rand is that the former sees the entrepreneur as integral to 
the community, forming part of it and contributing to its development from 
within. Rand’s conception of entrepreneurs is different: She sees them as 
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outliers, figures who are in conflict with the conventions of society, almost as 
revolutionaries.

Qiong Er’s vision matches the Confucian idea of personal transformation 
and its relationship with society. To quote The Path: “Confucius’s ideas focus 
on overcoming the self through ritual cultivation. He emphasizes the capri-
ciousness of the world, which is why he also encourages us to remember the 
deep joy that can come from the work of building extraordinary communi-
ties at all levels, from those immediately around us to the world at large.”6

Qiong Er and Ayn Rand share a number of traits. Rand, like Qiong, 
was entrepreneurial in spirit, and she, too, was an innovator. Rand too, 
lived under communism, but while Rand emigrated to the United States to 
escape Bolshevik Russia, Qiong Er, taking a longer view of history, is work-
ing to recover traditional Chinese skills and to build bridges between her 
country and the rest of the world. What’s more, like Qiong, Rand was pas-
sionate about what she did, transferring her energy into changing the future 
through the present.

My encounters with artists have always stayed with me, a combination of 
fascination and mystery. These are the same feelings I experienced during my 
conversations with Qiong Er, enigmatic and with an attractive air of mys-
tery. She brings to mind General de Gaulle’s phrase: “the essence of prestige 
is mystery.”7

Ayn Rand, a Conservative Thinker?

Described by veteran US political commentator Robert Reich in the con-
text of Donald Trump’s presidency as: “The intellectual godmother of 
modern-day American conservatism,”8 Ayn Rand was undoubtedly an inspi-
ration for libertarianism and a leading advocate within philosophy of the 
virtue of moral selfishness. As with other thinkers in this book, Rand was 
not recognized by many as a philosopher so much as a writer and a dissem-
inator of ideas, partly because she was not part of the academic world, even 
though she spoke at many of the most prestigious universities in the United 
States such as Harvard or MIT, and her ideas have been studied by a grow-
ing number of researchers.

As I have argued in other parts of this book, I don’t believe that philoso-
phy is an academic closed shop: A significant number of renowned modern 
female thinkers never taught at universities, perhaps for reasons discussed in 
the introduction.
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Rand’s work is perhaps best understood in the context of her origins and 
career: “My personal life is a postscript to my works/novels: it consists of the 
sentence: ‘And I mean it.’”9

Born into a Jewish Russian family, Rand lived through the Russian 
Revolution as a student in Saint Petersburg. She developed a passion for lit-
erature early in life, writing novels and screenplays that highlighted the role 
of reason, while embracing atheism. The violence of the Russian Revolution, 
the confiscation of her family’s property, the egalitarian aims of the new 
regime and the pre-eminence of the collective led her to reject the idea of 
the common good and to defend capitalism, individualism and private 
property.

After graduating, Rand was given permission to visit family in the United 
States. Arriving in New York at the height of the roaring twenties, Rand was 
immediately captivated by the city’s architecture, the force of this new eco-
nomic power and the dynamism of its society. Having decided she wanted 
to be a screenplay writer, she moved to Hollywood where she met a young 
actor, Frank O’Connor, who she soon married.

After becoming a US citizen, her career reached its peak with the success 
of The Fountainhead in 1943,10 a novel that tells the story of Howard Roark, 
a pioneering architect determined to stick to his principles, even at the cost 
of social and professional rejection. He ends up blowing up the building he 
designed because the constructor does not respect his project, but the novel 
has a happy ending: Roark achieves his dreams and marries the woman he 
loves and who shares his vision. The Fountainhead is one of the works lib-
ertarians like to cite, based on the values held by its protagonist. The film 
version directed by King Vidor and starring Gary Cooper and Patricia Neal 
has since become a classic, although Rand repudiated it.

Her second major novel, Atlas Shrugged,11 published in 1957, is set in 
a dystopia where business leaders decide to go on strike. The protagonist, 
John Galt, is a firm believer in Rand’s own philosophy, objectivism and who, 
during a lengthy speech, explains that US society is divided into two main 
groups: the doers, composed of the business class, and the non-doers, who 
are the representatives of government and religion. The figure of Atlas rep-
resents the former, who carry the weight of the world on their shoulders, 
creating wealth and social transformation.

Rand explained in The Goal of My Writing: “This is the motive and pur-
pose of my writing: the projection of an ideal man. The portrayal of a moral 
ideal, as my ultimate literary goal, as an end in itself—to which any didac-
tic, intellectual or philosophical values contained in a novel are only the 
means.”12



3  Courage: Ayn Rand/Jiang Qiong Er        39

Building on her success, Rand surrounded herself with acolytes and cre-
ated an institute named after herself in order to promote her theories of 
objectivism. She was also a supporter of the Republican Party and several 
anti-communist causes. She kept a hectic schedule, attending conferences 
and meeting until the final years of her life. But a lifetime of smoking two 
packets of cigarettes a day took its toll and she eventually succumbed to 
cancer of the lungs, prompting one of team to sign her up to Medicare—
an irony not lost on her critics. She died of a heart attack at her New York 
apartment. A group of admirers arranged for a wreath measuring almost two 
meters in the shape of a dollar for her funeral.

Rand was nothing if not contradictory: She opposed the Vietnam War, 
but supported Israel in the Yom Kippur War, comparing Israeli soldiers to 
the Europeans who eradicated the native peoples of the Americas to colonize 
what would become the United States. She defended abortion rights but 
condemned homosexuality. She had an affair with Nathanial Brandon, her 
disciple who set up the Objectivity Institute, later accusing him of behaving 
irrationally after he had an affair with an actress. He would later question his 
teacher and highlight her repressive control.

Her list of followers grows within the Republican Party. Alan Greenspan, 
the former Chairman of the US Federal Reserve, attended Rand’s talks as a 
young man, citing her as having had a major impact on his thinking. US 
President Donald Trump, along with Paul Ryan, Speak of the House of 
Representatives, and Mike Pompeo, Secretary of State, also claim her as a 
decisive influence. Within business, Uber founder Travis Kalanick and 
Wikipedia creator Jimmy Wales are devotees, with Wales calling himself a 
believer in objectivism. Economists such as George Reisman and Ludwig 
Von Mises, the father of the Austrian School, supported her ideas, with the 
latter describing her intriguingly as “the most courageous man in America.”13

Rand has also been claimed by the libertarians. The term was conceived 
and used initially among anarchists and utopian socialists, who put forward 
models for societies where all authority would give way to cooperatives and 
mutual support.

But its current meaning developed during the 1950s after a group of 
Republican thinkers rejected the term liberal, which had originally been 
associated with free-market models, arguing that Roosevelt’s New Deal of 
the 1930s had hijacked the concept, giving it left-leaning connotations.

Central to libertarianism is the defense of personal freedom as a funda-
mental to social order, including freedom of choice regarding education, 
health and pensions and of course private property. It owes its place in mod-
ern thinking to seventeenth-century British philosopher John Locke, but its 
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most recent exponents are to be found in the Chicago School, and notably 
Milton Friedman, whose dictum, “There is one and only one social respon-
sibility of business — to increase its profits,”14 was once taught to manag-
ers by business schools everywhere, but is now questioned or expanded to 
include ethical principles.

The statement published in early 2019 by the US Business Roundtable 
is worth noting in this regard. The body, which is made up of more than 
200 leading companies, proposes a new framework of accountability for 
companies, in which shareholders alongside stakeholders, customers, work-
ers, suppliers and communities. Such a move would have been considered 
borderline socialism not just by Rand, but by the business community until 
recently.

It’s hardly surprising that Rand’s philosophy and the characters in her 
novels have captured the imagination of businesspeople over the decades: 
She once wrote, “Since man acts among and deals with other men, I had 
to present the kind of social system that makes it possible for ideal men to 
exist and to function—a free, productive, rational system which demands 
and rewards the best in every man, and which is, obviously, laissez-faire 
capitalism.”15

Rand described libertarians as “right-wing hippies,”16 rejecting their ideas 
as well as accusing them of having stolen many of the principles of her phi-
losophy, objectivism. Many of the basic tenets of libertarianism, at least in 
its most radical form, can be found in Rand’s writing, as noted by Leonard 
Peikoff, one of her most loyal followers and who has arguably done most 
to keep the flame of objectivism alive.17 Libertarianism argues for the role 
of the state to be reduced to its most minimally efficient: defense; conflict 
resolution and the guarantee of basic freedoms; and private property. Rand 
rejects the use of force by the state against the individual, arguing that it is 
irrational: “Morality ends where the gun begins.”18

Similarly, she saw atheism as the antidote to the irrationality of reli-
gion: “Religious abstractions are the product of man’s mind, not of super-
natural revelation” says the hero of The Fountainhead.19 She also rejected 
altruism and the welfare state, arguing they simply encourage dependence 
and laziness. For Rand, selfishness is the motor that drives wealth crea-
tion, which in turn generates autonomy and provides the individual with 
more options.

The essence of objectivism, said Rand, is: “the concept of man as a heroic 
being, with his own happiness as the moral purpose of his life, with produc-
tive achievement as his noblest activity, and reason as his only absolute.”20
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Creators as Leaders

As mentioned in the prologue to the book, I believe that management is 
philosophy in action: All management theories are rooted in philosophy. 
This view was shared by Rand, as she explained in an address at West Point 
entitled Philosophy, who needs it: “Without abstract concepts you wouldn’t be 
able to deal with concrete, specific problems in real life (…) A philosophical 
system is an integrated vision of existence.”21

The same applies to management models: They can all be traced back 
to a school of thought. The leadership theories that I have described as 
“post-modern”22 in another of my books owe a debt to Friedrich Nietzsche, 
the nineteenth-century German philosopher who identified two kinds of 
morality, that of the master and that of the slave. The first applies to the  
people who lead society, those who create their own value systems. The 
morality of slaves applies to the rest of society’s mortals and sees the behavior 
of the masters. But for Nietzsche, the masters are “beyond good and bad” 
and are subject only to their own rules, which are different to those the herd 
must follow. As Nietzsche points out: “To give style to one’s character -- a 
great and rare art! He practices it who surveys all that his nature presents in 
strength and weakness and then molds it to an artistic plan until everything 
appears as art and reason, and even the weakness delights the eye…It will 
be the strong, imperious natures which experience their subtlest joy in exer-
cising such a control, in such a constraint and perfecting under their own 
law.”23

Rand may have rejected Nietzsche’s influence as mystical and irrational, 
instead identifying Aristotle as her principle guide, but the ideas of the 
German philosopher loom large throughout her work, describing him in The 
Fountainhead as “a poet, he projects at times (not consistently) a magnificent 
feeling for man’s greatness, expressed in emotional, not intellectual, terms.”24

Rand argued that people can be divided into two main types: creators and 
parasites. Creators are independent thinkers who do not rely on others; they 
are productive because they create material value for society. Parasites are 
essentially secondhand people who create no value because they simply car-
ried along by society.

Peikoff writes: “Nothing is given to man on Earth. Everything he needs 
has to be produced. And here, man faces his basic alternative: he can only 
survive in one of two ways: either through the independent work of his own 
mind or as a parasite fed by the minds of others. The creator originates. 
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The parasite borrows. The creator confronts nature alone. The parasite faces 
nature through an intermediary. The concern of the creator is the conquest 
of nature. The concern of the parasite is the conquest of men.”25

Rand’s creator is personified by the hero of The Fountainhead, who she 
described in her notebooks in the following terms:

Howard Roark—The noble soul par excellence. The man as man should be. 
The self-sufficient, self-confident, the end of ends, the reason unto himself, 
the joy of living personified. Above all—the man who lives for himself, as 
living for oneself should be understood. And who triumphs completely(…)  
A quick, sharp mind, courageous and not afraid to be hurt (…) He does not 
suffer, because he does not believe in suffering. Defeat or disappointment are 
merely a part of the battle.(…) He will be himself at any cost—the only thing 
he really wants of life. He is in conflict with the world in every possible way-
and at complete peace with himself. And his chief difference from the rest of 
the world is that he was born without the ability to consider others.26

The novels of Ayn Rand are appealing because they feature a cast of char-
acters with extreme personalities. Her heroes possess superlative intelligence 
and unshakable self-confidence. They are admired and envied by the para-
sites, who live off them: The parasites in her books are riddled with defects 
and tend to come to a bad end, as typified by Wynand, Roarke’s opposite 
in The Fountainhead, the owner of the newspaper who initially supports the 
hero but then betrays him. His punishment is to lose his wife to Roarke and 
then to commit suicide.

Rand’s heroes seem to exist outside the world, free, original and inde-
pendent. Her villains are detestable, and we are invited to reject them. At 
the same time, as readers, we know that reality is more complex. It’s hard to 
imagine that anybody, whether in business, politics or the arts, could possi-
bly be so egotistical and successful at the same time. Modern leadership the-
ories play down charisma and instead highlight virtues such as empathy and 
compassion as essential to managing people.27

At the same time, leaders, like all of us, are a combination of creator and 
parasite. The bipolarity Rand subjects people to, of being in one or the other 
category, is unrealistic. Nobody is perfect, nobody ever achieves all their 
goals and the creator is thus either a hypocrite or permanently frustrated, 
thus failing to fulfill the imperative to be proud.

I would argue that authentic leaders have something of the creator about 
them—as well as the parasite, a trait that Peikoff makes veiled reference to 
when he explains that creators often “recreate” others’ ideas, although he 
fails to fully explain this.28
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In reality, Rand created a cast of characters in order to construct a moral 
philosophy and create aspirational models that serve as a guide for our per-
sonal lives, even if we aren’t able to follow them to the letter. By the same 
token, even if we identify with the fundamentals of utilitarianism, deontol-
ogy or moral virtue in the real world, we tend to combine ideas taken from 
the three main theories, which are addressed throughout this book.

Perhaps Rand’s main contribution is to strip the superiority instinct of 
businesspeople of any complex they might have felt in the past. True lead-
ers have a very high opinion of themselves and don’t need society’s approval 
in order to act. This independence of thought and their ability to act alone 
makes them into true creators. Part of the creator’s identity is pride, which 
confirms the belief that he or she is heading in the right direction. In con-
trast, Rand’s view is that humility is rooted in the guilt associated with the 
idea of original sin and incompatible with virtue.

Libertarians, among them Rand, encouraged defenders of the faith and 
moral selfishness to come out of the closet and feel no shame in build-
ing a public discourse in defense of the moral superiority of the creators.  
As Peikoff explains, “In our culture, all the moral exigencies of intelligence 
are ferociously attacked. Rationality is punished for being merciless, intel-
lectuality for being sterile, selfishness for being exploitative, independence as 
antisocial, integrity for being rigid, honesty as impractical, justice for being 
cruel and productivity as materialist.”29

It’s not hard to see the connection between this narrative and some forms 
of supremacist popularity that periodically take root in developed coun-
tries. In contrast with Rand’s model, which some people have mistakenly 
considered the epitome of what a business leader should be, the managers 
and directors running large companies are assuming greater and greater cor-
porate social responsibility. This is the age of committed capitalism, a time 
when businesses are carrying out a key role in the global society and business 
leaders and directors are aware of the social impact of their activities and the 
need to build sustainable organizations. They do not operate, as Rand por-
trayed her creators, as though they lived on a desert island.

Another of Rand’s contributions is her emphasis on the role of business-
people in social development. Peikoff explains: “Rand’s stated goal for writ-
ing the novel (Atlas Shrugged ) was ‘to show how desperately the world needs 
prime movers and how viciously it treats them’ and to portray ‘what happens 
to the world without them,’ All along the book, there is the ongoing dis-
tinction between the ‘true’ entrepreneurs, who seek to make profits purely 
by their own innovative efforts, and the false ones who benefit from govern-
ment patronage and are counted among the ‘looters.’”30
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Leaders and Administrators

In some ways, management science also distinguishes between creators and 
parasites. What leaders really do, a well-known article written by John P. 
Kotter,31 outlines two profiles in any business: managers and leaders. The 
former are responsible for the day-to-day running of an organization, such 
as planning and budgeting, task-setting and assigning resources.

In turn, leaders use their vision to create strategies, direct change and 
transformation in companies, motivating and guiding everybody toward a 
single mission.

As with Rand’s creators and parasites, the reality of the business world is 
more complex, and Kotter himself accepts that a combination of both qual-
ities is required to successfully lead an organization. Ideally, people in posi-
tions of responsibility should find a dynamic balance that reflects the needs 
of the moment. At times of growth, vision and strategic leadership are essen-
tial; at other times, control and planning are needed.

What’s more, there is no single definition of what makes a good manager 
or leader. Kotter explains that although management seems a more rational 
occupation than leadership, a kind of organizational engineering, leadership 
shouldn’t be seen as mysterious in any way and has nothing to do with cha-
risma or other exotic personality traits. It’s not an attribute of the chosen few 
but is instead a capacity that’s been developed over time, bringing together a 
compendium of characteristics, including the ability to communicate effec-
tively with stakeholders and is much more than simply managing a series of 
processes.

Nietzsche’s idea of the superman exercised a powerful influence in US 
thinking in the latter half of the nineteenth century, personified by men 
such as J. P. Morgan, Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller, in much 
the same way as happened with the rise of Germany’s industrialists at the 
same time.32 Similarly, the ideas of Rand and other writers almost a cen-
tury later were seminal in creating modern leadership theories that saw their 
zenith during the Reagan and Thatcher years of the 1980s and most mem-
orably expressed as “Greed is good”: Gordon Gekko’s dictum in the movie 
Wall Street.

Peikoff summarized Rand’s thinking in his book The Philosophy of Ayn 
Rand as “The direct source of current wealth was the Industrial Revolution. 
The cause was reason and liberty, which made possible knowledge and 
action, which is to say, modern science and the modern business class.”33

Rand’s spirit lives on in the new wave of entrepreneurs driving the tech-
nological disruption of the new millennium, and one can’t help but compare 
Mark Zuckerberg or Elon Musk with the heroes of Atlas Shrugged.
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Takeaways

Ayn Rand is considered one of the pillars of libertarianism, the concept of 
political philosophy that calls for minimal government, while defending per-
sonal freedoms such as private property, education, health and pensions.

–	 Rand’s work typically features model entrepreneurs, committed to their 
values and free from authority. Entrepreneurs are the “doers,” while those 
who work in the public sector or for organized religion are “parasites.” 
Her model society is arguably more an aspiration than a reality.

–	 Current leadership has evolved from the post-modern ideas inspired by 
thinkers such as Nietzsche or Rand, whose leaders were charismatic and 
beyond right or wrong, toward more multi-faceted and realistic models. 
Today’s more engaged capitalism, where leaders must increasingly respond 
to a range of stakeholders, means that directors need to balance their abil-
ities as managers and leaders.
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Science, Business and Cosmopolitanism: 
Angelica Kohlmann1

Held each year at the Vienna Hofburg imperial palace, the Peter Drucker 
Forum brings together thoughtful business leaders to discuss the latest 
management ideas and models. This isn’t an academic event, but a mix of 
investigators, consultants, specialist journalists, entrepreneurs and managers 
who discuss not simply theories, but how ideas can be put into practice to  
make businesses into models for social change.

The blended aspect of the Forum, of bringing together researchers and 
practitioners, speculation and experience, would have appealed particularly 
to Peter Drucker, who is rightly considered the father of modern manage-
ment, and while no academic taught management at several universities and 
wrote many influential books and articles on the subject.2

The Chairman of the Drucker Forum Advisory Board and the European 
Peter Drucker Society that supports it is Angelica Kohlmann, a member of 
Drucker’s wife family, who co-organizes the event with Richard Straub, its 
President. As Peter Drucker’s birthplace, Vienna is particularly appropriate 
for the event—a crossroads of intellectuals, artists, writers and entrepre-
neurs, also birthplace of psychologists, philosophers and musicians, home 
to outstanding economists such as Ludwig von Mises, Friedrich Hayek or 
Joseph Schumpeter.

Although her family is European, Kohlmann was born in Brazil and spent 
her first years in São Paulo, as her parents had emigrated to Latin America. 

4
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Her personality reflects the enviable synergy between a Germanic sense of 
duty and discipline with the vibrancy traditionally associated with the cul-
ture of Brazil. She holds a German and a Brazilian passport. “We grew up in 
a very international environment, traveling a lot, with relatives in the United 
States, in Europe, and elsewhere across the world.

This impacted my life. Certainly, I love Brazil, where I grew up. But I always 
appreciated the high cultural level I found in Europe, along with other philos-
ophies and mindsets, and the way capitalism is understood in America. I tried 
to learn the best from each culture and country, and I always felt that I was a 
world citizen and not Brazilian or German or anything else.”

As with other people who have been exposed to different cultures from a 
young age or who have lived in diverse countries, such as the children of 
diplomats or executives posted abroad, rather than identifying with a sin-
gle country, Kohlmann has a more international outlook, an identity associ-
ated with global citizenship. Furthermore, she has developed an interest in a 
range of cultures, along with a deep-rooted respect and tolerance for human 
diversity in all its forms.

Research shows that children exposed to different cultures, or who show 
an interest in other societies, tend to have a greater capacity for leadership 
than those brought up in the same place and who feel tied to their domestic 
environment.3 Our sense of belonging to a group is fundamentally cultural, 
a habit we acquire through education from infancy onward, and of course 
can be modified through experience and education.

Kohlmann shows a deep gratitude toward her parents for her upbringing, 
“which had a strong impact on how later I made my decisions.

They gave us a broad international outlook, stressing the importance of edu-
cation and, above all, they gave us self-confidence, in the sense that as long 
as you’re honest, you work hard and you have strict ethical views, there is no 
limit to what you can achieve or how far you can go. I always felt a strong 
sense of self-confidence from my first job about what I was doing and I think 
this helped me a lot to move on and make decisions. Of course, this was based 
on a good education which I was fortunate to receive, and which is not to be 
taken for granted, but it was just this feeling that as long as you work hard you 
can go very far, and I think this was much more important than having stud-
ied medicine, for example.”

This self-confidence allowed her to take on roles and make the decisions she 
wanted. “When I was a teenager and attended college, girls stuck together 
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and talked about fingernails, and the young men were discussing politics.  
I always preferred to be with the young men, discussing politics; I under-
stood that I wanted to be part of society.” She also understood from an early 
age that while she wanted a family, she also wanted to develop a fulfilling 
career, and so set about combining them: “I knew that organizational skills 
were highly important.

I needed to be able to organize the kids. I also knew that if they were sick or 
anything happened to them, they would come first, but as long as they were 
healthy and happy, then I could continue my work, and I think both aspects 
of my life profited from that.”

Kohlmann says she has always enjoyed her relationship with her children, 
finding time, particularly around the table, to deepen the family experience, 
perhaps compensating for her absences:

During family trips we would make, at least once a year, we spend hours at 
the dinner table discussing science, politics, economics, and we would have 
discussions deep into the night sometimes, it was a lot of fun. When they were 
younger I felt I was more knowledgeable, but today it’s not the case. It’s nice to 
see that I brought up kids who have so many ideas and so much input: it was 
a pleasure to combine my professional life with bringing up children. It was a 
challenge. It was a lot of work, a lot of organization. It was my choice and it 
was wonderful and completely doable.

Kohlmann studied medicine in Germany, although she never felt a strong 
vocation to be a doctor. Her real interest was in how science could impact 
on society. After graduating, she worked as a doctor and researcher at the 
Anderson Cancer Center in Houston and the Kettering Cancer Center in 
New York. But she found laboratory work monotonous, while treating can-
cer patients exposed her to deep pain and suffering. She realized that she 
was more oriented toward action and so decided to make the leap into the 
business world at a time when pharmaceutical companies were looking for 
professionals with a medical background that could combine their research 
experience with management.

She was offered a number of positions and opted to work in marketing 
for Behringwerke AG. Despite having no experience in the field, she was 
attracted to the global orientation of the post, leading a team of people and 
also being able to use her language skills. Over time, she was asked to work 
in a support capacity for the board of directors at Hoechst, which gave her a 



50        S. Iñiguez

more holistic understanding of the business, analyzing investments and eval-
uating the financial performance of the company’s different business units, a 
task she enjoyed, given her passion for numbers and mathematics. “I found 
that combining some medical knowledge with numbers was the perfect 
place for me in those days.

I was 26 years old and I realized that at the board meeting there were thirty 
people, comprising board members and supporting staff, and I was the only 
woman. It took me some time to realize this, I was blind to it. I think it might 
have been my age or not seeing that I was different in those days that helped 
me a lot, I just moved on.”

Since then, Kohlmann’s career has advanced, as she explains, with some 
unexpected turns along the way, and she has continued to apply her 
Philosophy of generating a positive impact as she takes on greater responsi-
bilities, even setting up her own venture fund with her children that invests 
in biotech, tech and related sectors. Asked about the milestones in her career, 
she remembers her years at the head of Behringwerke’s global restructuring 
team, a time when she was given a free hand and that allowed her to develop 
a sense of responsibility and learn many aspects of management, among them 
taking risks and making mistakes in a relatively safe environment. Over the 
course of her career, Kohlmann has cultivated and strengthened a series of 
virtues that are fundamental for the good practice of management: discipline, 
dedication, determination and commitment to her ethical principles.

She still remembers her conversations with her uncle, Peter Drucker, at 
his home in the Rockies, when he would advise her to practice the virtue 
of listening, vital to leadership. She admits to not being a good listener and 
having largely acted independently. After reading his books, she says she 
now understands better the centrality of people to the practice of manage-
ment. In his memoirs, Drucker refers to an episode at Cambridge University 
when he was attending a seminar given by John Maynard Keynes: “All the 
students were interested in the behavior of commodities, while for me, the 
behavior of people was much more interesting.” Virtues and people, two 
central themes in the Philosophy of Philippa Foot.

Philippa Foot, Oxford and Analytical Philosophy

Summertown is a small English village that lies on the old road from Oxford 
to Woodstock and that over time has merged into the university city. A good 
number of students and teachers live in this friendly and manageably sized 
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community, cycling to and from their schools and colleges. Summertown 
was also home to three of the most outstanding philosophers of the last cen-
tury, gathered together in this book: G. E. M. Anscombe, Iris Murdoch and 
Philippa Foot. Despite their diverse political beliefs and attitudes, the three 
women maintained a friendship and academic exchange that reflected their 
shared influences: the Greek tradition of Plato and Aristotle, the scholas-
tic rigor of St. Thomas Aquinas, Ludwig Wittgenstein and British analyti-
cal philosophy. The three were also active in raising a debate focused on the 
horrors of Nazism and World War II, which was a longstanding reference 
within the field of legal and moral Philosophy and is still seen as an example 
of the evil humans are capable of.

Philippa Foot grew up in a well-to-do family. Her mother was the daugh-
ter of US President Grover Cleveland and her father a businessman with 
steel mills in the northern county of Yorkshire. Her early education took 
place at home, administered by governesses, from whom she said she did 
not even learn “which came first, the Romans or the Greeks.”4 However, 
she was able to prepare to enter Oxford University’s women-only Somerville 
College—other colleges didn’t open to women until 1974—and that 
attracted other distinguished females students like Margaret Thatcher and 
Indira Gandhi. There she earned a first-class degree in Philosophy, Politics 
and Economics.

She was associated with Somerville throughout her academic life, work-
ing as a researcher and lecturer, although she was also a visiting profes-
sor at several US universities, notably maintaining a dual affiliation with 
the University of California, Los Angeles. An atheist, she also kept out of 
politics, although some of her books dealt with issues such as abortion or 
euthanasia, and she was also a government economic adviser for a short 
period. She was briefly married to military historian and former British 
military intelligence officer M. R. D. Foot and died, curiously enough, on  
the day of her 90th birthday.

To better understand Foot’s work, we need to understand the evolution of 
analytical philosophy, which focuses on the study of concepts and the use of 
language. G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica5 is usually considered the seminal 
work of analytical Philosophy. Its two central approaches are often defined 
as non-cognitivism and the distinction between metaethics and normative 
ethics.

In short, non-cognitivism argues that moral judgments do not respond to 
a true/false paradigm, because in reality there are no moral facts to refer to, 
contrary to scientific propositions, which can be demonstrated in relation 
to observable things. An early example of non-cognitivism is David Hume,  
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the Scottish philosopher who in the eighteenth century rejected what he 
termed the naturalistic fallacy, which makes normative judgments based on 
observable truths.6 Hume rejected the concept of human nature, seeing it 
as a construct elaborated by those who wanted to build a system of precepts 
derived merely from what they thought to be human nature. An example  
of this derivation of normative judgments from factual observations, for 
example, would be to say that because most people get married and have 
children, it is therefore the duty of all to marry and have children.

Moore’s second proposition to try to solve the challenges of naturalistic 
fallacy was that we must distinguish between metaethics and normative eth-
ics. Metaethics deals with moral concepts such as the meaning of “good,” 
“bad” or “right,” as well as how to structure moral judgments so as to be 
consistent. Normative ethics, on the other hand, deals with how to act in 
certain circumstances: for example, when it is moral to practice euthanasia. 
Moore explains that it is necessary first to build a good metaethical construct 
before moving on to normative ethics; otherwise, we make unjustified prop-
ositions that incur naturalistic fallacies.

Little wonder that so many twentieth-century philosophers spent so 
much time debating metaethical concepts. Foot decided to tackle non- 
cognitivism, among other reasons because of its distance from the kind of 
practical questions most of us are interested in:

Looking back … one may be surprised and a little sad, that this particular 
conflict, about ‘fact and value’, has occupied so much of our time. We seem to 
have rushed on to the field without waiting to map the territory supposedly in 
dispute, ready to die for some thesis about commendation or approval, about 
pro-attitudes or evaluation before anyone had done much detailed work on 
the specific, and very different, concepts involved.7

Foot aimed to build bridges between realms, values and facts. Throughout 
her professional career, her views changed, but she retained her principal 
objective: to unravel the nature of morality, provide reasons to act mor-
ally, as well as discussing how to proceed when faced with moral dilem-
mas. At the end of her career, she raised a recurring question among some 
philosophers:

I have been asked the very pertinent question as to where all this leaves dis-
putes about substantial moral questions. Do I really believe that I have 
described a method for settling them all? The proper reply is that in a way 
nothing is settled, but everything is left as it was.8
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The Meaning and Relevance of Virtue

An exponent of virtue ethics, Foot nevertheless said she felt closer to the 
contractualism of John Rawls or Tim Scanlon9 (8) a school of thought that 
sees moral principles as the outcome of a reasonable, if hypothetical, agree-
ment between members of society. Rawl’s, which he denominates “political 
liberalism,” “is based on the idea that political principles should not be built 
on any single comprehensive doctrine, but should avoid sectarianism as far 
as possible, while still espousing some core moral doctrines that may be able 
to command an ‘overlapping consensus’ among the holders of all the reason-
able comprehensive doctrines.”10

On the other hand, virtue ethics focuses on the character of the individ-
ual and the way our personality is reflected in our actions and decisions. 
This is different to consequentialism, which holds that the outcome or con-
sequences of a particular action determine whether it is morally acceptable 
or not. It also differs from deontology, which argues that the rightness or 
wrongness of an act is determined by its nature and its adherence to and 
consistency with certain principles or norms. In practice, the difference 
between these three alternative models of morality is how problems are 
addressed, the way a decision is reached or justified and not necessarily the 
final decision reached, with which they might agree. For example, a conse-
quentialist might argue that stealing is wrong because of the negative conse-
quences that result from it. A deontologist might argue that theft is always 
wrong, regardless of any potential “good” that may come from it. However, 
proponents of the ethics of virtue would explain that a robbery stems from 
immoral behavior, as opposed to practicing the virtue of justice, which 
demands respect for the property of others.

With its origins in the writings of Plato and Aristotle,11 the ethics of 
virtue was the predominant model in the ancient and medieval worlds. It 
emphasizes the character of the individual, of our conscience and will, rather 
than addressing rules or the consequences of our decisions. Following this 
classical tradition, Foot argued that there are “three essential features of a 
virtue — first, a virtue is a disposition of the will; second, it is beneficial 
either to others, or to its possessor as well as to others; third, it is corrective 
of some bad general human tendency.”12

The use of the word “disposition” is interesting: Unlike “habit,” which 
derives from Aquinas’s “habitus,” something that results in relatively auto-
matic conduct, disposition suggests self-control, awareness and willingness. 
In any case, virtues are attributes we achieve over time through the joint 
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exercise of reason, which decides which virtues to practice, and will, which 
decides the repetition of acts to acquire that disposition. They are not innate 
abilities and can even be cultivated later in life.

Plato was the first philosopher to analyze the main virtues, which he 
explored in The Republic,13 summarizing them into four, associated with 
the different social classes of that time: Temperance, applicable to all social 
classes, but especially workers, a virtue aimed primarily at containing the 
excesses of anger and passion. Courage, associated with the military class, 
emphasizes the bravery and mettle soldiers require. Prudence (or wisdom) 
is a trait required of rulers and should guide law and leadership in society, 
and finally, justice lies beyond social classes and regulates the relationships 
between them and among the citizenry.

Foot includes these four cardinal virtues, which she considers essential 
for the individual’s development in society, although she expands the list. 
All must meet the three defining requirements of the virtues outlined above, 
although in some cases Foot’s explanations seem lacking. For example, when 
she talks about practicing the virtue of charity, which while making us mate-
rially poorer, strengthens our moral qualities, or when somebody who is suf-
fering from depression gains no satisfaction from practicing virtues. Foot’s 
approach is not focused on the practice of a particular virtue, but instead 
on the balanced exercise of all of them, of a system of virtues that is agreed 
upon by members of society.

The ethics of virtue has also influenced psychology. In its origins, psychol-
ogy dealt with pathological cases, people who posed a risk to society or to 
themselves. However, in recent times the positive psychology movement, 
whose goal is to “find and nurture genius and talent” and “make normal life 
more fulfilling,” has grown and is part of any number of personal develop-
ment programs and business management. Christopher Peterson and Martin 
Seligman, two of the movement’s best-known proponents, are the authors of  
Character Strengths and Virtues,14 which discusses the six most important  
virtues for the development of a happy life. Seligman adds two virtues to the 
four outlined above: humanity, which has to do with the practice of altruism 
toward our fellow men and women; transcendence, perhaps the least per-
sonal and most elusive virtue, which refers to the impact our behavior has 
on the world as well as with aspects of spirituality.

It’s not hard to anticipate the reception that the analysis of virtues, as 
reflected in good business practices, has had on the field of management. 
One of the objectives of business education, executive training or coaching 
is to develop skills that emphasize leadership or effectiveness in managerial 
performance, their measurement, supervision and promotion. These mana-
gerial skills are similar to virtues and even have a certain moral reach.
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There is no shortage of books about the virtues required of managers. 
One of the best known is Stephen Covey’s 1989 The 7 Habits of Highly 
Effective People,15 which has prompted any number of sequels. Interestingly, 
a virtue that has largely been ignored by most philosophers, except within 
the Christian canon, is humility. Philippa Foot is no exception, mentioning 
it only in passing when she criticizes Nietzsche’s concept of the superman.16

That said, more recent management literature does recognize the relevance 
of humility, seeing it as the ability that allows leaders to avoid arrogance, 
to listen and to be permanently oriented toward change and innovation. 
For example, Jim Collins, author of From Good to Great, proposes a model 
called 5 Level Leadership, which places major emphasis on humility. Among 
the common factors successful companies share is that they have leaders who 
“build enduring greatness through a paradoxical combination of personal 
humility and professional will.”17 This is certainly paradoxical, given that  
among the most common qualities associated with business leaders, and 
sometimes encouraged by business schools, are a sense of superiority and 
belonging to an elite, typically resulting in overconfidence and even arrogance. 
But in Collins’ view, this arrogance often prevents us from understanding and 
assimilating what is happening around us and acting accordingly.

The Trolley Problem and the Ethics  
of Artificial Intelligence

Philosophers have often used real-life cases or fictional examples, stories, 
metaphors, analogies and aporias to illustrate their arguments, to discuss 
possible choices in the face of a dilemma or to anticipate the results of a 
decision. These “simulators” allow thinkers explore their discourse without 
real risk. Plato came up with the allegory of the cave to explain the nature 
of human knowledge; Zeno of Elea analyzed the conceptual infinity of space 
by explaining that Achilles, the Greek hero admired for his agility and speed, 
would never be able to reach a turtle because the distance that separates 
them could be divided and subdivided into infinite parts, which in theory 
would be impossible to overcome however fast he went.18

Foot is also remembered for the suppositions she proposed to under-
stand the nature of moral decisions. Some of her cases have become classics, 
applied and developed by other philosophers and used as a basis for debate 
in undergraduate programs. Perhaps the most known is the trolley problem, 
which she proposed in 196719 and that can be summarized through the  
following dilemma:
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A runaway trolley car is moving toward five people tied to the tracks. You are 
standing next to a lever. If you pull the lever, the trolley will be redirected onto 
a side track and the five people on the main track will be saved. However, 
there is a single person lying on the side track who would be able to stop the 
tram but who would be killed in the process. Should you pull the lever?

Most people who are faced with this problem tend to be in favor of pulling 
the lever, seeing it as the best moral action: Rather than doing nothing, it is 
preferable to act to avoid greater evil. A utilitarian analysis would also justify 
this decision: It’s five lives versus one and the comparative calculation comes 
out in favor of the majority. If the dilemma is posed to MBA students, the 
decision is taken quickly, because managers are used to solving decisions 
speedily and take action. In addition, Hollywood has us accustomed to the 
hero in action films having to intervene decisively to avoid a greater evil, 
whatever the consequences.

A utilitarian or a consequentialist would justify pulling the lever, since the 
overall result is the most satisfactory. But even for a deontologist, the obliga-
tion to always act in accordance with duty, regardless of the consequences, 
could also justify the decision to pull the lever, given the concurrence of 
the two duties of assisting somebody in danger and of avoiding involuntary 
manslaughter, almost in defense of others, is resolved in favor of the former.

There are variants that illustrate the complexity of solving seemingly sim-
ple dilemmas. For example, writing in the 1980s, US moral philosopher 
Judith Jarvis Thomson20 posed an alternative in which the track where the 
one man is tied continuous in a loop, returning to the track where the five 
people are tied up. Would you push the button in this case? Again, most 
people still pull the lever, although the train will eventually run the five  
people over.

The supposition can even take on nuances of a qualitative or evaluative 
nature, not necessarily in relation to the number of people involved. Let’s 
imagine that the five people tied to the track have been sent to prison for 
murder, and that the man on the alternative route is a scientist who will find 
a cure for cancer. Or let’s say that the five tied to the track have been diag-
nosed with terminal diseases and at best have a year to live and the man on 
the other track is our scientist. What would you do?

Most philosophers who do not believe in consequentialism or utilitar-
ianism would argue that any decision should not be made by comparing 
the value of one life over another. Firstly, because everyone has the right 
to life, regardless of their worth from an external perspective or how long 
they’re going to live. Secondly, because that right and the other rights of the  
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individual are a buffer against majority decisions or arguments of general  
interest. They act as counterweights, as guarantees against the majority 
deciding for the minority or the individual.21

The trolley problem and similar cases raised by contemporary philosophers 
help us understand the complexity of solving moral problems not only by 
human beings, but also by artificial intelligence fed by algorithms. We know 
that many decisions and information processes are based on algorithms. 
Behind every click on our computer, there is an algorithm. Algorithms are 
capable of making decisions on the stock markets and in daily regular busi-
ness, allocating services to consumers, flying aircraft and driving cars, com-
posing music and even writing articles, to cite just a few examples. Ed Finn, 
who has explored the moral dilemmas raised by the use of AI, explains: “The 
word algorithm frequently encompasses a range of computational processes 
including close surveillance of user behaviors, ‘big data’ aggregation of the 
resulting information, analytics engines that combine multiple forms of 
statistical calculation to parse that data, and finally a set of human-facing 
actions, recommendations, and interfaces that generally reflect only a small 
part of the cultural processing going on behind the scenes.”22

It’s predicted that within a few years, much public and private trans-
port will be self-driven. It’s worth pointing out the word automobile means 
self-driving. When this happens, cars and other vehicles will be guided by 
algorithms and will have to address Philippa Foot’s Trolley dilemma, except 
that a machine has much better reflexes than a human being, as we have 
seen with aircraft automatic pilot systems, in most cases saving lives but 
sometimes causing tragedies.23

Imagine, for example, as already proposed in some university courses 
of philosophy and technology, that a car that traveling at a certain speed 
approaches a mother crossing the road outside of a zebra crossing. The car 
has two alternatives: run over the mother and her child, or turn sharply and 
run over an old man standing by the road. How should the algorithm that 
will decide the fairest course of action be designed?

As a number of writers have shown, the configuration of algorithms is 
not a morally or culturally neutral issue. Algorithms identify that data is rel-
evant, how to interpret that data and what decision to make accordingly. 
Logically, in this context, the development and classification of human pro-
files are ongoing and necessary. Amazon, for example, tracks all its users’ 
purchases and searches to identify their tastes and alert or advise them as to 
similar products and services. This has huge advantages for businesses and 
also for consumers, as it allows supply and demand to be balanced more 
effectively and cheaply.
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At the same time, there is a clear risk. Profiling and categorizing people 
emphasizes social bias and helps to further discriminate against minorities. 
US academic Robert Elliott Smith, who has spent more than 30 years stud-
ying algorithms, argues in his powerful 2019 book Rage Inside the Machine 
that, “In the last few years, algorithms have been generating some surpris-
ingly unsavory and unexpected outputs. In 2015, British daily The Guardian 
reported that Google algorithms tagged images of black people as ‘#ani-
mals’, ‘#apes’ and ‘#gorillas’. They also reported that Google image searches 
for ‘unprofessional hair’ predominately returned pictures of black women. 
8 Another report revealed that Google’s algorithms showed high-paying job 
ads to men more than ever than to women.”24

At the same time, we know that the opinions and data found on social net-
works are often influenced by fake news, which in turn can distort machine 
learning. Elliott also provides an example: “When Microsoft released a 
Twitter bot (AI algorithm) called ‘Tay’ in 2016, it had to be shut down after 
just 24 hours because it learned to say, ‘I fucking hate feminists and they 
should all die’, ‘Hitler was right I hate the Jews’ and ‘WE’RE GOING TO 
BUILD A WALL, AND MEXICO IS GOING TO PAY FOR IT’ 11.”25

Returning to the example of self-driving cars, we can imagine some of the 
possible problems that might occur if the algorithm behind the solution to 
ethical dilemmas is fed by prejudice and fake news. The same could to appli-
cations developed to make decisions in companies such as assessing the most 
important members of the workforce and who deserve promotion or a pay 
rise by using information about likely illnesses.

At the same time, there is the not-insignificant issue of the gap that might 
be opened between managers and other stakeholders affected by the deci-
sions made by new technologies. Let’s imagine that a downsizing is carried 
out based on the recommendations of a complex algorithm. Senior man-
agement can distance themselves from their decisions by saying, “it wasn’t 
me, it was the technology.” This issue has already been raised by Bernard 
Williams in relation to the use of technology in warfare, for example, to 
decide the location of bombing targets and how intense bombardments 
should be, even to the extent of using drones to minimize human involve-
ment.26 This kind of disintermediation in war makes it easier to tackle the 
tough decisions that were once the responsibility of senior officers.

Finally, it’s tempting to wonder whether AI will eventually develop virtues 
through machine learning, as humans have. After all, if virtues are acquired 
through the repetition of acts, and machine learning also evolves, perhaps 
engineers will be able to program algorithms that lead to the development 
of virtues, thus helping us avoid the dystopias and robot dictatorships pre-
dicted by Stephen Hawking and Elon Musk.
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Takeaways

Philippa Foot is an exponent of the Philosophy of virtue as a paradigm of 
morality, a widely accepted concept within professional development mod-
els for its direct relationship, and even conceptual identity, with managerial 
abilities or skills:

–	 The virtues are good operative habits that can be acquired through the 
repetition of acts, exercising intelligence and will. For many philosophers 
and directors, they have been a useful reference as part of personal and 
professional improvement.

–	 Philosophy has traditionally provided three main paradigms for resolving 
moral dilemmas: deontology, which determines how to act on the basis 
of applying rules and principles; consequentialism, which establishes the 
right or wrong of an act on the basis of its outcomes; and virtue theory, 
which calls on us to cultivate good habits that generate a disposition to 
behave with propriety. Although these three paradigms have different rea-
sonings, they will likely lead to similar outcomes. Business leaders tend 
toward consequentialism, based as it is on results, as well as moral virtue.

–	 Foot proposes several examples and aporias that anticipate the moral 
dilemmas posed by artificial intelligence. As things stand, and until real 
progress is made in introducing moral virtue into AI algorithms, I believe 
it is better that moral dilemmas are resolved by people.
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Passion Enlightens a Professional Life:  
María Benjumea1

Can you visualize a Babel of businesspeople? Imagine a vast meeting of more 
than 6000 entrepreneurs from all over the world, 1100 investors, venture 
capitalists and business angels, all gathered in huge magical space, interact-
ing frenetically, bubbling over, explaining their ideas and interviewing each 
other in parallel, formal and informal meetings, a marathon of activities last-
ing around 72 hours.

This isn’t Silicon Valley, but the South Summit, a global platform that 
is now a global reference point for entrepreneurship, held in Madrid every 
year since 2012 and the brainchild of María Benjumea, a Spanish business-
woman whose passion and enthusiasm run like electricity through meeting.

It’s not easy to create the circumstances to generate such a unique entre-
preneurial atmosphere, and just as hard to attract genuine creators and 
investors. Entrepreneurs tend to avoid formal events along the lines of 
Davos, instead preferring more casual, informal occasions, where interaction 
is direct and flows spontaneously.

As with other platform-based initiatives, the secret of South Summit’s 
success largely lies in the capacity of somebody like Benjumea, her teams 
and her partners, to mobilize a network of diverse, relevant and interna-
tional stakeholders, and then to leverage social networks, word of mouth, 
the participants themselves, the success of the connections made during the 
gathering, the recognition and support of the start-ups, the satisfaction and 
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enjoyment of participants and of course social events. Businesspeople like to 
enjoy themselves too.

The ability to network is often singled out as what sets successful entre-
preneurs and directors apart from the herd. Networking, however, is not a 
skill that can be developed overnight or acquired like a database. It is created 
over time and requires patience, care and dedication. What’s more, it’s not 
just about personal interest. Building a network requires reciprocity, fairness 
and the ability to inspire confidence.

Those who know Benjumea say she’s a born networker, known by all the 
relevant stakeholders in the area of business creation in Spain, and increas-
ingly in Latin America, given that South Summit has already organized 
events in Bogota and Mexico City and intends to expand its activities in 
the region. Benjumea explains that one of the reasons for her success is hav-
ing cultivated a presence in the right networks, and she recommends other 
women to grasp the importance to relationships, of being in the right places 
and participating, of dedicating the time needed to get to know other rele-
vant business players:

If your colleagues are going for a beer after work, then you go too; your part-
ner can stay at home and look after the children just as well as you can.

Platforms are increasingly the way we do digital and global business, and 
while most function online, what makes South Summit different is its focus 
on bringing people together, on face-to-face meetings to identify business 
opportunities, to find investors, partners and to close deals. I sometimes use 
the term animal feedback to describe how we humans seem to need personal 
contact to carry out important business deals. For example, while today’s 
millennials tend to meet each other through social networks, after this ini-
tial, virtual contact, a personal meeting is needed to cement what until then 
was merely an intellectual relationship: To close important business or recruit 
senior directors, it still seems necessary for some kind of physical contact.

Benjumea naturally forms an instantaneous bond with the people she 
meets. She is expressive and warm, cheerful and outgoing, expansive and 
approachable. She is totally lacking in the arrogance or distance that often 
characterizes other people of her experience or level. When discussing her 
career, her honesty and modesty typically prompt empathy and complicity.

At university, she studied Geography and History, a decision that highlights 
the importance of the Humanities for businesspeople and that generalist stud-
ies provide a solid foundation for developing multiple careers, as opposed to 
the obsession with specialization. When Benjumea was at university in Spain, 
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after completing a course in the Humanities, most graduates would put them-
selves forward for a post in the civil service: This was considered the natural 
option and would provide secure, lifelong employment.

Benjumea failed her first round of entrance exams, as frequently happens, 
but in her case, it provided her with an opportunity to go into business and 
pursue something she felt a passion for: “Looking back, I know now that I 
could never have worked for somebody else.”

She describes her professional development as based on “learning by 
doing,” gaining confidence and earning trust along the way. “To begin with,” 
she explains, “I felt unsure, but over time I learned the ropes and proved to 
myself that I could get things done with hard work, dedication and enthusi-
asm.” She remembers the nerves she felt when she was first interviewed on the 
radio. The journalist introduced her as Mario instead of María, which helped 
break the ice. Next came her first television interview, although she is now 
used to the presence of dozens of cameras at South Summit. But she admits 
still to a certain thrill at such public events, which she says helps release the 
adrenalin needed to bring out the best and to keep her on her toes.

At the same time, she seeks to demythologize the challenges she has faced, 
launching a message of confidence and optimism to all female entrepre-
neurs: “We’re permanently demythologizing things. With hard work and 
passion it’s possible to achieve anything, even if it takes time and effort. We 
have to overcome stereotypes and clichés, which are myths that disappear 
like mirages if you commit to overcoming them.”

Benjumea initially tried her hand at selling and restoring antiques. Later, 
toward the end of the 1980s, she set up the highly successful Círculo de 
Progreso, a company that published guides and provided information 
about university courses, advising candidates about the best study programs 
for their interests; this was in the pre-Internet age and when there was lit-
tle information available. The company morphed into Infoempleo, the first 
major platform to connect university graduates with employers in Spain, 
creating a new model and changing the recruitment market. This led to 
Spain Startup, a platform connecting stakeholders and start-up found-
ers, and then on to South Summit, a natural evolution, but one that has 
changed her life and the life of hundreds of entrepreneurs.

The common denominator in these business initiatives is Benjumea’s passion 
and enthusiasm for what she does. She remembers an inspirational anecdote 
during a presentation by a board member of Johnson & Johnson, who talked 
in very positive terms about her work, prompting one member of the audience 
to comment: “Sure, but you’ve been lucky: everything you’ve done has excited 
you,” to which the woman replied: “I would say that I’ve made it exciting.”
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Benjumea says she has always felt passionate about her business initiatives 
and the impact they have had on people and society, in areas such as pro-
fessional development, employment or creating companies. Reflecting her 
enthusiasm for new ideas, she says she enjoys designing strategies and busi-
ness plans than the day-to-day administrative work, although she is more 
than capable of getting down into the weeds of offering a particular service 
to make sure the client is happy.

Benjumea’s family has proved to be an entrepreneurial ecosystem: Her 
husband, Diego del Alcázar Silvela, is the founder of IE University, while 
their children, Isabela and Diego, have inherited the same groundbreaking 
spirit. “What sets my mother apart is her passion and love for what she does 
and with whom she does it,” says her son, adding: “she is not an economist 
by training, and if you ask her she probably is not at all friendly to numbers 
or structured business plans, but she compensates this by an amazing drive 
and fervor at what she does, along with her intuition and experience. My 
mother has guts, courage, bravery. Obstacles in her path do not stop her.”

Benjumea’s busy calendar means that the lines between the professional 
and the personal are often blurred. The family’s entrepreneurial ecosystem 
means that conversations in the home are a mix of the personal, current 
affairs and business, which is an ongoing enterprise.

When I ask her about her views on inclusion policies, she smiles and says: 
“I always warn people that I’m politically incorrect.” In reality, her views are 
hardly controversial, and she simply believes in the right to express her opin-
ion based on her experiences. “People often say that men choose other men 
for senior positions, but my experience is different. If you’re available, if they 
know you, then they’ll likely go with you.

In my case, I was elected Vice-president of the Business Circle based on the 
years I had spent on as part of any number of groups and associations, of my 
relationship with a huge number of people. First on SECOT [an organiza-
tion that works with small businesses in Spain], and then the International 
Women’s Forum, taking part in a range of conferences and committees. A 
friend encouraged me: ‘María, you have to be there, make an effort and go for 
it’ and ten years later I ended up on the board of directors of the representative 
body for business people in Spain.”

At present, as well as running her own company, she is a non-executive 
director of another business and sits on the boards of several organizations as 
an advisor.

Benjumea was also the driving force behind Lidera, a private-public ini-
tiative that has made a big impact in Spain by providing financial support 
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for women attending MBA programs, as well as the right mentoring and 
coaching to boost their employability and promotion in companies. She is 
particularly proud when she meets women who were part of Lidera a decade 
ago and discovers the huge impact it played in transforming their careers. 
Understanding that the power to change things lays in oneself can make a 
difference, she says.

As regards the salary gap that the data show exists in many companies, 
Benjumea’s advice to women is typically robust:

If you really believe your salary is lower than that of men in the same position 
as you, then talk to the head of human resources and make your case. If you’re 
right, you’ll soon see your pay raised. Never hesitate to demand what you see 
as fair conditions from your employer: they will always come round if you’re in 
the right.

Even Benjumea admits that sometimes even she can run low on enthusiasm 
and passion: At times like this, her advice is: “Get away, do something else, 
go somewhere else. A change of activity and a breath of fresh air can some-
times be the best way to see things differently. Like Scarlett O’Hara said, 
tomorrow is another day; the sun will rise, time puts things in perspective.”

Looking back over her career, Benjumea accepts she may no longer be the 
torrent she once was, but while her career now seems more like a river at 
its widest, the current flows as fast as ever. She has grown to know herself 
better, having proved that anything is possible if one applies the right means 
and sufficient effort, as well as relying on the right people.

If you want to get ahead quickly, then perhaps it’s worth doing things alone, 
but if you really want to achieve your goals and attain success, then you must 
find the right team to work with you.

Benjumea says she is still surprised at how much she has achieved and then 
tempers that by adding that there is still much to be done.

Benjumea’s profile is an excellent introduction for the Philosophy we’re 
going to look at, and specifically, two aspects I will focus on. Firstly, the 
myth that specialization is key to professional success. On occasions, a 
generalist background, an education rooted in the Humanities, as is the 
Benjumea’s case, is the best foundation for leading people. Secondly, that a 
passion for what we do is the best way to understand an activity, and that 
loving somebody else is the best way to know and realize one’s strengths and 
potential, which is fundamental for leading a company. Now, let’s continue 
discussing the advantages of generalist studies versus specialization.
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Generalists and Specialists: The Case  
of Iris Murdoch

Specialization and the creation of university departments throughout 
the nineteenth century, based on the model proposed by Wilhelm Von 
Humboldt,2 have produced significant results, notably a deep academic 
focus within specific disciplines. Without this specialization, entire scien-
tific areas that have extended our knowledge of the world and helped us find 
solutions to our problems would not exist.

However, this specialization has its critics, who argue against what they 
see as the concentration of researchers in overly circumscribed areas, frag-
mentation or nuclearization of knowledge, along with the silo syndrome, 
which have led to a disconnect between branches of knowledge, along with 
compartmentalized research.

In the case of Philosophy, the traditional approach encouraged thinkers 
to address all manner of subjects and to develop a world view that encap-
sulated their ideas, but this generalist methodology disappeared as univer-
sities created departments specializing in new areas, a process that has led 
to the highly focused research we see in today’s academic journals. We no 
longer see this generalist approach or efforts to create an overarching theory 
of the kind associated with the traditional philosophers. In short, the depth 
that comes from specialist research has come at the cost of abandoning an 
inter-disciplinary approach.

The professionalization of Philosophy has also prompted two defensive 
responses from the academic status quo. On the one hand, a critical reac-
tion to writers from outside the university system—typically described as 
interlopers—along with mistrust toward those academics locked away in 
their departmental silos.3 On the other hand, we have seen the exclusion of 
academics who look not only for feedback from their peers but also public 
opinion, by sharing their ideas through books and media appearances that 
provide as wide an audience as possible.

This specialization of philosophical analysis is what Iris Murdoch found 
when she began teaching at St Anne’s College, Oxford University, in 
1948, where she contributed actively at conferences and to publications. 
Reflecting the irony and misogyny widespread in Philosophy at the time, 
she was dubbed the “Abbess of Oxford”4 by her overwhelmingly male col-
leagues. Most historians have placed her within the formidable quartet made 
up of Philippa Foot, Mary Midgley and Elizabeth Anscombe, all lecturers 
at Oxford from the generation that lived through World War II as young 
women and were exposed to the horrors of Nazism and totalitarianism.
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At the same time, Murdoch can be seen as an academic outlier, a thinker 
prepared to swim against the current: In his biography of Murdoch, Peter J. 
Conradi, quotes Philippa Foot: “We were interested in moral language and 
she was interested in moral life.”5

Challenging the metaethical analytical debate of the time, led by R. M. 
Hare,6 Murdoch was more interested in raising substantive questions that 
were relevant to daily life.

Her resistance to academic classification is shown in two characteristics 
of her work. On the one hand, she mixes writers from different times and 
schools, transgressing the limits between disciplines and exploring what 
Stephen Marshall called: “the intermediate zone between Philosophy, secu-
lar morality and religious belief.”7 On the other hand, Murdoch combined 
academic theory with a career as a novelist. Her biographers have discussed 
which of these two facets were the most important in her life, sometimes 
calling Murdoch a philosopher who wrote or a novelist who philosophized.

Murdoch wrote 25 novels and was acclaimed by critics and public alike: 
Her novel The Sea, the Sea8 won the Booker Prize in 1978. Her stories, 
deeply psychological in the tradition of Balzac and Tolstoy, are populated 
by characters who explore their inner life, as well as their personal relation-
ships and sexuality, some of whom are undoubtedly based on friends and 
colleagues. She was a member of the Communist Party in her youth and 
supported the cause of a united Ireland, the country where she was born. 
She sought new experiences and her marriage to Oxford don and literary 
critic John Bayley was an open one. Among her lovers was Nobel laureate 
Elias Canetti, whose machismo and capacity for seducing women probably 
provided the inspiration for some of her male characters.

In her later years, Murdoch suffered from Alzheimer’s. Her experience was 
captured in the 2001 film Iris, based on her husband’s account of her life.

Compassion, Love and Leadership

In The Sovereignty of the Good,9 published in 1970 and arguably her most impor-
tant work, Murdoch formulated a moral philosophy rooted in Plato, dismissed 
as outdated by her peers at Oxford, who had embraced naturalism and subjected 
philosophical arguments to the principles of science and logic. This analytical 
Philosophy proposed analyzing moral judgments from an objective standpoint, 
principally focusing on the meaning we give to words and concepts.

In contrast, Murdoch argues that the individual’s inner point of view, 
his or her personal understanding of the world and the people in it, is the 
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benchmark for our moral behavior. In her opinion, science alone can-
not explain our beliefs, aspirations, feelings and contradictions. The moral 
behavior of people cannot be reduced to scientific arguments taken from 
genetics or psychology, or to use a modern-day analogy, from analyzing big 
data. Analytical philosophy is not much use either, argues Murdoch, describ-
ing it as simply “the picture frame.”10

To illustrate her thinking and the importance she gave to the individual’s 
inner life, Murdoch uses the analogy of the mother-in-law, who is tradition-
ally associated with displays of animosity toward the daughter-in-law, who is 
not seen as good enough for the beloved son or sons.

However, Murdoch explains that it is possible to reverse these feelings, to 
change that negative and critical image. If the mother-in-law instead tries 
to highlight all her daughter-in-law’s positive qualities, making an effort 
to change her opinion of her perceived defects or even justify them, then 
it’s possible she will be less hostile. Imagine that the mother-in-law strives 
every day to see some positive aspects of her daughter-in-law, interacting 
with her like she would her own daughter, forgiving any possible misunder-
standings and doing her best to praise her and show affection. Over time, we 
might reasonably expect the mother-in-law to change her opinion about her 
daughter-in-law and to end up loving and respecting her.

Murdoch explains that the only way to understand people or things, to 
know them as fully as possible, is by loving them. The result of this inner 
exercise is to see things in their best light, from the best angle. “We need 
a Moral Philosophy within which the concept of love, so rarely mentioned 
today by philosophers, can once again occupy a central role.”11

The mother-in-law analogy can be applied directly to managing people 
in organizations. Given executives’ tendency toward action, we quickly clas-
sify our work colleagues into friends and enemies. This is part of our animal 
instinct and allows us to map our working environment, classify people and 
behave accordingly. But corporate relations can easily turn into a black and 
white, binary world, with the risk that groups are created whose disputes 
detract from the pursuit of the common good.

As a rule, we tend to appreciate the people in our own department or 
those we have personally selected or those who have treated us well. 
Similarly, it’s not unusual to feel hostility toward people who have criticized 
us or with whom we’ve argued. Memories remain, and we tend to apply our 
bias toward our colleagues and coworkers.

In my experience as an educator and manager, personal disagreements 
are often the result of misunderstandings. For example, the use of short 
messages via social networks and email can so easily give rise to misinter-
pretation. Written communication is not as subtle as talking, where facial 



5  Love: Iris Murdoch/María Benjumea        69

expressions and tone of voice play a big part. Emoticons can help to sweeten 
short messages, but my advice is simply to avoid putting into words any-
thing negative or critical, unless you want to upset people.

We should also avoid overreacting when using social networks or email: It 
is always preferable to resolve distances face to face. Perhaps the best illustra-
tion of how an exchange of messages can lead to an uncontrolled spiral is the 
kind of mutual accusations we find on Twitter. There’s an additional disad-
vantage, best summed in the Latin adage: verba volant, scripta manent; words 
fly, but script remains, in many cases forever.

Another frequent cause of interpersonal misunderstanding is critical com-
ments about us from secondhand sources. Research into the flow of these 
comments shows how they can be distorted when told by one person to 
another, even when there is no such intention. I find it’s best thing to ignore 
criticism about me supposedly made by a third party.

A third opportunity for misunderstandings is clustering work colleagues 
into three groups: friends, enemies and neutrals. Working on the basis of 
“the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” we tend to be aloof, to avoid or even 
to attack people who are close to those we don’t get on with. A variant of this 
clustering is to reject diversity, distancing ourselves from people who think, 
look or live differently to us. Research shows the destructive consequences, 
for individuals as well as collectives, of looking for sameness in others.12

It would seem therefore, that this tendency to classify our colleagues in 
such simple terms is perfectly natural. It’s instinctive and a way of map-
ping our organization so as to know who we can trust. That said, Murdoch’s 
mother-in-law analogy provides the key to overcoming this syndrome, get-
ting to know people better and therefore becoming better leaders. The idea 
is to put into practice the virtue of compassion, which tends to be defined as 
“sympathetic consciousness of others,” and that allows us to see people from 
another perspective, based on how we contemplate them in our inner life.

“Compassion is empathy in action,” explains US organizational theorist 
Richard Boyatzis,13 who has carried out many research projects into how to 
improve the way groups integrate into organizations. Being compassionate 
consists of understanding other people as they see themselves, in under-
standing their aspirations and concerns. To reach this level of understanding, 
it’s necessary not just to increase our knowledge of somebody, which can be 
done by reading upon them, but by really listening to the way they tell their 
story about who they are.

“Caring about others is what evokes compassion,”14 concludes Boyatzis, 
reflecting the approach taken by Murdoch, who explained from a philosoph-
ical perspective that compassion, loving somebody, is the only way to really 
know them.
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Exercising Compassion to Enhance Leadership

Compassion can operate at both the individual and the organizational levels.
In the area of personal development, compassion can be understood as a 

virtue, which is to say a good habit: Based on repetition of certain practices 
over time, we can learn to better understand others and therefore increase 
our capacity for leadership.

There are three specific practices that help cultivate this virtue:

The first is to practice self-compassion. Any number of studies explain 
how our typical response to professional failure is all too often defensiveness 
or simply to give up. Neither is positive and makes it difficult to learn from 
our mistakes, while generating resentment and limiting our professional and 
personal growth. The best thing to do when faced with failure or mistakes is 
to be self-compassionate, understand that we all make mistakes, play down 
the importance of what’s happened and cultivate a more sporting approach. 
This attitude will allow us to keep growing. At the same, and equally impor-
tant, exercising self-compassion will make us more compassionate of oth-
ers and therefore allow us to better understand them and to be fairer in our 
interpersonal relationships. In short, to be better leaders.

Boyatzis offers two exercises that can really help us to better understand 
the power of compassion. The first involves asking ourselves which people 
have played a decisive role in our personal and professional development: 
at which moments in our lives they have helped us, and the advice they 
offered. In return, we can ask ourselves who we have worried about and 
helped in a disinterested way.

Boyatzis’ research shows that most executives have longstanding memories 
of those mentors who cared for them and were sincerely interested in their 
plans for the future, their ambitions and concerns.15 Also, just over half of 
executives surveyed remembered colleagues who provided feedback at per-
formance evaluation meetings or when looking at ways to improve working 
practices. These different responses show the decisive impact that the exer-
cise of compassion can have in orienting the behavior and performance of 
people we’re responsible for.

The second mental exercise for practicing compassion is putting oneself 
in the other person’s position. This type of role-playing is practiced at some 
business schools to help students embrace diversity. For example, by taking 
on the role of a member of a minority or somebody from a very different 
culture to our own or swapping gender so as to better understand the social, 
cultural and linguistic biases found within the business world.
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At the institutional level, we can adopt a range of measures to help create 
collective awareness of compassion. Senior management obviously has a big 
role to play in this, as in any initiative to help implant corporate culture. It’s 
also important to see compassion as a value, highlighting its importance in 
institutional documents and in the company’s narrative. More complex, but 
worth the effort, is including collaboration and mutual assistance as a part of 
performance evaluation. On the other hand, firms can create coaching and 
mentorship programs to encourage people to show compassion to others in 
the organization.

Even after applying Iris Murdoch’s recommendations regarding the exer-
cise of compassion toward those we work with, we will still come up against 
resistance. In these situations, some experts recommend looking for oppor-
tunities to work alongside these people so as to get to know them better. 
And in the final analysis, when none of these things work, it’s never a bad 
idea to ask if perhaps we are the problem.

Genuine compassion is about wanting to know and help others to 
improve. That said, there is another type of very human compassion, 
described by the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig in his 1939 book Beware of 
Pity, which can be dangerous: “There are two kinds of pity. One, the weak 
and sentimental kind, which is really no more than the heart’s impatience 
to be rid as quickly as possible of the painful emotion aroused by the sight 
of another’s unhappiness, that pity which is not compassion, but only an 
instinctive desire to fortify one’s own soul against the sufferings of another; 
and the other, the only one at counts, the unsentimental but creative kind, 
which knows what it is about and is determined to hold out, in patience and 
forbearance, to the very limit of its strength and even beyond.”16

Takeaways

As in the rest of the book, my fundamental objective is to understand the 
relationship between the propositions of philosophers and their application 
to the practice of management. The examples of María Benjumea in the 
business world and those of Irish Murdoch offer some useful conclusions:

–	 Both a generalist education and specialization have their pros and cons. 
A grounding in the Humanities and Liberal Arts cultivates the essen-
tial faculties for developing our personality and is an excellent founda-
tion for understanding other people better and for leading cross-cultural 
teams. Specialization allows us to penetrate more deeply into specific 
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areas. Ideally, we should combine both approaches as part of our personal 
education.

–	 Labels and classifications are frequently used to map reality and to 
advance our knowledge, associating ideas, concepts and people. That said, 
there is a very real risk of simplifying things and lapsing into stereotypes, 
leaving us with nothing more than a superficial understanding of other 
people.

–	 The best way to really know somebody else is, in Murdoch’s opinion, to 
love them, trying to see their strengths and positive sides. In the same 
way, Benjumea believes that professional success in leading a start-up or 
a business is about having passion for what one is doing, which is not 
innate, and instead requires personal effort and dedication to the task at 
hand.

–	 Compassion, rather than pity, for our colleagues, understanding their 
aspirations, their family and personal circumstances are the basis of lead-
ership and successful management. At the end of the day, management is 
about leading people.
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A Tale of Three Continents: Catherine 
Moukheibir1

Lebanon, a small, densely populated country hemmed in by the 
Mediterranean, Israel and Syria, has been a crossroads between Asia, Europe 
and Africa for millennia. Culturally, religiously and ethnically diverse, its 
people have shown an extraordinary capacity for integration and inclusion: 
In recent years, this tiny nation has generously received millions of Syrians 
fleeing civil war. The Lebanese are famous for their networking abilities, 
their diplomatic skills and their capacity for management. They are rightly 
considered the descendants of the Phoenicians, an ancient civilization more 
interested in trade than conquest.

Like their forebears, the Lebanese continue to migrate around the world, 
in recent years prompted by invasion and civil war. There are now three 
times as many Lebanese living abroad than at home, with leading figures in 
politics, the arts, literature and business recognized around the world, par-
ticularly in the Americas. There are also any number of Lebanese, many of 
them women, occupying top positions in businesses throughout the Middle 
East. One of the reasons for this presence and visibility in business is that 
many Lebanese have studied abroad and returned home with an interna-
tional education and significant cross-cultural skills.

Catherine Moukheibir encapsulates this archetype: cultivated, competent, 
cosmopolitan and possessing Lebanese, US and British nationality. A Yale 
MBA, she has accumulated extensive and highly valued experience in the 
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fields of corporate governance and business leadership. She is a renowned 
expert in biotech companies, sitting on the board of five of them, three 
of which are publicly traded; Ironwood is a US company on the Nasdaq; 
Orphazyme, a Danish business on the OMX; and Swiss player GenKyoTex, 
traded on Euronext. She is also a member of the board of Britain’s Kymab 
and Chairman of the board of France’s MedDay Pharmaceuticals, both pri-
vately run. Moukheibir owes her success fundamentally to her managerial 
and financial expertise and also sits on the audit committees of those boards. 
Her management experience in companies of differing sizes and from differ-
ent sectors has allowed her to professionalize management at different peri-
ods of transition, for example, from start-up to large company.

Her experience in business, as company and bank executive and as a 
non-executive director on boards, has shaped her holistic thinking about 
management: “My philosophy of management doesn’t distinguish between 
what I do as a professional manager and my view of what a company is for.”

Moukheibir traces her approach to decision-making back to Aristotle: 
“The practical reasoning theory set out by Aristotle combines factual, value 
and instrumental reasoning in order to determine what is to be done. For 
me making decisions this way is the essence of good management.” As this 
book argues, management is about action, about executing decisions with a 
goal, which also includes the possibility of measuring results. Moukheibir 
has her own worldview and personal values, but what really counts in life is 
taking executive decisions and the arguments used to justify them.

I would characterize what I do as my practice of management, because it is 
anchored in certain values, and principles. I distinguish between the values of 
the enterprise and the values of the manager.

My view of the enterprise has implications for how decisions are taken. One 
of the results I want from any decision-making scenario is that my credibility 
is maintained.

Within this approach, the basic test for justifying business decisions, par-
ticularly those which are difficult and that entail moral dilemmas, is being 
able to explain them publicly and be able to maintain one’s reputation, even 
if they’re controversial. This is something that is taught on MBAs, nota-
bly within case studies, and also as part of debates on business ethics. This 
teaching method encourages open discussion and the use of reasonable argu-
ment to convince others of one’s case, simulating what happens in reality 
when a CEO has to justify decisions to stakeholders: “Management is about 
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exercising good judgment to inform decision making, then communicating 
that decision, clearly, to others, so they implement it.”

Decision makers may resort to philosophy, to the Humanities, to 
find guidelines, arguments and reasons to justify their decisions: “I am a 
very vocal advocate of studying the Humanities: Literature, Philosophy, 
the History of Art, as a precursor to business, in the tradition that has 
been prevalent in the West. In particular, I believe that the study of the 
Humanities enables the development of innovative thinking and creativity, 
both of which are hallmarks of excellent management.

The study of Humanities is one of the best ways to develop judgment capa-
bilities, because the Humanities teach one to be open to contrary arguments 
about what is to be done and ideally engage in these arguments rather than 
deflect them. The result is that one acquires the attitude that there is no single 
right answer to the big questions, such as how people should live their lives or 
how society should progress, or the role of companies in society, or even what 
makes a good enterprise.”

There is no one-size-fits-all response to business dilemmas, which is why it 
is particularly important to balance personal criteria with teamwork, along 
with good governance systems, in companies. Moukheibir stresses the 
importance of teamwork, particularly in her sector, where creativity and 
innovation tend to be the result of teamwork rather than individual effort, 
contradicting the cliché of the lone scientist who comes up with a break-
through scientific discovery. Awards rewarding the individual, such as the 
Nobel Prize, underplay the nature of scientific research, which is generally 
the result of teamwork. “One tenet of my practice of management is team 
building while retaining personal decision-making authority.

To illustrate: there is an issue; let people discuss and give their views, which 
reflect the individuals’ knowledge and experience area. I make sense of the dis-
cussion. If the answer doesn’t fall into place spontaneously, then I solve the 
problem: how do we get from what people have said to a sound answer, which 
is not necessarily shared by all. The decision is accepted for reasons of process 
or substance or both and is settled. I then communicate the decision and that 
these are now the marching orders. No reopening of the discussion.”

Moukheibir is one of those people who looks you firmly in the eye dur-
ing conversation, creates empathy and is able to express herself through 
non-verbal communication. She believes a commitment to ethics must be 
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uncompromising and without exception and is one of the most important 
attributes when leading a company, not just in biotechnology or pharmaceu-
ticals. “Basic examples such as probity, discretion, fairness, equity not equal-
ity need to emanate from the top and percolate to the very bottom. The top 
is responsible at all times for projecting flawless behavior and ethics, which is 
the glue that holds the organization together.”

Consistency between the values, principles and activities of a company are 
fundamental for Moukheibir, and she considers disagreement to be a “failure 
of management,” which raises one of the most basic questions in philosophy, 
related to coherence between how we think and how we act.

Moukheibir says she has never suffered from gender discrimination in the 
business world and that she has benefitted from informal mentoring. At the 
same time, she recognizes that “men routinely engage in undeniably misogy-
nistic behavior, which women rarely counter by pushing back.”

“As a woman in business, I believe that my university education and early pro-
fessional career in leading institutions in the United States gave me recognition 
and credibility, irrespective of my gender. I suspect that it would have been 
more difficult in Europe, where, in the 1980s when I was a student and young 
professional, gender still impacted on roles.

More importantly though, I was raised in an environment where I was 
never treated any differently from the boys and I was educated and promoted 
in exactly the same way, without any fuss. The result was that I never felt I had 
to prove anything to anyone other than myself. The cumulation of these two 
sets of experience shaped my personality to the point that I never even con-
templated that being female would be a drawback or, for that matter, an asset 
to use to get ahead.”

There is a shortfall in the number of women studying STEM (Science, 
Technology, Economics, Medicine) at university, and as a consequence as 
professionals, but more women are entering Biology and Biotechnology. 
According to Catalyst, the gender and inclusion studies think tank, between 
2015 and 2016, the percentage of women studying Biology and Biomedical 
Sciences was 59% at undergraduate level, 57% at masters and 53% at  
doctoral level.2

However, it’s a very different picture regarding the number of women 
holding senior positions on the advisory boards of biotechnology com-
panies, the bodies that function as bridges between scientific investigation 
and the business world, the process known as technology or knowledge 
transfer. Nancy Hopkins and Harvey Lodish, of MIT, have analyzed the 
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phenomenon and shown that despite the number of women studying biol-
ogy, 95% of board members in biotech company advisory boards are men, 
and it’s the same story everywhere else: “Our experience is that women fac-
ulty with greater expertise and stature are often passed over for participat-
ing in biotech start-ups in favor of men who are part of the biotech old-boy  
network (…) We asked the women faculty in Science at MIT if they had 
been invited to join start-up companies founded by their male colleagues; 
none had been.”3 They conclude that the departments supervising research 
transfer and issuing licenses in universities should set their sights on appro-
priate diversity and inclusion ratios and that the same should apply to ven-
ture capital funds investing in the sector.

Moukheibir is one of the few exceptions to this rule, even though she 
never was formally educated in STEM but was able to bridge this gap by 
learning the technical aspects on the job over 20 years.

Committed to diversity, in both the biotech and the corporate world gen-
erally, Moukheibir believes “diversity is the driver of innovation, because 
diversity means difference, difference in thinking, problem analysis, solution 
identification, overall gain from considering otherwise unseen angles. (…)”

I believe in quotas, directives, and positive discrimination as means to facilitate 
entry. Once in, the beneficiaries of these policies need to be coached if needed, 
and then held to the same standards as other employees. This is where a good 
manager or boss comes in, to act fairly, equitably and strictly with all, and to 
serve as mentor as needed.

Moukheibir gave me three maxims based on her professional life that might 
inspire young managers and entrepreneurs as they pursue their careers:

–	 “God gave you two ears and one mouth, use them in that same propor-
tion.” In my experience, this maxim is particularly apt for men to apply 
when attending meetings with women.

–	 “Ask for help and clarification unless you understand everything.” Using 
this maxim allows the manager to hold the subordinate accountable for 
good judgment as to the limitation of their knowledge.

–	 “Always hire stars,” a maxim that confident professionals who are looking 
to recruit the best team for the job follow.

Beyond biotech, her varied experience in different industries and at all lev-
els of a company has given Moukheibir a holistic vision of business, and 
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she firmly believes that corporate governance has a central role to play in 
every strategy, in generating sustainable value through better leadership and 
accountability.

A Thinker Who Stuck to Her Principles:  
Elizabeth Anscombe

Should philosophers practice what they preach? It could be argued that if 
philosophy aims to give meaning to our personal lives and shape the val-
ues that guide our decisions, then philosophers should be the first to set an 
example of rationality and integrity.

But then again, why should philosophers be judged differently to other 
professions? Who hasn’t wondered why medics don’t live healthier lives? As a 
boy, I remember doctors smoking in their surgeries and what about lawyers 
who will go to any length to win a case, including breaking the law, while 
some architects live in very different homes to those they design for the rest 
of us. It seems there are many contradictions inherent to certain professions 
and even to some aspects of life, an ancient phenomenon captured in the 
Biblical proverb “Physician, heal thyself.”

Furthermore, we should bear in mind that the professionalization of 
philosophy has converted it into an activity largely carried out within 
the confines of academia, with a clear dividing line between the private 
and professional spheres. In recent years, this distinction has been further 
underscored, helped by the anonymity urban societies afford, as well as by 
management practices. Work is one thing; who we are as individuals is quite 
another, a dichotomy that might be the result of circumstance, motivation 
or contradictory principles: “My house is my kingdom” goes the refrain, 
delimiting the private area where we are free and do not have to account for 
our actions.

Equally, this seeming contradiction among philosophers might be 
explained in terms of human frailty: We all aspire to excellence, but we also 
know that our own limitations, vices or lack of willpower often prevent us 
from attaining it.

That said, there have been philosophers who embodied the ideals of 
integrity and consistency between their beliefs and their actions. The 
archetypal thinker prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice for his beliefs is 
Socrates, who accepted a death sentence he considered unjust because he 
believed in the higher principle of obedience to legitimate authority. The 
Greek thinker spent his final hours surrounded by his disciples speculating 
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about the immortality of the soul before dutifully downing his cup of 
hemlock.4

Other philosophers have also exposed themselves to danger for refusing 
to compromise their ideas. Rousseau finally emigrated to Switzerland, while 
Descartes chose lengthy stays in Sweden to avoid the wrath of the Catholic 
Church. Plato, Hobbes and Machiavelli fled into exile.5 But all in all, philos-
ophy has proved to be a less dangerous occupation than politics or even sci-
ence, although sadly, there are still many countries around the world where 
thinkers are persecuted for their ideas.

Gertrude Elizabeth Margaret Anscombe, who died in 2001 at the age 
of 81, provides us with an outstanding example of a modern philosopher 
whose commitment to her beliefs led her to speak out publicly against what 
she considered injustice. In 1956, she opposed Oxford University’s decision 
to award an honorary degree to Harry S. Truman6 (5), arguing that the US 
president was responsible for the deaths of thousands of innocent civilians 
after ordering atomic bombs be dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
the closing days of the World War II. Her opposition was not based on her 
politics, but was instead the conclusion of the philosophical analysis devel-
oped in her work: Several of her essays explore the concepts of intentionality 
and causality with the aim of establishing when we are responsible for our 
actions, independently of their consequences.7

Even more controversial was Anscombe’s staunch opposition to the use 
of birth control, particularly in Africa. Anscombe, who was better known 
by her initials, G.E.M., had converted to Catholicism in her youth, as had 
her husband, Peter Geach, a fellow academic, with whom she had seven 
children. Her opposition to the use of contraceptives reflected her commit-
ment to Vatican doctrine, prompting much criticism from her colleagues, a 
number of whom successfully demonstrated the conceptual weakness of her 
arguments in this regard. She was also opposed to abortion rights, another 
example of what some of her colleagues diplomatically described as her “out-
spokenness,” an unusual quality among British academics at the time.8

Anscombe had been a disciple of the great Austrian philosopher Ludwig 
Wittgenstein at Cambridge in the 1930s and was later named by him 
as the executioner of his work: In 1953, she translated his Philosophical 
Investigations.9 Wittgenstein’s influence shows through in Anscombe’s think-
ing, for example, the importance he made of examining the use of ordinary 
language when constructing conceptual propositions. The combination 
of Wittgenstein’s influence and Anscombe’s Catholicism has also placed 
her among the analytical thomists, a philosophical movement that sought 
an exchange between the ideas of thirteenth-century theologian Thomas 
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Aquinas and contemporary analytical philosophy. Like Wittgenstein, 
Anscombe was not trying to create an overarching philosophical theory, but 
instead sought to address specific questions.

That said, she differed from Wittgenstein, who distrusted people who 
publicly defended moral choices.10

Anscombe acquired an early reputation as a fine speaker after defeat-
ing C.S. Lewis, himself a conservative Anglican, at a historic debate held 
at the Oxford Socratic Club in 1948. Lewis’s subsequent decision to give 
up philosophy and focus on writing is often attributed to his run in with 
Anscombe. Mary Geach, Anscombe’s daughter, later explained the event in 
terms of the difference between a philosopher and a sage: “The way to show 
respect for a sage is to accept his teaching, but the way to respect the philos-
opher is to argue.”11

Anscombe was certainly possessed of a formidable capacity for concentra-
tion and would often give lectures without the use of notes, establishing a 
style more akin to thinking out loud. Michael Dummett, a colleague during 
her time at Oxford, summed up her rigor and discipline:

After Philosophical Investigations was published, she presided over a group to 
discuss it at her house. During that term, she had a baby, and I heard that the 
labour was extremely difficult. Assuming that the discussion group would be 
cancelled, I went round the next day with a bottle of wine for a celebration. 
I found Elizabeth in a dressing–gown and the discussion in full swing; she 
merely glanced at me, remarking that I was late.12

Anscombe continued to write throughout her life, even after retiring from 
Cambridge University, where she spent the latter years of her career. She suf-
fered from a heart condition as she grew older, but her death in 2001 was 
most likely brought on by injuries suffered in a car accident.

Speaking Out: When CEOs Have to Stand  
up for Their Principles

The first aspect of Anscombe’s philosophy and life that can be applied to 
management theory is a public commitment to one’s values and principles, 
a practice demanded of politicians, philosophers and academics, though 
it may not always be sincere or authentic. But while managers and entre-
preneurs may hold opinions about pressing social issues such as inequality, 
immigration, sustainability or populism, expressing them in public has often 
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resulted in undesired consequences. In the world of business, the more sen-
ior one’s position, the greater the risk of scrutiny and disagreement with all 
kinds of stakeholders.13

For this reason, people in senior positions, such as CEOs and board 
members, have tended to be circumspect about what they say in public 
regarding moral or ethical questions and have been reluctant to join in pub-
lic debates, preferring instead to focus exclusively on defending the interests 
of their shareholders and customers, to whom, in the final analysis, they are 
accountable.

Another reason CEOs might choose to keep their thoughts to themselves 
is concern over the reaction from the authorities, particularly in state-regu-
lated sectors. In some countries, falling foul of the government can lead to 
restrictions on business activities, fines and even expropriation.

Nevertheless, business leaders are increasingly finding themselves under 
pressure to clarify their position on issues their forebears were able to avoid 
addressing. Accountability and sustainability now mean CEOs must take 
into account the views of a wider group of stakeholders and indeed society 
in general, based on the size and impact of the business they represent.

Social responsibility has come to be seen as an integral part of a company’s  
overall strategy14 and how it communicates with society, giving CEOs a 
more active role in debates about the pressing issues of the day, which in 
some cases has contributed to bringing about change: The decision by many 
companies in the 1980s to boycott South Africa arguably hastened the end 
of apartheid.

More recently, in Spain, in a move clearly intended to send a warning 
to the Catalan independence movement, most of the largest companies 
based in Catalonia moved their headquarters to Madrid and other cities 
in response to the regional government in Barcelona’s illegal declaration of 
independence in 2017, a decision based on a tantalizing vision that was not 
supported by the majority of the electorate and other key stakeholders.15

In 2017, US President Donald Trump’s refusal to condemn white 
supremacists following violent clashes in Charlottesville prompted criticism 
from the CEOs of some large US corporations, with a number abandoning 
a White House business advisory council in protest.16

Let me say now that I am not proposing that CEOs and managers should 
necessarily join in every debate. Any decision to comment on the issues of 
the day should be made after weighing up the strategic impact and based 
on arguments that, broadly speaking, reflect the company’s outlook and 
philosophy.
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Obviously, there are situations where basic democratic principles are 
under attack, requiring a robust response from business leaders. This 
leads us on to Anscombe’s proposition that there are principles and 
moral positions that are absolute and that have primacy over any other 
considerations.

Consequentialism and Absolutism: The Business 
Case and the Moral Case

There are three main philosophical theories of morality, the models that 
guide how we should act. In this section, I’ll look at the first two, deon-
tology and consequentialism, which are typically seen as opposing. I’ll leave 
my analysis of the third group, theories of virtue, for the chapter devoted to 
Philippa Foot.

Deontological theories tie in with classical Greek moral philosophy and 
state that correct decisions are based on the application of rules and principles 
to specific situations. Good and bad therefore come down to applying these 
rules and principles, independently of the consequences. Late eighteenth- 
century German philosopher Immanuel Kant is perhaps the best-known 
exponent of this group of theories; he used the example of never lying, even 
to the murderer at the door who asks the whereabouts of his victim.17

The limits of deontological theories to provide a full, satisfactory answer 
to moral questions, and the supposed inadequacy of Kant’s proposition, 
have persuaded many philosophers to modulate and perfect his arguments 
or to look for alternatives. Consequentialism, the other major group of 
moral theories posits that the rightness or wrongness of an action or decision 
is based on the outcomes and thus should ignore other principles or rules. 
One modality is utilitarianism, the classical interpretation of which holds 
that the best decision is the one that is most useful for the greatest number 
of people.

Anscombe is attributed with inventing the term consequentialism in ref-
erence to theories that defend the morality of an action based on its conse-
quences or outcomes.18 In her opinion, these theories did not provide the 
best solution in deciding which actions are morally right because they do 
not take intentionality into account. Anscombe explains that some of the 
consequences of an action, even when foreseen, can still be unintentional, 
thus ruling out personal responsibility.
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Philosophers with an interest in the economy have overwhelming pre-
ferred consequentialist theories, probably because economic models link 
decisions with their outcomes, which can be measured. Among the best-
known proponents of utilitarianism are British nineteenth-century thinkers 
Jeremy Bentham19 and John Stewart Mill20 and more recently Indian econo-
mist Amartya Sen.21

For the same reasons, it is easy to understand why many business lead-
ers would choose consequentialist theories to decide which actions are right 
or wrong. Generally speaking, strategic decisions in business are justified 
by their economic impact and many models used for making decisions are 
based on forecasts of their likely outcome. Many people emphasize that 
what counts in business, all things considered, is the bottom line. Obviously, 
some would challenge this statement, adding that this a truism in need of 
further explanation.22

The consequentialist approach can sometimes also be seen in work that 
seeks to justify decisions related to corporate social responsibility based on 
their financial impact, the so-called business case. For example, the argu-
ment is that ethical behavior will improve economic performance and 
increase profits.23

As mentioned, Anscombe criticized consequentialist theories from a num-
ber of positions. Firstly, because they do not make the proper connection 
between intention and outcome, secondly, because they do not connect 
the link and are not conclusive regarding the correlation between cause 
and outcome, and thirdly, because a positive outcome cannot be explained 
convincingly: What is the utility of an individual or the aggregate utility of 
individuals in a society? Any answer to this question is disputable both con-
ceptually and morally.

But Anscombe’s fundamental argument focuses on the idea that there 
are principles and rules that are absolute and applicable to any situation, 
regardless of the outcome. This position tends to be called moral absolut-
ism, a term that while it has a certain negative connotation, reflects the 
strength and stringency of moral principles under any circumstance, accord-
ing to Anscombe. To illustrate this, she uses the example of killing the inno-
cent. “But if someone really thinks, in advance, that it is open to question 
whether such an action as procuring the judicial execution of the innocent 
should be quite excluded from consideration – I do not want to argue with 
him; he shows a corrupt mind.”24

One example of the difference between deontological and consequen-
tialist theories can be found in the justification of diversity policies that 
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companies are now required to implement. Recent literature on diversity 
policies has tended to focus on the benefits in terms of innovation, creativity, 
improved atmosphere in the workplace, reduced staff turnover, access to a 
broader demographic and to reach more stakeholders. One of the most cited 
sources backing diversity from this perspective is a 2007 McKinsey report 
showing that publicly traded businesses with a greater number of female 
board members showed an 11.4% Return On Investment (ROE), compared 
to the average in their sector of 10.3%.25

However, some analysts have questioned the science behind these conclu-
sions, suggesting that the cause and effect between adopting diversity pol-
icies and ROE have not been fully established. For example, perhaps the 
more direct causal relationship is that between a company’s size, its growth 
rate and its ROE. As things stand, a greater number of women hold senior 
positions in middle-sized companies than they do in large corporations: We 
might, therefore, conclude that the relationship between the ROE in medi-
um-sized companies and greater gender diversity is circumstantial rather 
than causal.26

I make these points because it is important to understand the motives for 
implementing diversity policies in a company. In the majority of cases, there 
are two main arguments for doing so:

The business case, which adopts a consequentialist approach, explains that 
diversity policies are beneficial for companies both economically and for 
other, less tangible reasons. This is a supposedly scientific focus, based 
on empirical evidence of the impact of diversity on businesses’ financial 
results.

The moral case, which entails a deontological conception, argues that the 
board should encourage diversity in their companies as a way of promot-
ing equality in business and the wider world. In other words, these kinds 
of policies are the result of moral and ethical decisions, independent of 
the economic impact on the company, although obviously the hope is 
that it will be positive.

The majority of CEOs and CLOs I know subscribe to both the moral and 
the business case to validate their diversity initiatives. They look for evidence 
of the cost-effectiveness of such measures and need to show their sharehold-
ers that diversity has a direct influence on the organization’s activities. If 
they were unable to prove this correlation between diversity and economic 
results, it would be harder for them to impose diversity policies.
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But as said, the hard evidence of a relationship between implementing 
diversity policies and a bottom line in the black is not easy to find and the 
research that supports it tends to be anecdotal and circumstantial.

Takeaways

To conclude with Anscombe, the key question here is whether in business it 
is worth applying certain absolute principles or rules, regardless of their out-
come. Along with diversity, this area of decision-making might also include, 
among others, respect for human rights, animal welfare, protecting the  
environment and combatting global warming.

–	 We should remember that in business, pragmatism and compromise are 
very much the order of the day. Managers are constantly caught between 
the need to generate immediate and positive results, although that may 
create secondary, undesired, effects that are unavoidable.

–	 The important thing, as I have reiterated throughout this book, is to be 
able to justify these difficult decisions through reasonable arguments, per-
haps based on consequentialist or deontological premises directed at con-
vincing a company’s stakeholders. As Warren Buffet argued, the acid test 
of a decision’s morality is being able to publish it on the front page of a 
newspaper the next day.27
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A Company Rooted in the Humanities:  
Urbani Tartufi1

“Italy’s green heart” is the oft-used phrase to describe Umbria, the sinuous 
region, half mountain, half hillside, to the northeast of Rome. The 
Apennines, Italy’s backbone, runs north–south through Umbria, and from 
which flow the many tributaries of the River Tiber. Among them, to the 
south, is the Nera, which gives its name to one of Italy’s most productive 
valleys, the Valnerina, which produces 45% of the country’s truffles.

The truffle is one of nature’s rarities, a fungus that grows within the roots 
of a tree, creating a symbiotic relationship known as mycorrhiza: The truffle 
provides its host with minerals and water, receiving in turn carbohydrates 
and vitamins. Because truffles are found at least 20 centimeters under the 
soil, they can only be located using specially trained dogs or pigs.

Demand for these culinary diamonds has created a fast-growing interna-
tional market. Originally, Italy, France and Spain were the only producers, 
but new biotechnological techniques have allowed the United States, Chile 
and Argentina to set themselves up as competitors. Furthermore, Italian 
cuisine, popular around the world, and which uses truffles, has boosted 
demand. At the same time, gastronomy and nutrition are now rightly con-
sidered part of our collective cultural heritage, worthy of the same recogni-
tion as other expressions of human development and civilization and part of 
the Humanities, along with art, literature and music.

7
Humanity: Martha Nussbaum/Olga Urbani
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The family-run Italian companies I have known, both large and small, 
and regardless of their sector, have always placed great emphasis on cul-
ture, tradition and the arts. It’s as though the Humanities were part of every 
Italian’s DNA. Just about every village, town and city radiates history, art 
and music.

The Valnerina valley is home to a business founded by the Urbani family 
170 years ago, Urbani Tartufi, the world’s leading producer of truffles, and 
which distributes 70% of global truffle output, with a growing presence 
in high-end and specialist food stores in Europe, Asia and the Americas. 
Revered by food lovers everywhere and the subject of many a glossy maga-
zine profile, Urbani is constantly researching and developing the science of 
truffles.

“Truffles are a miracle,” explains Olga Urbani, the company’s CEO and a 
member of the sixth generation of the family, and who has led the interna-
tionalization of the business over the last two decades. With the help of her 
two sons, Luca and Francesco, she is now adapting the company to the new 
digital environment. Olga defines the company’s culture simply:

My values can be summarized in one sentence: we are one big family dedicated 
to producing truffles. For me, my company and my 300 employees are my 
family. Scheggino, where the company is based, is a very small village where 
most people work for the company. There are no other jobs around. So it’s like 
a family, sometimes I have to be strict, sometimes I have to be like a mother 
and other times like a sister.

Olga explains that she learned a great deal from her father and her uncle 
in a highly secretive business that handed down closely guarded know-how 
through the generations. She worked with them for several years, gradually 
assuming more responsibilities. When she began presiding over meetings in 
a sector traditionally dominated by men, her workers would ask, “when is 
Signor Urbani arriving?”, referring to her father. “Initially, it was discourag-
ing, but over time I realized I had to replace my father and I gradually won 
them over. For me, the issue was never about being a woman; I may have 
had to deal with my father as a woman sometimes, but I had no problems 
dealing with the world as a woman. The only thing that matters in business 
is professionality, what we call in Italian competenza (competency). This is 
what gives you credibility and earns the respect of the people around you.”

Olga confesses that while she was deeply affected by the death of her 
father, her responsibilities meant that she could not be seen to falter in 
any way. In situations like this, people who have been brought up in the 
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expectation of leadership find an inner resilience that enables them to 
respond to the problems they face. Biology plays a role here, as well, in that 
the brain increases adrenalin production.

I had very little time, because the business is so demanding and every five 
minutes you have to answer somebody’s question, so sometimes you have no 
choice and no time. You’re at the center, you must do what’s needed and you 
have no choice. I cried at night while during the day I was working and run-
ning the company… but always thinking of my father and my family.

Having taken over the role of CEO, Olga now found herself leading the 
company’s reconversion as part of a strategy to make it leaner and more 
competitive. In a family business with a strong paternalist tradition, under-
taking reforms to cut costs was a challenge, but Olga explains that people 
understand change when it is explained in a realistic and reasonable manner:

My values are based on the ideal of humanity, of nurturing good relationships 
with my employees, sometimes explaining things directly, but always politely, 
and letting them understand what we’re going to do and why, explaining why 
we have taken this or that decision and making people part of my vision.

In the event, Olga lost just two of her forty managers, adding that leaving 
was the right thing for them to do. She is a firm believer in values such as 
loyalty, unity and commitment, insisting that these are central to any family 
business.

The humanist spirit so characteristic of Italy is very much a part of Olga 
Urbani’s vision. Reflecting on this, she has created a visitors’ center at the 
company’s HQ that explains both the science and the business behind truffle 
production, as well as the history of Urbani Tartufi. The idea for the initi-
ative came after she put her father’s papers in order as she prepared for her 
role as CEO.

Delving into the family archives she uncovered all manner of documen-
tation and letters dating back several generations that provided a detailed 
account of how the company had pioneered the production of truffles. 
Successive leaders have developed an institution with a profoundly humanist 
background and a sense of history that has not only strengthened the tradi-
tions and customs of the company it is rooted in, but also established itself 
as a major international business.

Olga’s story reflects her humanist vocation. She studied law at Perugia 
University and obtained her doctorate in jurisprudence. She says her legal 
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training has allowed her to better understand the advice of lawyers when 
taking major decisions. She finished her education with a Master’s from 
Columbia University, where she says her contact with other business leaders 
not only helped with networking, but opened her eyes to new ideas. Olga’s 
hasn’t been a lineal education focused solely on Management, but instead 
one that has included the Humanities, which, as we will see later, is char-
acteristic of so many outstanding CEOs. Indeed, the Humanities are the 
cement that bonds different sciences and areas of knowledge and that man-
agers who cultivate them have a better understanding of the world and the 
people in it.

Olga says that empathy is one of the key virtues leaders should possess, 
and that when interviewing men and women for senior posts in the com-
pany, she is always looking for their ability to understand other people. She 
confesses that she often forms an opinion quickly, based on non-verbal lan-
guage such as how people smile, and that she’s rarely wrong. Interestingly, I 
have seen this intriguing skill in other senior executives with a background 
in the Humanities. Cultivated people with a genuine love of knowledge—
not pedants—also tend to be the most empathetic.

The Measuring Malaise and Its Critics:  
Martha Nussbaum

The Humanities have been at the core of academic studies since the creation 
of the first universities in the thirteenth century, when the classics formed 
part of the “cuadrivium” of music, arithmetic, geometry and astronomy, 
which would become the basis for the liberal arts education found in many 
US colleges over the last two centuries.

In recent years, many governments around the world have carried out 
educational reforms, from K-12 to university level, as well as through con-
tinuous education policies. The basic mantra guiding these reforms has been 
to link learning to measurable results in order to assess whether curricula are 
improving access to higher education, providing students with the jobs they 
want, or the skills the labor market requires. We might call this phenom-
enon measurism, the evaluation of the success of an educational program 
based on supposedly quantifiable and comparable learning outcomes.

One of the main factors driving measurism is international education 
rankings such as the OECD’s Pisa,2 which assess the performance of high 
school students in various areas, particularly in quantitative subjects such as 
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mathematics. There are also a number of well-known rankings of universi-
ties, most of which have been criticized for their methodological deficien-
cies, but that have anyway proved popular with students looking to attend a 
renowned institution. We have seen the emergence of a whole area of busi-
ness based on measurism, with companies such as Pearson defining “efficacy” 
as one of its core values.3 There has also been an explosion of ed-tech start-
ups, squaring what some see as a not entirely virtuous circle.4

Martha Nussbaum is among the best-known critics of measurism. 
Currently, the Ernst Freund Distinguished Service Professor of Law and 
Ethics at the University of Chicago, where she has a dual affiliation with the 
School of Law and the Department of Philosophy, an interdisciplinary role, 
which in my opinion, is a very creative and promising avenue for research 
and the advancement of knowledge, though unusual and not sufficiently 
fostered at universities.

Nussbaum has researched classical philosophy, applied ethics, political 
philosophy and jurisprudence, linking the study of classics with social pol-
icy. Her most recent book, The Monarchy of Fear,5 published in 2016, warns 
of the dangers to our societies from hate speech, which is increasingly being 
propagated at the highest levels as well as through social networks. She pro-
poses as an alternative, constructive, public discourse of the kind used by 
influential leaders of change like Martin Luther King Jr., Mahatma Gandhi 
or Nelson Mandela, who maintained their confidence in democratic institu-
tions, the rule of law and the wisdom of ordinary people, as Aeschylus did in 
Ancient Greece—here again, Nussbaum links antiquity with modernity.

In the 1980s, working with Nobel Economics Laureate Amartya Sen, 
Nussbaum developed the “Capabilities Approach,” an alternative to welfare 
economics based on the argument that government policies in most western 
democracies still ignore our most basic human needs for dignity and self-re-
spect.6 Instead, we need to take an approach to economic development that 
will enable people everywhere to live full and creative lives. In a fully dem-
ocratic society, these kinds of capabilities are what allow us to talk about a 
good life.

Nussbaum has also contributed to the discussion on the need to recog-
nize freedom of sexual orientation and LGBTQI rights. In From Disgust to 
Humanity: Sexual Orientation and Constitutional Law,7 written in 2010, 
she revisits the debates of the 1950s and 1960s in the UK over the legali-
zation of homosexuality, when British judge Lord Devlin opposed decrimi-
nalization, as proposed by the Wolfenden Report. It is worth remembering  
that as late as 1959, English courts could categorize sodomy as an act of 
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treason, in that homosexuals were believed to corrupt the collective morality, 
considered a common good.8

Nussbaum criticizes Devlin for his position that it was possible to pass 
laws prohibiting any act or conduct that would cause “disgust” among the 
population, even between consenting adults. Nussbaum explains that “dis-
gust” has been the alibi for racist, sexist and anti-Semitic laws down the cen-
turies and has been at the center of hate campaigns toward minorities that 
enflame public opinion through populist discourse. Nussbaum proposes, in 
the liberal tradition, that the only limits on the freedom of an adult are that 
formulated by J.S. Mill in On Liberty: “That principle is, that the sole end 
for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering 
with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the 
only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member 
of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His 
own good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant.”9

This principle has been the key to liberalism’s defense of human rights 
and freedoms, confronting the potential oppression of minorities and even 
impeding practices of legal paternalism that, although well intentioned, 
restrict our freedom to act against our own well-being, for example, bans 
on smoking, consuming drugs or alcohol or the requirement to wear seat 
belts. Furthermore, as some contemporary philosophers have explained, not 
all bans and responsibilities are the work of the so-called nanny state, but are 
required for more practical reasons. The use of seat belts, for example, is to 
avoid the financial cost to our public health service of treating the injuries 
produced by traffic accidents.10

As mentioned earlier, Nussbaum has also fought against the reductionism 
derived from excessive measurism in education. She criticizes educational 
reforms that only emphasize the importance of STEM, given their sup-
posed relationship with labor market demands, as short term. These initia-
tives focus mainly on preparing students for executing some specific jobs but 
neglect the development of an integral personality. I would argue that most 
teachers would agree that the results of education are only fully tangible in 
the long term.

That said, we use procedures to measure certain indicators of teaching 
quality—for example, classroom satisfaction surveys and assessments of 
teaching methodology. These are sometimes referred to as “happy sheets” 
because what they really measure is the immediate perception of students 
following a class. In my experience, feedback from students years later about 
how an idea or piece of advice mentioned in class is much more satisfying. 
In addition, there is a growing range of systems to evaluate professional 
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progression over time or assessing the acquisition of knowledge and the 
development of skills.

Education is a continuous, lifelong activity, and in my opinion, measur-
ing the results of a particular learning initiative is similar to taking a photo-
graph: It provides no more than a snapshot of our personality. The human 
mind is complex and we know, from experience, that we associate ideas and 
knowledge with events over time and that our intuition, while established 
in the early years of education, becomes more sophisticated as it is nurtured 
with new experiences.

Why Studying the Humanities Makes More 
Sense Than Ever

As mentioned, the revisionist context of curricula encouraged by many 
governments has prioritized STEM subjects. The belief is that in a world 
increasingly dominated by digital technology, the Humanities now play 
a secondary role. Nussbaum argues that exorcising the Humanities from 
curricula impinges on achieving other relevant educational goals such as 
the practice of civic virtues, developing the creative imagination and criti-
cal thinking. She believes, in line with classical thinking from Aristotle to 
Cicero, that the Humanities play a fundamental role in the development of 
global citizens, as well as in the development of our democracies.11

Among the arguments I often use when defending the study of the 
Humanities is a comparison between the US and European university sys-
tems. The education system in continental Europe is largely based on the 
abovementioned ideas of the German nineteenth-century academic Wilhelm 
Von Humboldt, whereby university students attend specialized programs 
from the first year onward with the sole aim of achieving the best prepara-
tion for jobs after graduation. For example, mining engineers study subjects 
like geology from the beginning, which correspond to their future profes-
sion, rather than spending time on unrelated matters. The same applies 
to doctors, architects, lawyers, etc. At the same time, this specialization is 
reflected in the structure of university departments, which encourage spe-
cialized research.

As was Von Humboldt’s intention, specialist research has produced a huge 
leap in science over the last century, matched by exponential growth in aca-
demic publications. In the field of degree programs, it has created profes-
sionals with highly focused training, ready to join the labor market as long 
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as their knowledge and skills adjust periodically to the changing demands 
of companies and institutions. If programs do not change, which unfortu-
nately happens due to resistance to change in some university departments 
and professional associations, curricula are rendered obsolete.

In contrast, many US universities and colleges offer a generalist degree 
program, typically focused on the Humanities and the Liberal Arts, with 
specialization taking place at Master’s or equivalent level.

Having described the two university systems in this general way, I usually 
ask my audience the following question: Which of the two produces more 
entrepreneurs? The unanimous response is usually the US system. I won’t 
go into the details of how entrepreneurship works in both continents, and 
while my approach may lack scientific rigor, it certainly reflects the entrepre-
neurial spirit instilled in so many US graduates. My point is that the study 
of the Humanities, offered by many US colleges, far from prejudicing inno-
vation and entrepreneurship, in fact, favors it.

This is also the conclusion of venture capitalist Scott Hartley, who ques-
tions the division of university programs into the arts and the sciences in 
his 2017 book, The Fuzzy and the Techie: Why the Liberal Arts Will Rule the 
Digital World.12 At Stanford University, fuzzies is the term used to describe 
students of the social sciences and Humanities; techies are those enrolled 
in engineering and hard sciences. Hartley argues convincingly that despite 
the best efforts of universities to maintain this traditional separation, there 
are any number of technological entrepreneurs with a background in 
Humanities.

The traditional separation between the Humanities—the fuzzies—and 
the sciences—the techies—is based on the common belief that people are 
predisposed to one discipline or another. This approach guides education 
from the earliest years and of course determines students’ career opportuni-
ties after graduation, as well as their salaries, promotion and mobility oppor-
tunities, among others. Moreover, it consecrates professional paths that are 
difficult to cross or change. There is little room for outliers who may work 
on the verge of professions or for those wanting to switch careers over their 
lives.

Instead, let’s imagine that instead of prolonging this divisive model, 
schools and universities provided a solid grounding in the natural sciences 
and the Humanities with the goal of encouraging a more rounded personal-
ity in our students. Wouldn’t this be so much more positive?

Hartley cites the following cases in support of this integrative approach: 
Stewart Butterfield, founder of communications platform Slack, studied 
Philosophy at the University of Victoria and the University of Cambridge; 
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LinkedIn founder Reid Hoffman took a Master’s in Philosophy at the 
University of Oxford. Peter Thiel, co-founder of Paypal, studied Philosophy 
and Law. Ben Silbermann, founder of Pinterest, studied political science at 
Yale. Airbnb founders Joe Gebbia and Brian Chesky graduated in Fine Arts 
at the Rhode Island School of Design. Steve Loughlin, founder of RelateIQ, 
studied Public Policy. Parker Harris, co-founder of Salesforce, studied 
English Literature at Middlebury College. Carly Fiorina, former CEO 
of Hewlett-Packard, majored in Medieval History and Philosophy, while 
YouTube CEO Susan Wojcicki studied History and Literature at Harvard 
and Mark Zuckerberg, founder of Facebook, studied Liberal Arts at the 
Phillips Exeter Academy before entering Harvard.13

Lest we forget, Steve Jobs, who attended liberal arts institution Reed 
College, said “technology alone is not enough — it’s technology married 
with liberal arts, married with the Humanities, that yields us the result that 
make our heart sing.”14

On this same line, Harvard economist David Deming’s research shows 
how soft social skills regularly lead to business teams performing more effi-
ciently. Deming’s work highlights the value of soft skills in the labor mar-
ket: “the fastest growing cognitive occupations – managers, teachers, nurses 
and therapists, physicians, lawyers, even economists – all require significant 
interpersonal interaction…”15

In short, perhaps we can now leave aside discussion questioning the value 
of the Humanities in business education. In the first place, as we know, 
because many of the most important things we learn are only useful in the 
long term and guide the formation of our personality, our worldview, our 
beliefs and principles, the mental structure that allows us to order and asso-
ciate the rest of the knowledge we acquire throughout life.

Secondly, because the education provided by the Humanities is not of a 
technical or applied nature; it doesn’t teach us a specific skill, such as han-
dling a machine or driving a vehicle. Instead, it helps us to develop more 
abstract capacities related to human development, and as Nussbaum argues 
so forcefully, the Humanities underpin democratic societies. Therefore, dis-
cussion of the “usefulness” of the Humanities is a contradiction in terms, at 
least if we’re talking about how to measure the learning of a specific skill or 
knowledge directly applicable to a task.

A few years ago I discussed the key role of the Humanities during the 
French presidential election campaign, prompted by Nicolas Sarkozy’s com-
ment that only “a sadist or an imbecile – I leave the choice to you – would 
have put The Princess of Cleves on the syllabus used to test candidates in a 
public service entrance exam,” referring to the seventeenth-century novel.16 
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Sarkozy’s comments provoked a barrage of criticism, but perhaps we should 
also ask why civil servants shouldn’t have to answer similar questions to 
non-nationals who wish to acquire French nationality.

In addition, as I have pointed out, reading literature develops a series of 
skills that are more useful in the long term for civil servants in their daily 
contact with the public, rather than merely being taught technical proce-
dures that will soon be carried out by machines or AI. Sarkozy’s comment 
was merely populist bombast, all too common during political campaigns. 
He was attempting to associate general knowledge with the education of the 
elites, who may know more about literature because they have attended bet-
ter schools. There may be some empirical basis to his comments, but they 
were also perverse, because good politicians should seek to raise educational 
standards, not lower them.

Management Has Been Ascribed to the Social 
Sciences…

In terms of its methodology, basic assumptions and scope of knowledge, the 
science of Management is conventionally included among the social sciences. 
Businesses are seen, after all, as social entities; they are considered legal perso-
nae with an identity and a sense of purposes as unique as that of the individu-
als who contribute to the whole. This is reflected, for example, in the frequent 
reference to Management concepts like business culture, understood as the 
spirit and values consistent with a company’s strategy reflected in the behavior 
of its workers. Or organizational knowledge, related to companies considered 
as subjects. This mystification is also reflected in institutional theory, embraced 
by many academics as a conventional starting point to develop their subse-
quent research on other business phenomena. William Richard Scott explains 
that “institutions are social structures that have attained a high degree of resil-
ience. [They] are composed of cultural-cognitive, normative, and regulative 
elements that, together with associated activities and resources, provide stabil-
ity and meaning to social life. Institutions are transmitted by various types of 
carriers, including symbolic systems, relational systems, routines, and artifacts. 
Institutions operate at different levels of jurisdiction, from the world system to 
localized interpersonal relationships. Institutions by definition connote stabil-
ity but are subject to change processes, both incremental and discontinuous.”17

Faced with this configuration of the company as an existing, scientifically 
observable phenomenon, management guru Sumantra Ghoshal explained 
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in a posthumously published article that “Our theories and ideas have 
done much to strengthen the management practices that we are all now so 
loudly condemning.”18 Ghoshal pointed out how the research carried out in 
many business schools has been aligned with the methodology of the social 
sciences. This was particularly the case after the recommendations of reports 
by the Ford and Carnegie foundations in the 1960s, which recommended 
that business research follows the scientific rigor of sociology or economics. 
However, as Ghoshal explained, the social sciences suffer from a certain infe-
riority complex, a “physics envy,” with respect to the true sciences because its 
assumptions, its models and its conclusions lack the definitive character of 
natural laws.

In sciences such as physics or chemistry, the causal paradigm predomi-
nates, while in social sciences the prevailing model is functional, an attempt 
to explain how individuals behave. Even so, reducing a person’s behavior to 
functional paradigms risks being reductionist, since reality is much more 
complex. As Ghoshal explains: [no scientific theory]… “explains the phenom-
enon of organized complexity… [of companies] possibly because companies 
are not empirically observable natural phenomena like volcanoes or animals, 
or follow any predeterminable pattern.”19

The result of reducing management as a subject to the level of scientism 
has been to reduce humans to little more than homo economicus, whereby 
human behavior is simply about satisfying our most basic instincts, says 
Ghoshal. In parallel, the Chicago School’s liberalism insists that companies 
exist solely to maximize shareholders’ return on their investment. As a result, 
companies have been shaped by institutional theory, with corporate govern-
ance based on the need for independent board members, separation of the 
CEO and the chairman’s functions, as well as providing directors with stock 
options so they share the same interests with the shareholders—all to avoid 
the risks of applying agency theory.

Ghoshal argues that this leads to an amoral theory of business and ques-
tionable behavior. “Unlike theories in the physical sciences, theories in the 
social sciences tend to be self-fulfilling.”20 In other words, pointing to Enron 
and Tyco as examples, a vicious circle in which theory and practice feed off 
each other.

The solution is to understand that there is always an ideology or an inten-
tion behind all management theory: “Social scientists carry an even greater 
social and moral responsibility than those who work in the physical sciences 
because, if they hide ideology within the pretense of science, they can cause 
much more harm.”21 In conclusion, Ghoshal calls for better social excellence 
objectives that reflect the interests of all stakeholders.
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…And Management Belongs to the Humanities

Recently, I have begun using conferences as a platform from which to appeal 
to colleagues in the business school world to move the academic discipline 
of Management, or at least a good part of it, from the social sciences to the 
Humanities. In line with other academics, I believe that business practices 
are best acquired from similar perspectives to those adopted by researchers 
in disciplines such as history, literature or art. The reasoning used to develop 
persuasive arguments in the area of strategic management has more to do 
with the speculative methods than science: The “golden rules” of manage-
ment are not immutable.

Decision making by senior management is usually underpinned by 
empirical and quantitative studies. But the hypotheses that underlie much 
of that reasoning are questionable. It is often said that the environment in 
which companies operate is not paradigmatic, as, say, with meteorology, 
where weather conditions can be foreseen for tomorrow considering the 
available information—although some would question this as well. The 
business environment is strategic, conditions are constantly changing, and 
the variation of some circumstance can change forecasts and plans. For 
example, the emergence of a disruptive company such as Airbnb in the hos-
pitality sector has forced hotels to rethink their business models. We have 
seen a similar process with new technologies or globalization, which have 
changed the rules of entire sectors.

It might be countered that it’s possible to introduce every circumstance, 
variation and possibility in a study program that allowed simulations of 
possible future scenarios so as to focus more accurately on decisions. This 
is true, and in fact, there are simulations that allow for this kind of evalu-
ation of alternatives and scenarios, and that are used in MBA programs to 
illustrate the complex nature of strategic reasoning. There are algorithms that 
simplify all relevant data for a case and then point to the optimal decision. 
To which I usually ask: Who would you pay more attention to when invest-
ing your money, an algorithm or Warren Buffet?

The point is that strategic reasoning is not just complex, and therefore 
resolvable through sophisticated algorithms; there is an intuitive dimension 
to it, of association of variables, of thinking outside the box and even with-
out a box. This aspect of strategic business thinking has led academics such 
as Henry Mintzberg to argue that good management is more an art than a 
science and is practically impossible to teach through traditional educational 
systems, and perhaps only by osmosis as a result of contact with other expe-
rienced managers.22
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The good news is that a growing number of philosophers are turning their 
attention to business and will hopefully facilitate an approach to manage-
ment from an alternative perspective. Until now, most philosophers inter-
ested in the economy have tended to be on the left, which is why companies 
and business leaders have viewed them with suspicion. Meanwhile, philos-
ophers who have studied organizations have typically been more interested 
in analyzing the state and government as the major institutions taking col-
lective decisions in society, rather than looking at private organizations and 
businesses, whose impact has grown over the last century.

Fortunately, the progressive weight of businesses, entrepreneurs and free-
lancers on the economy has attracted a good number of thinkers to the anal-
ysis of business. Most business schools today teach business ethics, while 
new disciplines such as company philosophy have emerged at the same time 
as the number of academic and professional publications dedicated to these 
issues has increased, while more universities are studying in ways that con-
nect philosophy and the business world.

I agree with Nussbaum: We need to create global citizens, cosmopoli-
tan managers and entrepreneurs whose decisions are based on cutting-edge 
knowledge; men and women who are committed and aware of the social sig-
nificance of their decisions and the impact on the business environment and 
who believe in sustainability; they must be cultivated, with a solid ground-
ing in the history, art, literature and culture of different societies, allowing 
them to lead diverse teams. The Humanities are the cement that holds all 
knowledge together, and studying them over the course of our lives may 
be the best way to become and remain a cosmopolitan manager. As CNN’s 
Fareed Zakaria wrote in his 2015 book In Defense of a Liberal Education: 
“creativity, problem solving, decision making, persuasive arguing and 
Management” are the skills the liberal arts teach us.23

Takeaways

Martha Nussbaum’s work can provide managers and directors with tremen-
dous insight into how businesses and all organizations work.

–	 Nussbaum establishes a relationship between tradition and modernity, 
applying the wisdom of classical thinkers to the reality of the present, 
illustrating how the major questions we face, regardless of the circum-
stances, reappear again and again throughout history and are often linked 
by common threads. It’s the same with the work environment. Senior 
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managers who understand the lessons of history, who understand how 
ideas are born and evolve, who cultivate classical thinking, are able to give 
greater meaning to their work, placing it within centennial traditions. A 
sense of history and respect for tradition are perfectly compatible and can 
help drive innovation, creativity and a forward-looking approach, as so 
many successful entrepreneurs have shown.

–	 Measuring results is essential in business, as is setting learning objectives 
as part of any educational initiative. Nevertheless, an important part 
of learning only manifests itself over time, sometimes after many years. 
Furthermore, measuring how our personality has changed is, at least for 
the time being, pretty much impossible. Tradition and the experience of 
experts show that studying the Humanities provides many benefits for the 
development of the personality.

–	 Trying to measure the “value” of the Humanities misses the point. The 
objective of the Humanities is to develop cosmopolitan citizens, not to 
learn a specific skill or technique. Furthermore, the Humanities provide 
us with the intellectual resources we need to better understand our fellow 
human beings, strengthening at the same time our capacity for leadership. 
A significant number of CEOs have studied the Humanities.

–	 As an academic discipline, Management has traditionally been associ-
ated with the social sciences. But I believe that research, teaching and the 
development of Management skills would all benefit from the additional 
association of Management with the Humanities.
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Fair, Fearless, Forerunner: Tereza Fleury1

BRICS, the acronym coined two decades ago by economist Jim O’Neill to 
describe five fast-growing economies with huge geopolitical potential: Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa,2 immediately caught the business 
world’s imagination and was soon the topic of innumerable conferences and 
forums around the world.

In line with this interest in the new global players, in 2009 one of the 
key business schools’ conferences included a panel made up of deans from 
BRICS countries. Maria Tereza Fleury, then dean of EAESP Fundação 
Getulio Vargas, in Sao Paulo, Brazil, remembers the occasion well. She 
expressed the views of many other representatives of emerging economies 
when she said: “We don’t want to be providers of business schools in devel-
oped countries; we want to be partners.” Partners, not providers, became the 
leitmotiv of the conference and was echoed in other presentations.

Fleury’s proposition is legitimate and reflects the aspirations of businesses 
and organizations in emerging economies that want to open up to globali-
zation and are looking for equitable relationships with their partners, rec-
iprocity, a shared vision and a fair distribution of profits. This is also often 
the response to multinationals looking to enter emerging economies guilty 
of a colonialist attitude. The same applies to education. For example, when 
I talk to journalists outside Europe and I’m asked if the institution I rep-
resent, IE University, intends to open a campus outside Europe, I tend to 
reply that our preferred strategy is to develop activities in other countries on 
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a partnership basis, because those universities will have a better understand-
ing and knowledge of the local market. Education is a culturally sensitive 
area, as well as one subject to all kinds of local regulations and restrictions.

My experience has shown that a good number of academic directors are 
outliers in terms of their profile and career. When Fleury was appointed 
dean of Sao Paulo University’s business school, she didn’t seem the most 
likely choice: She was a woman, and, sadly, barely 30% of faculty in the top 
business schools are female.

During her career as an academic director, Fleury has given special impor-
tance to the nature of the institutions where she has worked, their mission 
and their values: “I think that each institution has its own values, which are 
often strong and shared, and the manager who leads the institution needs to 
hold values aligned with the institution, since you have to believe in what 
you are doing.

I was very lucky to be able to lead two very important business schools in 
Brazil, first a public business school, at University of Sao Paulo, with a very 
different governance style from the privately run FGV I led afterwards. In 
both cases I had to discuss and negotiate the agenda with peers, mobilize 
resources, formulate the strategy, and foster its implementation. Unless you 
feel a strong sense of identity and share the values of your institution all those 
challenges become unbearable.”

Fleury believes in the power of education to transform a society: “Education 
is decisive for a country’s development; business schools can play a big role 
preparing the next generation of leaders.

I led a group of colleagues who created the first MBA program at the 
University of Sao Paulo, because we wanted to prepare the next generations 
to face the challenges of the 1990s and the beginning of the new century. 
And I think somehow, we made difference, because we were pioneers. We also 
implemented a quota system giving preference to students from public, rather 
than private schools. This helped the inclusion not only of females but also of 
minorities”

During her mandate as dean of FGV, Fleury consolidated the school’s 
international presence. I have met her at several forums and network-
ing events, from the OECD annual conference in Paris, to the Academy 
of International Business meeting, which I have chaired. She is a tireless 
presence on panels, running conferences, participating in committees and 
boards, as well as meeting one-on-one with colleagues. She is multifaceted, 
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able to move easily from research to management, taking part in a range of 
forums where she interacts with the most relevant stakeholders in the aca-
demic and business worlds. This ability to be not just a generator of knowl-
edge, a guru, but also an academic leader in every sense makes her what I 
like to call a kangaroo, adept at leaping from one activity to another and 
performing equally well in all.

Fleury is an optimist by nature, despite the challenges facing the world, 
and her own country. She is currently teaching a course on International 
Business, addressing the problems raised by the trade war between China 
and the United States, in which she believes the EU could play a role as 
mediator.

She believes that technology means global integration an irreversible pro-
cess, making the role of government and multilateral organizations is par-
ticularly relevant in supervising and creating regulations and controls to 
promote innovation and sustainability. Brazil will be important in agricul-
ture, she says, but the Amazon must be protected for the good of the planet.

At a meeting in Brighton in 2019 organized by the University of Sussex, 
she says she was struck by how sad and nostalgic one of her colleagues was as 
he told her he was writing a book for his descendants about how the world 
is heading for annihilation. For her part, Fleury says were she to write a 
book for her grandchildren, she would try to come up with something pos-
itive, emphasizing all the good things that have been achieved, as well as 
what can still be done. “We have to prepare the new generations promoting 
diversity, promoting inclusion, and changing the mindset of the Brazilian 
leaders as regards the people who come from different parts of the country, 
people with different backgrounds, gender, and status.

I believe that we can help to transform the mindset of this new generation and 
prepare them to be more entrepreneurial, more socially committed and open 
to new opportunities in technology. We have to prepare them for this new sce-
nario with careers spanning 50 years and that will change many times. At the 
same time, while we try to instill ethical values in our students, we know that 
what’s happening in the business world is not setting a good example. We have 
to reinforce ethics constantly.”3

Fleury says that she has been fortunate to have been supported at key 
moments over her career, highlighting the mentorship of Ruth Cardoso, 
Professor of Anthropology at the University of Sao Paulo, social entrepre-
neur and the wife of Fernando Henrique Cardoso, a former president of 
Brazil. Ruth Cardoso was behind the creation of the Bolsa Familia, the social 
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welfare program introduced by President Lula da Silva in 2003. Cardoso was 
due to accompany Fleury at her inauguration as dean of FGV in 2008, but 
died a few days before.

As a sociologist, Fleury is familiar with the work of Hannah Arendt and 
believes her ideas, while formulated in the early twentieth century, are still 
relevant. Arendt wrote about work, labor relations and the workplace. Fleury 
explains that since the last century, thinkers have done much to contrib-
ute to improving labor conditions. Taylorism was a major breakthrough in 
defining posts and performance. Peter Drucker’s proposals for management 
by objectives, although initially criticized, have been implemented in many 
ways in most companies, while the concept of the knowledge worker has 
gradually replaced that of the traditional factory operative or the sales clerk. 
Japanese management techniques, which Fleury has also studied, have influ-
enced the modern workplace through concepts such as quality circles, long-
term employment and teamwork.

Fleury believes that labor relations and working practices will continue to 
be subjected to rapid change, driven by the development of new technolo-
gies. She cites the example of an event shortly before we spoke, in July 2019, 
when truck drivers went on strike and blockaded roads and ports, bringing 
the country to a standstill. Rather than through traditional union meetings, 
the strike was organized through social networks. “This is the way that social 
movements now organize. I believe that if Hannah Arendt were alive, she 
would be very active on social media” concludes Fleury.

A Critical Thinker During Critical Times:  
Hannah Arendt

Some people’s lives capture our imagination for their intensity and total-
ity, their passion, their authenticity and commitment, and not least for their 
legacy. Hannah Arendt is one such case: dynamic, an intellectual beacon, a 
woman of ideas and action. Born into an intellectual German-Jewish family in 
the early years of the twentieth century, she was a precocious student growing 
up in Königsberg, modern-day Kaliningrad, Immanuel Kant’s birthplace and 
where he spent his entire life, saying of it: “Such a town is the right place for 
gaining knowledge concerning men and the world, even without traveling.”4

Arendt ignored Kant’s advice to stay put and as a result, her life would be 
anything but contemplative, the ideal she outlined in The Human Condition, 
drawing on the ideas of Plato for a life that established a better understand-
ing of the world of ideas and that would provide objective vision. Instead, 
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she chose the alternative, active life he also described, one that requires  
interaction with other people and on which social institutions are built and 
political decisions made.

Arendt even rejected the term philosopher, preferring to see herself as 
a political theorist, with its practical connotations.5 She studied at the 
University of Marburg with Martin Heidegger, whose ideas influenced her 
early thinking, among others that “thinking is an activity,” that ideas are not 
just speculation or concepts to be pondered over but that can transform the 
world. Arendt wrote of “passionate thinking,” an attitude she maintained 
throughout her career, in defense of ideas and political choices. She had a 
relationship with Heidegger, who was married with two children, and which 
only came to light after the publication of his letters in 1995, when both 
were dead. Heidegger would support the Nazi party after it came to power 
in 1933, appointing him rector of the University of Freiburg. After World 
War II, Arendt would attempt to justify Heidegger’s decision, saying he had 
been used by Hitler and that he was never a Nazi. In a 1971 letter to him, 
she wrote: “You are the first to know that there is no one else like you.”6

In the late 1920s, after leaving Marburg, she studied at Freiburg, where 
she attended courses by Edmund Husserl, and then at Heidelberg, where she 
met Karl Jaspers, with whom she would maintain a friendship and intellec-
tual exchange throughout her life. Her doctoral thesis dealt with the concept 
of love in the work of Saint Augustine. During this time, she met her first 
husband, Günther Stern, a sociologist.

Arendt’s biographers highlight her relative luck during the first months 
of the Nazi regime7: She was arrested by the Gestapo in early 1933 after 
writing a piece on Nazi anti-Zionist propaganda, but was released after a few 
days. Within months, she and her mother had fled to Paris, and for the next 
seventeen years, she would be stateless until she obtained US citizenship in 
1951. Her lengthy status as a refugee would influence her thinking and is 
reflected in some of her work. She had already noticed the growing numbers 
of refugees and stateless persons created after World War I and the collapse 
of the European empires, people whose constitutional and legal identity was 
identified with a specific culture, language and traditions.

This phenomenon has continued ever since, and in recent decades, the 
emergence of new conflicts and crises has prompted further migratory flows 
from Africa and the Middle East into Europe and from Latin America to the 
United States and Canada. Migration is an uncomfortable topic that most 
people acknowledge, but few embrace seriously.

In Paris, Arendt met her second husband, fellow German Heinrich 
Blücher, a member of the Communist Party. During her six years in the 
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French capital she was active in Zionist circles, until in May 1940, ahead 
of the German invasion, the French authorities began rounding up “enemy 
aliens” and she was sent to the Gurs prison camp in the south of the coun-
try, but she managed to escape through Spain and Portugal and on to the 
United States. This odyssey reflected her combative spirit, resilience and 
commitment to fighting injustice.

Once in the United States, she first learned English and then began 
writing and lecturing. She would be appointed Princeton University’s 
first female full professor in 1959, as well as teaching at the University 
of Chicago and The New School for Social Research in New York. She 
remained active politically and spoke out publicly against the anti- 
communist witch hunts led by Joseph McCarthy, as well as writing in favor 
of a two-state solution for Jews and Arabs, the student revolts of May of 68, 
the cold war and on many other issues. Perhaps seeking to make sense of her 
past, she wrote The Origins of Totalitarianism,8 an analysis of the causes that 
led to the rise of the Soviet regime and Nazism, identifying the association 
between elites and the wider population and the use of mass propaganda 
and terror to establish the new regime.

In December 1974, she suffered a second heart attack and died while 
entertaining friends at her New York apartment, leaving her last work barely 
started.

The Banality of Evil

In 1960, Adolf Eichmann, one of the key men responsible for carrying 
out the Final Solution—the Nazi plan to kill millions of Jews in concen-
tration camps—was kidnapped in Argentina by Israeli agents and taken to 
Jerusalem where he was tried for crimes against humanity. Arendt wanted to 
take this unique opportunity to hear at the trial, first hand, the testimony of 
a protagonists of one of the most evil regimes in history. She persuaded The 
New Yorker magazine to send her to cover the story, which would eventually 
result in her book Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil.9

During the Eichmann trial, the testimonies of many of the victims of the 
Holocaust were heard for the first time. Arendt joked about the attitude of 
the chief prosecutor, Gideon Hausner, whose rhetorical flourishes she felt 
converted the trial into a show. Never afraid of courting controversy, she also 
questioned the attitude of the Jewish councils throughout Europe that had 
worked with the Nazis, in many cases facilitating the mass deportations to 
the death camps.
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Arendt was also struck by Eichmann’s attitude during his trial, describing 
his composure throughout as he gave testimony, and employing the term 
the banality of evil, for which she is perhaps best remembered in the popular 
imagination:

For when I speak of the banality of evil, I do so only on the strictly factual 
level, pointing to a phenomenon which stared one in the face at the trial. 
Eichmann was not Iago and not Macbeth, and nothing would have been far-
ther from his mind than to determine with Richard III ‘to prove a villain.’ 
Except for an extraordinary diligence in looking out for his personal advance-
ment, he had no motives at all… He merely, to put the matter colloquially, 
never realized what he was doing… It was sheer thoughtlessness — something 
by no means identical with stupidity —that predisposed him to become one 
of the greatest criminals of that period. And if this is ‘banal’ and even funny, 
if with the best will in the world one cannot extract any diabolical or demonic 
profundity from Eichmann, this is still far from calling it commonplace… 
That such remoteness from reality and such thoughtlessness can wreak more 
havoc than all the evil instincts taken together which, perhaps, are inherent in 
man — that was, in fact, the lesson one could learn in Jerusalem.10

Arendt’s purpose was to demythologize evil, the idea that there are people 
somehow possessed and who have chosen the path of evil since they were 
children. After careful analysis of Eichmann, she concludes that evil is pro-
saic and that any number of ordinary people are capable of acts of great cru-
elty. Eichmann was not a psychopath in the conventional sense, an outcast 
alienated from society or suffering from a mental breakdown and therefore 
arguably unaccountable for his actions, but instead came over as a bureau-
crat who insisted that while he was responsible for the deaths of millions of 
people, he was simply following orders and never personally killed anybody.

Arendt’s account of the trial aroused controversy, and she was accused by 
some Jewish groups of portraying Eichmann sympathetically rather than 
focusing on his victims.11 This was unfair, and there is no doubt that she 
considered Eichmann one of the worst criminals of his time. Furthermore, 
she fully supported the court’s decision to hang him after finding him guilty.

It is nevertheless significant that Arendt chose to portray Eichmann as lit-
tle more than a pen-pusher despite his having arranged the mass deportation 
under horrendous conditions of hundreds of thousands of human beings 
who he knew were then to be gassed.

After the world learnt of the crimes committed by the Nazis at the end 
of World War II, there was intense debate among moral philosophers on 
the nature of evil and the conflict between obedience and conscience. But 
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conflict in earlier times had prompted similar discussion as to whether as 
humans we have an inclination either toward benevolence or evil. As men-
tioned above, the Geneva-born political thinker Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
argued in the years leading up to the French Revolution that we are born 
in a state of purity until our contact with society corrupts us.12 Our only 
hope is return to a state of nature where we can explore our true selves. 
This approach was in large part inspired by the European encounter in the 
eighteenth century with the native peoples of the Americas and Australia 
who were seen by Rousseau as naive and kind, but who, once taken to the 
metropolis, were unable to integrate and became transgressors. The Tarzan 
story is inspired by this myth.

A century earlier, British philosopher Thomas Hobbes argued “homo hom-
ini lupus ” (man is a wolf to man) and that it is only through the force of 
the state that we can tame our nature and guarantee relative social peace. 
Without the coercion of law imposed by public authorities, we would return 
to a natural state of chaos, where violence and the law of the strongest would 
prevail, making life “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”13

However, Arendt was not interested in generic human inclination. What 
she was really concerned with was how, in an advanced, educated society 
with collectively agreed moral principles—which the Nazi regime had still 
not had time to eradicate—there were still people to be found whose behav-
ior or complicity could cause much damage, hence the banality of evil.

Shortly after Eichmann’s trial, Stanley Milgram, a professor of psychol-
ogy at Yale University, conducted a series of experiments that would soon be 
copied around the world. His original purpose was to answer the question 
“Could it be that Eichmann and his million accomplices in the Holocaust 
were just following orders? Could we call them all accomplices?”14 Milgram 
selected a group of participants with different profiles he called “teachers” 
who were told that they had to deliver a series of electric shocks to “learn-
ers” if they did not respond correctly to a word association exercise super-
vised by an “experimenter” authority figure. Assigning roles was important, 
as we tend to associate behavior with function. The teachers were also told 
that the electric shocks would increase in power. In reality, no electric shocks 
were actually being delivered and the so-called learners, who were actors 
employed for the experiment, had been told to feign pain and scream louder 
and louder with each discharge. Had the discharges been real, by the end of 
the experiment, the learners would have been dead.

The main finding of the experiment was that most of the teachers fol-
lowed orders, despite their protests. While all the participants eventually 
delivered what they believed to be 300-volt shocks to their hapless  
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learners, 65% went all the way up to 450 volts. Milgram had conducted 
pre-experiment surveys with his colleagues in the psychology department 
who said that only 1.2% of the 100 participants would go the whole way. 
Based on this estimate, Milgram initially intended to carry out the experi-
ment with Americans and then with German participants, working on the 
assumption that they had a more entrenched sense of duty and obedience. 
In view of the results with the Americans, he decided not to do the exper-
iment with Germans. However, similar exercises in various countries have 
since shown that there are no significant differences in obeying authority 
regardless of cultural diversity.

Leaving aside the validity of comparisons between the horrors of Nazism 
and Milgram’s disturbing experiments, the question of obedience in busi-
ness is worthy of exploration, particularly in the context of how business 
decisions impact on the lives of others, both locally and globally. Over the 
course of their careers, managers are likely to receive orders or indications 
from above that may have harmful consequences for other people: lay-offs 
during a downsizing exercise, closing an unprofitable business unit, reducing 
expenses at the risk of lower standards or poor service, knowingly manufac-
turing defective products or trying to influence officials.

Critical Thinking, a Major Source of Innovation 
at Companies

Over the course of several conversations in the wake of the financial crisis of 
2007 with Professor Paul Danos, then Dean of Tuck Business School at the 
University of Dartmouth, we both came to the conclusion that sometimes a 
kind of collective syndrome occurs within companies that prevent managers 
from challenging what they might see as wrong decisions and how they will 
also avoid contradicting their bosses, perhaps for fear of being sidelined in 
future promotions or being excluded from the inner circles of power. A lack 
of critical thinking, the failure to speak out or to contradict the established 
order can and have contributed to collective disaster.

Many of the mistakes that sank some financial institutions in 2007 were 
due to incompetent management, a failure to think critically and to objec-
tively analyze key decisions, rather than a simple absence of ethics. What 
was missing during the boom years was any kind of professional deontol-
ogy, which requires managers to apply extreme caution when carrying out 
risk assessment and decision-making. While there seemed to be no inten-
tion to deliberately cause evil in the heady days of the late 1990s and early 
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2000s, many people were spellbound by the illusion of unlimited eco-
nomic growth, coupled with an aberrant concept of financial risk, which is 
not to say that the men and women involved are in any way exempt from 
responsibility.

A saying that has become the golden rule for many employees is “the 
boss is always right.” Wrong. I believe that business schools have a duty to 
teach our students that professional ethics, best practice and fiduciary duty, 
on behalf of the shareholders, are for managers to use their better judgment 
to explore the best decision in the face of any business dilemma, even if it 
means contradicting the boss. Whenever friends or students ask me about 
the best way to act in such cases, I always make the same recommendation: 
Express the highest respect for your boss, but say what you really think, stating the 
reasons that justify your opinion: that’s what they pay you for.

That said, I should add that I understand the unquestioning attitude of 
many managers, even when they know the boss is wrong. Most of the partic-
ipants in Milgram’s experiment did what they were told, regardless of their 
doubts, and their job was not at stake. Nevertheless, anybody who aspires 
to leadership must rise to the occasion and say what they think in a difficult 
situation, regardless of the risk. Good bosses will always appreciate critical, 
respectful and constructive judgment from their subordinates. If they don’t, 
then perhaps they are not somebody worth working for.

The first beneficiaries of critical thinking in companies are the bosses. 
Complacence and resistance to rethinking ideas, processes and activities is 
the beginning of a slippery slope that can ruin a company. All bosses want 
their ideas to be supported, particularly by their subordinates, and criticism 
or opposition is unlikely to be well received. But good bosses are prepared to 
develop the capacity to listen and value criticism: It provides a good oppor-
tunity to innovate and improve the company’s performance. Needless to say, 
any debate must not imply inaction or delay in decision-making. A balance 
is required between discussion and speedy implementation of decisions.

Fostering a critical spirit among senior managers, encouraging construc-
tive debate, drives innovation and better practice, which in turn improve 
the bottom line, argues Helen Lee Bouygues, President of the Reboot 
Foundation. She recommends three courses of action to boost this capacity 
in organizations.15

–	 The first is to systematically question the assumptions that inform the 
company’s strategy and fundamental decisions while at the same time 
avoiding throwing the baby out with the bathwater. Some assump-
tions are part of the company’s knowledge pool and have been acquired 
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through experience, making them valuable rules worth following. In any 
event, even if these assumptions are respected, there is no harm in review-
ing them periodically. Times change and some sectors experience the 
entry of disruptive competitors that can dramatically transform the rules 
of the game.

–	 Second, reason through logic, based on the relevant information and 
reasonable arguments that can convince our stakeholders. There are two 
fundamental factors to take into account here. The first is an excess of 
information. Paradoxically, big data has not made it any easier to make 
important decisions in business. In many cases, too much information 
can lead to errors in decision-making. The second factor is overestimat-
ing the opinions of experts, external consultants or senior management, 
whose views tend to carry more weight. This is not necessarily a bad 
thing: Experience is the mother of science. At the same time, fresh input 
often provides an opportunity for improvement.

–	 Third, Bouygues recommends managers to seek out diversity of thought 
and collaboration. Most studies confirm our intuition: Diversity, well 
managed, generates greater opportunities for innovation.

As I said before, the spiral of unethical behavior in a company, on a collec-
tive scale, is usually a process rather than the result of a single action or deci-
sion. As Andrew Hill, Management Editor at the Financial Times, explains: 
“Bad outcomes often result from many small steps, not single reckless leaps. 
The Enron board’s notorious decision to waive its code of conduct and allow 
its chief financial officer to serve as general partner for an off-balance-sheet 
vehicle was the culmination of a series of smaller decisions. Directors were 
led step by step into the mire.” Hill adds that “bad culture starts at the top.” 
There are only two reasons for widespread unethical behavior in a company: 
Senior management is either leading it, or if it isn’t, then it’s incompetent 
and should be replaced.16

Takeaways

As a philosopher and political theorist, Arendt covered a wide range of areas, 
both speculative and applied. In this chapter, we have focused principally 
on two: her analysis of the nature of evil, based on her work of the trial of 
leading Nazi Adolf Eichmann in 1961 and the need to develop our critical 
sensibilities not just to be able to confront injustice in society, but also in the 
workplace. These are the conclusions of that analysis.
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–	 Evil happens. In general, humans are neither saints nor devils, but cir-
cumstances can lead, typically after a series of bad decisions to further 
decisions with evil or criminal consequences. One way to prevent this 
happening is to exercise our critical sensibilities, to express our opinion 
when we believe that what is taking place is wrong or mistaken.

–	 Many people are prepared to unquestioningly accept the maxim “the boss 
is always right.” But we should remember that the best leaders try to sur-
round themselves with people who are more intelligent than themselves, 
people able to say what they think, regardless of the consequences. If we 
don’t say what we think to our superiors, even if it means contradicting 
them, then we are not behaving ethically, and will not be meeting our 
boss’s expectations either.

–	 In order to develop the ability to make constructive criticism at work, 
we need to question the validity of our ideas and arguments periodically. 
What’s more, encouraging diversity of all kinds in our teams is healthy for 
creativity and innovation.
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Per aspera ad astra: Michelle Raymond1

In the old days, when going to the movies was still most people’s idea of a 
night out, there was a strict ritual that took place after we took our seats: 
The red velvet curtains would slowly pull apart to reveal the huge silver 
screen, and then the lights would slowly dim and a hushed, expectant silence 
settle on the auditorium. For me, as a youngster, it was like being in a wak-
ing dream. I learned to appreciate cinema with my mother, who had a pro-
digious memory for names and an impressive ability to remember story lines 
and key scenes. At high school, for a time, I seriously considered pursuing a 
career in cinema: I enjoyed writing stories and imagined adapting them for 
the big screen. I knew several directors and producers in Spain, although in 
the end, I took the more conservative option of studying Law.

I’ve always been struck by the similarity of sitting in a darkened movie 
theater and Plato’s allegory of the cave.2 Movies are incomplete stories pro-
jected onto a screen, and as in Plato’s cave, we see figures on the wall that 
are mere shadows created by a flickering light. For Plato, reality, the world 
of ideas, takes place outside the cave, lit by the sun, but when one of the 
cave dwellers goes outside and then returns to tell them the good news, he 
is murdered by the others, who prefer to continue watching mere copies of 
reality.

Cinemas, unlike caves, have a therapeutic value, offering us a way to 
escape or alleviate the problems we face outside, and we can imagine our-
selves in the roles on screen. As David Thomson notes in Sleeping with 
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Strangers: “In the movies, as well as life, desire is contingent on things we 
cannot quite have. As you may have noticed, satisfaction can kill desire just 
as desire can make you forget your status quo.”3

The movies can also inspire us to pursue our dreams; at least that’s 
what Michelle “Michi” Raymond says about the 1990s comedy Sister Act. 
Raymond had wanted to be an artist since she was aged two and had learned 
several musical instruments, notably the guitar, which is now pretty much 
an extension of her body. She played in bars as a young woman, usually 
chaperoned by her parents.

At the same time, although her family was not religious, she says she 
felt a religious calling, and at the age of sixteen converted to Catholicism. 
Watching Whoopi Goldberg playing the role of a lounge singer forced to 
join a convent after being placed in a witness protection program and who 
redeems herself through music, Raymond says she found her inspiration: 
“Here’s an artist, a rock star, who went to a convent in hiding, but I saw 
her develop with the children and the neighbourhood and give them some-
thing, to you know, to be excited about and develop them into these little 
artists, and I really connected with that, cos I was a hippy, and I felt like I 
didn’t need material things, I was in love with this idea of sharing my music 
and helping other students, children that were in my area, and so, for me, I 
saw this movie and I felt inspired and I thought, ‘OK, I’m gonna become a 
nun’.”

Her mother nevertheless insisted that before she committed to music or 
the Church, she finished her education, preferably related to business, so 
Raymond entered Sweet Briar College, a prestigious, all-female liberal arts 
institution in the Blue Ridge Mountains, Virginia. Raymond says her mem-
ories of Sweet Briar are bittersweet. She finished her degree in three years, 
rather than four, for two reasons. On the one hand to save on the $40,000 
a year tuition fees, and on the other, because she had begun a relationship 
with another pupil, which angered some students. On one occasion, she says 
her classmates refused to eat with her in the dining hall, getting up to go to 
another table when she joined them.

On another, she was attacked by fellow students who broke into her room 
and the police were called. Raymond asked for the young women not to be 
expelled, hoping they would learn their lesson.

“But also I didn’t want to be responsible for seniors being kicked out of 
school for a stupid drunken mistake. Those same girls who attacked me, 
months later, approached me themselves and said: ‘I’m really sorry, what I 
did was absolutely wrong, and now I realise that you never deserved that and 
we hope that you’ll come to lunch with us and we want to apologise’. And 
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that was like, a wow moment, that on their own, over the course of a couple 
of months, they came to their own realization that what happened should 
never have happened.”

Sadly, bullying LGBTQI students is widespread in college and university. 
Some studies suggest that at least two-thirds of students from this collective 
are subjected to bullying. Homophobia and misogyny are behind this phe-
nomenon, fed by toxic masculinity, which in turn negates femininity while 
stressing traditional gender roles, aptly described by sociologist C. J. Pascoe 
as “fag discourse.” 4

When I asked Raymond how she dealt with these situations, she said she 
simply focused on her work. “One thing I always did, which I would rec-
ommend to other people, is that, when I’m having this moment where the 
world seems against us, and I know that sounds extreme, but there are times 
when you feel like you don’t have the peers, or you don’t have anything 
going right.

I would take that moment to find something that I wanted to develop and 
focus 100% of my energy on it, but by myself, so at that time I was struggling 
on academic subjects and I said: ‘OK, I’m going to focus all attention into 
academics and cut everything else out, and if I do well here, I’m going to have 
a focus, I’m not going to be worried about the outside world and I’m going to 
do something that’s going to better me’, and so, I became 1000% focused on 
academics.”

This enabled Raymond not only to resist, but also to make the Dean’s List of 
her class and finish her studies early. She says she has happy memories of the 
college, particularly of a number of her teachers and the Dean, who helped 
her channel her creativity.

Raymond’s career after graduating was in the financial services sector, 
and she rose to become leader of Morgan Stanley’s Wealth Management 
pride network team, as well as working on the corporate committee of the 
US National Gay and Lesbian Chamber of Commerce. After ten years, she 
decided to take an International MBA at IE Business School, which is where 
I met her. During her time at our school, she transformed the reach of IE 
Out, the institution’s LGBTQI club. She was president of the third-largest 
LGBTQI workplace inclusion conference organized by a business school in 
the world, attended by all kinds of stakeholders from around the world: stu-
dents, alumni employers and influencers.

She was a much-needed breath of fresh air that strengthened IE 
University’s diversity and inclusion: “It’s very important for a leader in a 
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business to create a culture where people aren’t feeling like they’re getting 
opportunities just because they identify in a certain way or they were born 
into a certain gender.” She remembers that when she began running IE Out, 
a lot of people turned down her invitations: “They would say ‘I don’t want 
to go to your event, because people are going to think I’m gay’.

But by the end of the year, they were the biggest allies to the group, and the 
biggest supporters that we had. And so you get to see this transformation 
because, I think things that are foreign to you are scary, but when you actually 
have to work with it, there’s maybe this learning curve, maybe this uncomfort-
able moment, but people can change, and I think it’s a matter of really having 
a hands-on experience. I could preach to you all day, but, until you actually 
have to work in that environment yourself, you’re not truly going to learn it.”

Returning to Raymond’s great love, music, she remembers the first time she 
played in public, after a teacher to whom she will always be grateful, allowed 
her to perform in front of the class rather than make a traditional presenta-
tion. She played one of her own compositions and says she was very nerv-
ous. But she persevered, gradually building up her self-confidence. “Music 
transformed me from a shy person to a social butterfly,” she says.

When she thinks about her performances, many of which are available on 
social networks, she realizes how her confidence has grown, saying that her 
experience could be useful for others who suffer from stage fright: “Now it’s 
the complete opposite, Before it used to be a source of anxiety and now it’s 
something I thrive on.

I enjoy a huge audience of 200,000 people so much more than I do a room of 
five, because with five I know everyone’s eyes are on me and I get super nerv-
ous and… but if I’m speaking at a huge event I feel so much confidence on 
stage; I’ve learnt how to read the audience, so I never make a set list, I feel how 
they’re feeling and I adapt as I go, so if I think everyone is in a really chilled 
mood, and I want to bring up their energy, I’m going to play a song that has 
a lot of energy and see how they react, and if they react well, and they want 
more, I go for another higher energy song and I keep it going. But If I test the 
high energy song and people are more relaxed I bring it back down, something 
in the middle, and I’m tailoring it, the entire concert.

It’s really like reading the audience and seeing what they want, to give them 
a show that we’re both going to enjoy. And then I started using those same 
skills from the stage to do all my presentations and business, and my speaking 
engagements. I’m always watching people to see if they’re laughing, if they are 



9  Passion: Simone Weil/Michelle Raymond        125

being honest, a look that tells me if they’re into this content, or they’re not 
understanding me, do I need a backup? Do I need it to go faster? Are they get-
ting bored? It’s always about reading people.”

Comparisons, as the saying goes, are odious, and the more so between peo-
ple from very different times, but when I was preparing this chapter about 
Simone Weil, Michi Raymond immediately came to mind. They have at 
least three things in common: authenticity, understood as living accord-
ing to one’s principles; they’re both outliers, transformative and creative, 
belonging to no particular current; and finally, there is a certain mysticism 
and spirituality about them, which has meant that the objective of their 
lives transcends their lived experiences: philosophy for Weil and music for 
Raymond.

When I ask Raymond, who is still in the early stages of her career, about 
her long-term strategy, she replies: “My dream has always been to be an art-
ist, and I made a very conscious decision about six months ago. Over my 
whole life, I’ve been balancing business and music, and I’ve gotten very far 
in my musical career and very far in my business career as a young person, 
and I always wonder, what if I focus 100% of my attention onto one thing 
instead of fifty/fifty? And so I made the decision, and I’m going to go for 
music.”

She has already topped Virginia’s Indie Music Charts and has opened 
for the likes of Miley Cyrus, DJ Marshmello, Meghan Traynor, Carly Rae 
Jepson and Zara Larsson. When I interviewed her in the summer of 2019, 
she was about to begin a Masters at Berklee School of Music, the first recip-
ient of the Outstanding Women Scholarship and Mentorship, with Yvette 
Noel-Schure. I don’t know in which scenario we’ll see Raymond appear 
next, or on what online platform we’ll hear her songs. What I do know is 
that the journey that will take her there will be fascinating.

Authenticity as Practicing What You Preach: 
Simone Weil

Why should managers or entrepreneurs read Marx and his disciples? Why 
would the business community want to study writers and thinkers who 
argue that history evolves through class struggle and that capitalism will 
perish when the proletariat seizes collective ownership of the means of 
production?5
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History suggests that this goal of taking over from the ruling class is 
utopic and unlikely to be achieved. The states that adopted communist 
regimes in the last century either collapsed or have since embraced some 
form of capitalism. At the same time, states that still call themselves com-
munist have little to do with the original Marxian conception. The only 
place where I have seen the conquest of capital by the proletariat was in a 
glass case that presided over the atrium of what was once the residence of the 
former German Democratic Republic, in Berlin’s museumsinsel, and which, 
ironically enough, is now a business school.

That said, Marx may well have been right in understanding history as a 
series of cycles, following Hegel’s conception of dialectic tensions, in which 
certain phenomena are repeated, such as the tensions between freedom, 
growth and inequality. In recent years, the debate about growing inequali-
ties of wealth distribution, both within developed countries and on a global 
scale, has sparked renewed interest in Marxist philosophy, with a good num-
ber of universities reintroducing the German thinker into their curricula.6

I have always believed we should read not only the authors with whose 
thinking—what Marx would call ideology—we share an affinity, but those 
who challenge our principles. Ignorance is the origin of misunderstanding, 
hatred and irrationality. I remember that at school, a religious institution, 
I attended philosophy classes, and that when we reached Marx, the focus 
was entirely on the supposed defects of his thinking, as well as his personal-
ity: He was a hypocrite who enjoyed champagne and caviar. Or that he had 
been stateless most of his life—as if this were a crime for a thinker—and also 
neglected his family. In short, he led a bad life. In the event, we never stud-
ied Marx’s ideas. In rhetoric this is often referred to as an ad personam attack, 
a criticism of the person, which is fallacious because it focuses on the per-
sonal issues of our dialectical opponents rather than discussing their ideas. 
It is often used in politics or informal conversation, designed to appeal to a 
wide audience. But in philosophy, where discussion focuses on ideas and not 
people, such approaches have no place.

Some people believe that philosophers must live as they think, that their 
principles and theories should guide their actions.7 The subject of this chap-
ter, Simone Weil, is an example of a woman whose life embodied her per-
sonal beliefs at the expense of health, probably leading to her early death. 
Framing her thinking within a particular current of thought is impossible: It 
is hard to know whether to categorize her as a philosopher, a mystic or sim-
ply a writer.

Her thinking connects with Plato, at the same time as reaching out to 
Christianity, although she also had roots in Marxism. She has inspired 
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people as diverse as Susan Sontag, Carlos Fuentes, Pope Paul VI and Albert 
Camus, who compiled her work for Gallimard publishers and described her 
as “the only great spirit of our times.”8 She knew Trotsky and De Gaulle 
who, while interested in taking up her offer to work on behalf of the 
French government in exile, said of her, “But she is mad!”.9 Mary Warnock 
excluded Weil from her 1996 book Women Philosophers because she consid-
ered her a mystic who adhered to religious principles rather than philosophi-
cal logic.10 In any event, she was an outlier, in life and beyond.

Weil’s parents were relatively wealthy Jews who had moved to France after 
their native Alsace had been annexed by Germany. The couple were agnos-
tics and encouraged their two children (Simone’s brother was the mathema-
tician André Weil) to think for themselves. Although she declared herself a 
Bolshevik at the age of 19, Weil had been attracted to Christianity from a 
young age, particularly the mysteries of the crucifixion and transubstantia-
tion. She recounts three mystical moments in her twenties that guided her 
approach to Catholicism, although she never converted. The first was during 
a visit to northern Portugal to recover from an accident, where she witnessed 
a pilgrimage by fishermen near Viana do Castelo, and was captivated by the 
fervor and simplicity of the worshippers. The second came in 1937 at the 
spectacular Romanesque chapel of Santa Maria degli Angeli in Assisi, Italy, 
where she described experiencing a religious ecstasy. The following year, at 
the Benedictine abbey of Solesmes, during Holy Week, the combination 
of Gregorian chant and the work of the 17th English metaphysical poet 
George Herbert led her to write “Christ himself came down and took me.”11

Weil’s life goes beyond commitment and verges on martyrdom, although 
it is not easy to understand the motives for her sense of sacrifice. Perhaps 
the two most extreme moments of her experience, seen by some as heroic, 
were her decision to work on the assembly line at a Renault factory until she 
succumbed to exhaustion and then to join the anarchists of Buenaventura 
Durruti in fighting the nationalist forces of General Francisco Franco dur-
ing the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939). Aside from her extreme short- 
sightedness, which apparently made her a danger to her fellow soldiers, she 
was deeply disillusioned by an event during which militiamen shot a young 
nationalist soldier who had refused to join their ranks. Eventually, she was 
persuaded to abandon the struggle and her parents, who had followed her to 
Spain, took her back to France, leading some critics to suggest that her expo-
sure to risk was not as reckless as it seemed.12

The circumstances of Weil’s death at the age of 34 are still unclear. She 
had been diagnosed with tuberculosis, but had refused to rest and contin-
ued trying to find a way to be sent as an undercover agent to France. In 
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solidarity, she had limited her diet to the rations imposed by the Germans 
on the French population. She was admitted to a sanatorium in Ashford, 
Kent, in the summer of 1943, but within a few weeks, perhaps weakened by 
voluntary starvation, she died.

Work: Alienation or Liberation?

As mentioned, in 1934, Weil decided to give up her position as a high 
school philosophy teacher in rural France and keen to better understand the 
reality of working-class industrial life, took a job on the assembly line at a 
Renault factory. Unprepared for the tough conditions, she found the work 
physically exhausting but spiritually rewarding, and formed friendships with 
her workmates, who helped her as she struggled to learn the job.

Few philosophers have turned their attention to the subject of work, at 
least with the same level of detail as other related phenomena of human 
activity, such as technology. Generally, a philosophy of work refers to the 
values and principles we bring to our jobs, and the way work is organized 
and implemented, rather than the role work plays in our development or in 
the attainment of human happiness.

Some philosophers have explored work from a collective perspective, as 
one of the factors of production. Jean-Paul Sartre argued that the “golden 
age of work for philosophy” was due to the “tenacious presence, from my 
viewpoint, of the working masses, that huge and grim body that lived 
Marxism.”13 Weil also criticized the lack of interest in the topic in classical 
philosophy: “A philosophy work has yet to be created. It is perhaps indispen-
sable. It is perhaps more particularly needed in this age.” She added: “Art / 
science / work / philosophy first. Plato said no more than half.”14

The evolution of the labor market, the transformation of the industrial 
economy into a knowledge economy, as well as the rise of freelancers and 
entrepreneurship, among other factors, may make talk of the “working class” 
sound anachronistic. Labor unions still have a presence in some countries, 
but their political influence has largely waned. As Robert Chenavier, author 
of Attention to the Real, a study of Weil’s work, argues, “From André Gorz’s 
Farewell to the Working Class (1980) to The End of Work, by Jeremy Rifkin 
(1996) through to Dominique Méda’s Le travail, une valeur in voie of dispar-
ition (1995) it would be hard to keep up with the reasons to give up on the 
philosophical reflection of work.”15

Weil wanted to go beyond Marx’s materialism, which sees work as a 
source of alienation, although her quasi-religious approach is somewhat 
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cryptic. She explains that materialism cannot be understood without a 
spiritual facet: “There is no thought and work; work is no less thought than 
reflection. It is nothing less than an absolute act of the spirit.”16 On the 
other hand, she explains how in ancient times those who performed most 
of the work, except for waging war, were slaves and servants. Christianity, in 
its mystical vision, is a religion of slaves, in which Christ himself becomes a 
slave, which is why Weil rejects the idea of work as alienating.17 At the same 
time, her defense of manual labor over other work is puzzling. Perhaps her 
mysticism or her own difficulties in performing the hard physical tasks at the 
Renault factory produced a certain complex that led her to downplay intel-
lectual work, which she excelled at.

Weil’s limited experience in heavy industry nevertheless allowed her 
to formulate a vision of work that is still relevant today. I am interested in 
two of her ideas in particular. The first is sustainability in business. Weil 
discussed the risks of overproduction resulting from the development of 
technology: “Automatic machines only offer advantages to the extent that 
they are used to produce in series and in bulk quantities; […] they offer 
the temptation to produce much more than is necessary to meet real needs, 
which leads to spending, to no benefit, a great wealth of human strength 
and raw materials.”18

Marx argued that the returns on labor under a socialist system would gen-
erate sufficient wealth for equal redistribution. In his view, it was capital that 
prevented the full development of productive forces. Weil did not share this 
vision, dismissing it as illusory and impracticable, and instead proposes two 
major lines of action to improve the development of business that would 
better the wellbeing of the masses.

Firstly, the rationalization of work. We should remember that Weil took 
part in the early stages of Taylorism, the introduction of new technology and 
assembly methods in factories to improve productivity. Antonio Gramsci, 
the Italian communist philosopher and a contemporary of Weil, referred to 
this process of specialization and increased productivity as Fordism (in refer-
ence to the Ford car company, which pioneered assembly lines), explaining 
that the rise of the new specialized operator marks the transition of the pro-
letariat toward the creation of a middle class “the American way.”

The second initiative is the development of technology, of new machines, 
to use the terminology of her time, as well as of new sources of power. 
Weil refers to the two energy sources used in factories, coal and heavy oils. 
Thinking ahead of her time, she suggests the need to use other energies 
she calls natural, even if they entail higher costs, to improve conditions for 
workers and society overall.
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Weil’s contribution remains relevant given our unease at the growing 
automation of so many activities previously implemented by humans. Any 
number of studies suggest that in the coming decades many jobs and trades 
will disappear, especially those of a routine nature that can be performed 
more quickly and without errors by robots or algorithms.

There are two main visions of where this will lead. The first is dystopian, 
a world dominated by technology, where robots, replicators and cyborgs 
emerge the victors of the fourth industrial revolution at the expense of an 
enslaved humanity. A number of important figures have warned of the dan-
gers we face in this regard, such as Stephen Hawking, Bill Gates and Elon 
Musk, but I see little reason for such concerns. It will be some time before 
artificial intelligence and other technologies are sufficiently sophisticated to 
represent any threat to us, and along the way, new opportunities will emerge 
we cannot imagine at the moment.

By the same token, there are some tasks that should remain the preserve 
of humanity. Most of us would prefer to see humans continue in their posts 
as judges, teachers, the clergy and managers, even if they sometimes make 
mistakes; surely the risk of human error is more acceptable than the fear of 
an arbitrary decision of a robot.

The second vision of our where automation and AI are taking us is uto-
pian. Most socialist thinkers qualify as utopian and propose models of soci-
ety where the aspirations of justice, equality and freedom have been fulfilled 
and we live in peaceful coexistence, while resources are shared equally.

While we are still waiting for this utopia, the development of technology, 
artificial intelligence and, in parallel, of neurobiology, medicine and cog-
nitive psychology, all working in conjunction with other sciences and the 
Humanities, offers a better future.

Will Education Become Fully Automatized?

A field where many visionaries envision profound transformations by AI 
and machine learning in the future is education. Imagine, for a moment, 
that a device I will call the Educatron offers the following wonderful pos-
sibilities to its user. The Educatron has archived all the knowledge stored 
in the most important libraries in the world. In addition, it has the capac-
ity to process all the most relevant data on a particular profession, area of 
knowledge, physical or intellectual skill. When a person enters this machine, 
connecting different areas of the body, including the brain, via electrodes to 
the Educatron, they can download all the knowledge generated by humanity 
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and artificial intelligence within five minutes. And for good measure, the 
Educatron can also program the body to be able to practice any sport.

Who wouldn’t want to use the Educatron to achieve their dreams?
When I have asked this question in my lectures, I never fail to be sur-

prised that so few people raise their hands. My next question is why 
wouldn’t we want to be hooked up to this marvelous machine?

In my opinion, education is a journey: It is what we learn along the way 
to acquiring knowledge that is important, the process of learning in itself. 
The reason we enjoy engaging in a particular activity is closely linked to 
the process by which we acquired the ability to do so, as well as the effort 
used to practice it with skill. The happiness and enjoyment of learning 
something, or of acquiring a capacity, are not only in achieving it, but in 
the process, the path we travel along to achieve it. This is the central idea 
behind Homer’s Odyssey, which tells the story of the journey our Greek hero 
undertakes before finally arriving in Ithaca, his homeland. What gives mean-
ing to his life is not arriving home and sorting out his family affairs after 
many years of travel, but all the episodes he has experienced, the encounters 
with so many characters, how much he learned and internalized during the 
journey.

Weil seems to share this belief. In addition to being an expert in Homer’s 
work and having written about The Iliad, the intensity of her own life and 
her interest in experiencing multiple experiences reflect a spirit similar 
to that of Ulysses. Far from being satisfied with learning things quickly or 
knowing life through books, she wanted to gain experience firsthand, with-
out help and without anesthesia.

Takeaways

How realistic is it to try to practice what we preach?

–	 Authenticity has attracted a lot of attention in management literature in 
recent years and is seen as an attribute closely linked to leadership and 
being able to motivate others.19 Simone Weil’s belief in living her life 
according to her principles resulted in an early death. She was an outlier 
in her approach, which some have described as quasi-mystical, although 
she also connected with a diverse range of thinkers, from Plato to Marx.

–	 Work was traditionally been seen as a less worthy activity that religious 
or mystical contemplation within Christianity, at least until the rise of 
Protestantism, with its work ethic, and that related success with the spirit 
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of capitalism, according to Max Weber.20 For Marx, work was a form of 
alienation. One of the merits of Weil’s philosophy was to raise the need 
for a philosophy of work: Can work be transcendent and can we make 
work a more dignified activity?

–	 Weil’s vision of the future of work was pioneering, and some of her 
efforts to rationalize it were later developed in management studies and 
Taylorism, along with the replacement of routine activities through auto-
mation. She also foresaw the phenomenon of sustainability, calling for 
coal to be replaced with renewable sources of energy. Weil was a visionary, 
a woman ahead of her times.
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Reflecting on the Enterprise of One’s Life:  
Inés Temple1

Whether we like it or not, it’s a sure bet that most people going into  
management will, over the course of their careers, change companies, posi-
tions, and maybe even sectors. Why? For two reasons: We’re living longer, 
which means we’re going to be working longer; and because of the impact 
of technology on the labor market, which will require us to constantly adapt 
and to learn new skills and knowledge.

Each year, I teach a course in Competitive Strategy to a group of 
Executive MBA students made up of professionals from a range of countries, 
typically with at least a decade’s management experience behind them. In 
one of the sessions, dealing with growth strategies, I ask them how many 
mergers and acquisitions (M&A) they have been involved in. Over the years, 
I have noticed how the average number of my executive students who have 
experienced three or more M&As has risen to around 60%, due, I would 
venture, to the globalization of a growing number of sectors.

While this evidence is largely anecdotal, I believe it gives an idea of the 
dynamism that now characterizes many sectors, and that as we will likely 
experience a merger or buy out at some point in our career, we had better 
be ready. Mergers tend to mean layoffs for directors, given that the idea is 
usually to reduce costs and improve efficiency. That said, as experience and 
research show, this doesn’t always happen automatically. One study shows 
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that the majority of layoffs have little, or even a negative, impact on the bot-
tom line and market value of the company.2

For most of us, being laid off will come as an unpleasant surprise, leav-
ing us feeling hard done by. What’s more, this tends to coincide with the 
dreaded mid-career crisis,3 which can escalate into a full-blown personal cri-
sis unless we strengthen our ability to deal with adversity as well as being 
ready to use the services of a coach and learn new skills.

Being laid off may be an unwelcome surprise, but it can also be an oppor-
tunity to take your career in a new direction and develop additional skills. In 
1993, after her husband’s layoff was handled unprofessionally and insensi-
tively, Inés Temple read an article in New York University’s alumni magazine 
about outplacement: “A service that helps companies manage the way they 
handle professional change.

Processes of change that are managed competently, when they involve the 
departure of people, in a respectful, human, considerate manner, making sure 
that the people leaving are treated with the maximum respect and care for 
their self-esteem, identity and dignity.”

Since then, outplacement and coaching and the relationship with hundreds 
of directors that have changed company or job, has become the professional 
passion and recognized forte of Temple, Executive President of LHH-DBM 
Peru and President of the Board of LHH Chile, the leading companies in 
outplacement and talent development in both countries.

Temple is also regarded as the most influential director in Peru, publish-
ing columns and articles in media such as El Comercio, the country’s leading 
daily, as well as blogs and her YouTube channel, which has attracted some 
5.5 million views. In recent years, she has expanded her activities to other 
sectors, such as storage, and in other countries, such as the United States. 
Her bestseller, You Inc,4 is a guide for directors to improve their employabil-
ity. As she explains in the book, her personal experience has taught her that 
we live in fast-changing times and that working for a large organization is no 
longer a guarantee of job for life.

Her approach is to exchange the assurance once invested in organizations, 
the expectation of a career spent working for a single employer, into self-as-
surance in oneself: “We are closer than ever to achieving that utopia of the 
ideal job in so much as we can build and strengthen our own career and 
work toward our own competitiveness, making us more attractive for busi-
nesses and employers.”5
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The guarantee for remaining competitive is employability, “the para-
digm of our working life. Building it, developing it and demonstrating it is 
our permanent task.” Temple defines employability as “the capacity to add 
value and develop the skills required to find or maintain a space to contrib-
ute professionally in (that’s to say, clients for my services), when and where 
necessary.”6

Temple sees employability as a long-term challenge, which has to be 
worked on throughout a career, and is optimistic about the future. She 
believes that we are at the mid-way point in our life at the age of sixty: “I 
see myself as being in the middle of my life. I am interested in everything 
that has to do with technology and education, and I’m curious about the 
phenomenon of longevity and what the experts have to say about it. It seems 
that if we take care of ourselves, and the advance of science, it’s possible that 
we’ll live many more years than before.

Therefore, I have the desire, the disposition, the energy, and I’m at that 
moment in life when I have the freedom to continue growing, to know other 
cultures, other places, to learn other languages. I feel I have found the energy 
I had at the age of 35, the desire to set up new companies, to enter new mar-
kets, to offer something, and above all, to feel relevant. I don’t like the idea of 
being left behind, of not being, of not having anything to offer. I am in the 
next stage of my life, creating my strategy; what to do so as to keep evolving, 
thinking about who I make connections with, so that my territories expand 
and that my message, which is simple but powerful, can reach more people 
who need it now, more than ever.”

Temple explains her attitude of being permanently employable by compar-
ing the career of a director and a company’s activities. An impactful career 
requires a strategy, a long-term approach, good financial management, antic-
ipating the resources required to invest in development and training, and 
of course marketing and networking. Temple highlights the importance of 
emotional and interpersonal skills, and not just intellectual and technical 
abilities. This is consistent with what other outsourcing experts recommend 
when they talk about honoring people in personal relationships as a way of 
guaranteeing permanent employability.7

Temple believes that the two most important qualities for a CEO are a 
passion for their activity and, most importantly, integrity, ethical behavior. 
As she explains, “everything one says or does is now recorded by the digital 
media, which encourages us to rethink how we did things before, when wer-
en’t exposed in this way.
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Ethics are intrinsic to each of us, to being human, to who we are, our edu-
cation and upbringing, what we believe in, our consciousness, how we have 
evolved. Nevertheless, I also believe that applying marketing concepts, per-
sonal branding to ethics, helps many people to understand its importance 
from a pragmatic perspective: Look, we have to act properly because it’s not 
just morally right, but it’s the only way to manage our career in the long term, 
because every good thing you do will always be known, and your reputation, 
your personal brand will be associated with what you do, your behavior, today, 
tomorrow, and thirty years ago.

Sometimes in Latin America, we’ve believed in impunity. Corrupt politi-
cians who thinks they can get away with it. But we live in a world where it’s 
getting harder to escape attention. In Peru, we’ve got four former presidents 
in jail, and other countries do as well. The idea is that ethics, along with tal-
ent and a reputation are the three pillars that hold up our personal brand, our 
degree of employability, our lifelong career. And that depends on the decisions 
we take and how we plan our career. That’s my focus when discussing ethics.”

Temple’s explanation of ethical behavior in business brings to mind 
Immanuel Kant’s distinction between the arguments for behaving pru-
dently and those for behaving morally.8 Arguments for behaving prudently 
justify an action on the basis of personal interests, for example, preserving 
one’s reputation and good name, as Temple argues. Moral arguments, on the 
other hand, are those that justify an action in relation to principles that can 
be applied to a situation, and that in Kant’s opinion, can be elevated to uni-
versal codes of conduct; for example, never paying bribes to officials.

In this chapter, we’ll see two arguments for behavior, the results of which 
appear the same: we can avoid bribing officials for prudent reasons, although 
if there were no repercussions we could. But as Kant says, it’s what goes on 
inside us that counts. Temple puts it like this: “How can you sleep at night 
if you’re not living in accordance with your values? Furthermore, the market 
demands this of you today. Customers can now make themselves heard, a 
company’s share price can go up and down based on its ethical behavior, and 
so this is a key subject now in terms of corporate governance and the deci-
sions that CEOs make.

Ostensibly, CEOs represent an organization’s aims, we are the face of the 
company, our values are those of the company’s, and we have to live them, be 
them, we have to be an example, we are constantly visible to the public; it’s no 
longer just about making the right decisions, we have to be seen to be making 
the right decisions, particularly if we want to create a sustainable business.”
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Temple provides a good introduction to addressing the relationship between 
ethics and business, and to what extent we can propose a model of behavior 
or code of professional ethics for managers. Maybe, just maybe, we could see 
some real moral progress in our society.

Making the Connection Between Business 
and Ethics: Adela Cortina

Philosophers have traditionally focused their inquiries on the individual: 
Who am I? What can I know? How should I act? How do I relate to the 
world? How should I live? But the emergence of the nation-state in the 
nineteenth century and the rise of different political and civil entities have 
caught the attention of a growing number of philosophers. More recently, 
many have turned their attention to the phenomenon of the rise of the com-
pany, especially large corporations that not only play a major role in our 
economies but influence politics, drive innovation, require talent, consume 
resources and impact on the environment.

In short, the company is the stellar organization of our times. Ours is a 
managerial culture and management is all-pervasive, affecting many areas of 
our lives. As Peter Drucker, one of the founders of the science of manage-
ment, wrote: “There are, of course, differences in management between dif-
ferent organizations—mission defines strategy, after all, and strategy defines 
structure. But the differences between managing a chain of retail stores and 
managing a Roman Catholic diocese are amazingly fewer than either retail 
executives or bishops realize.” He adds:

The differences are mainly in application rather than in principles. The execu-
tives of all these organizations spend, for instance, about the same amount of 
their time on people problems—and the people problems are almost always 
the same.

So, whether you are managing a software company, a hospital, a bank or 
a Boy Scout organization, the differences apply to only about 10 per cent of 
your work. This 10 per cent is determined by the organization’s specific mis-
sion, its specific culture, its specific history and its specific vocabulary. The rest 
is pretty much interchangeable.9

This recognition of companies as important social agents has had significant 
consequences, such as the development of laws regulating their commercial 
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activities, how much tax they should pay or how they behave, the latter per-
haps the fastest-growing area of interest. Companies and their representa-
tives also have a growing presence in and influence over public bodies, both 
advisory and executive. In the United States, businesses invest in election 
campaigns, which might be seen as recognition of their right to freedom 
of expression. In Europe, the European Union and its member states have 
implemented legislation establishing civil and criminal liability for compa-
nies. Courts can now find companies guilty of corruption, although obvi-
ously they cannot send them to jail. As the nineteenth-century German 
jurist Franz von Liszt famously noted: “Societas delinquere non potest ” (com-
panies cannot commit crimes), because behind any criminal act in business 
there is always one or more individuals. Liszt was concerned with preventing 
executives who committed crimes from hiding behind their organizations.10

One of the few philosophers to directly apply philosophical princi-
ples to the corporate world is Adela Cortina, a Spanish academic who has 
made a major contribution to the study of business ethics and corporate 
responsibility.

After graduating in Philosophy and Literature at the University of Valencia 
in 1968, she entered the institution’s department of Metaphysics, where 
she defended her doctoral thesis on God in Kantian philosophy. The early 
years of her thinking reflects the influence of critical theory, having spent 
part of her postdoctoral studies at the University of Munich. However, her 
later works, some in collaboration with other colleagues, including her hus-
band and professor of Philosophy at Valencia University, Jesús Conill, show 
the influence of the neo-contractualism proposed by John Rawls and other 
Anglo-American academics such as Ronald Dworkin. It is worth noting that 
until the last quarter of the twentieth century most European university phi-
losophy departments had a marked orientation toward German and French 
philosophy. The interest in Anglo-American philosophy is thanks to the 
efforts of a number of professionals who went against the mainstream.

Cortina became Professor of Moral Philosophy at the University of 
Valencia in 1986 and taught there until her retirement in 2017. During her 
career, she has written extensively for a wider public, contributing to lead-
ing Spanish newspapers such as El País or Abc on applied ethics, the chal-
lenges of immigration, war or bioethics. She is also a member of government 
advisory bodies such as the National Commission on Assisted Human 
Reproduction and the Advisory Committee on the Ethics of Scientific and 
Technological Research. Her 2017 book Aporofobia11—a term she invented 
by herself and refers to a fear of the poor—compares different types of pho-
bias and proposes ways to overcome them.
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Business Ethics: An Oxymoron?

I have long believed that an interdisciplinary approach to study, including 
business, favors innovation and provides new and productive research ideas. 
True innovation often lies at the nexus of different disciplines. Among the 
most recent opportunities in this regard are the combination of biology and 
philosophy, technology and law and business and psychology, which is why 
we should celebrate the decision of a philosopher originally oriented toward 
metaphysics to enter the field of business ethics.

Cortina explains how business and ethics have traditionally run in paral-
lel. Indeed, most people still think that business decisions are amoral, that 
is, they are neither good nor bad from an ethical point of view. Instead, 
Cortina suggests practical and moral arguments for exploring the develop-
ment of an ethics of business. Practical, because companies are subject to 
public opinion and the decisions their managers take are evaluated not only 
from a legal perspective, but a moral one also. In addition, business has lost 
much social legitimacy due to recent management scandals and the financial 
crisis of the last decade.

From a moral and ethical perspective, Cortina argues that companies, as 
social organizations, contribute to forming what she calls the civic ethics 
shared by the wider community.

Cortina’s background in metaphysics comes to the fore in her first work 
on business ethics, where she states: “The goal of business activity is the satis-
faction of human needs through the implementation of a capital, of which an 
essential part is human capital.”12 Establishing a definition that satisfies all 
stakeholders in a company is not easy, but I’m unsure if Cortina’s would sat-
isfy many business leaders. Meeting human needs is the goal of many other 
social institutions, including the state; while the chief reasons entrepre-
neurs set up companies include a desire to make money, break new ground, 
change the world or satisfy personal ambitions.

Taking a more constructivist approach, Cortina proposes that a compa-
ny’s ethics are rooted in the “quality of products and management, honesty 
in service, mutual respect in the internal and external relations of the com-
pany, the cooperation through which we jointly aspire to quality and soli-
darity, which consist in fully exploiting our abilities so that everybody can 
benefit from them, creativity, initiative, the spirit of risk.”13

Cortina shares US academic and marketing expert Gene Brown’s view 
on moral philosophy: Its purpose is not to make people better, but to make 
morally justifiable decisions. To provide a better framework for moral deci-
sion-making in business, Cortina uses Max Weber’s distinction between 



142        S. Iñiguez

the ethics of conviction and the ethics of responsibility, originally applied 
to politics and the arguments governments use to justify their actions.14 
The ethics of conviction argue that one must always act in accordance with 
some principle or norm, regardless of the results, a view that echoes deon-
tological positions. But Weber doesn’t believe politicians should behave like 
cosmic-ethical rationalists with no concern for the consequences of their 
decisions.

Furthermore, the ethics of conviction sometimes clash with what are 
known as antinomies of action: Good acts can result in bad outcomes and 
vice versa. Moral dilemmas present precisely these types of antinomies in sit-
uations such as supposedly just wars or assassinating tyrants, not to men-
tion many other situations in daily life when we have to choose the lesser 
of two or more evils. There are many cases in management reflecting those 
dilemmas, such as downsizing a company or accepting the idea of being less 
profitable; choosing between short-term and long-term impact initiatives; or 
releasing full or partial information when the company is in crisis.

Some of these cases bring to mind a principle that is easy to say, but dif-
ficult to apply: fiat iustitia et pereat mundus (let justice be done and let the 
world perish). In business, this would mean apply ethical principles abso-
lutely, even if it meant a company going under, the loss of jobs and other 
damages. But we know that on occasion, it is preferable to look for a com-
promise solution and avoid “letting the world perish”, rather than accept the 
consequences of an action generating systemic or generalized damage. For 
example, when the federal reserve injected liquidity into the financial system 
in 2007 to avoid further damage, rather than letting the banks go under, 
even though we knew that many of them had indulged in unprofessional 
behavior.

Therefore, Weber argues, we need an ethic of responsibility to address 
the consequences of our actions and to what extent, under certain circum-
stances, questionable means can be used to try to achieve certain positive 
outcomes. The key lies in the balance between both types of ethics, convic-
tions and responsibility.

Cortina relates this approach to K.O. Apel’s theory of communicative 
rationality: in essence, cases where our convictions conflict with responsibil-
ity and the consequences of our actions.15 The key is to be able to justify a 
decision using reasonable arguments that can be explained openly. The mor-
ally correct decision, according to this approach, is one can be argued in an 
open discussion and that most, if not all, people will understand. Warren 
Buffet’s remark about what decisions made by managers are ethical serves as 
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an example: Those that can be published in a newspaper the next day and do 
not question their leadership.16

From my experiences in management education, I can verify the validity 
of this approach. For example, when discussing business ethics in multicul-
tural groups such as corruption or bribery, I have seen how the debate leads 
to a convergence of analyses and decisions, regardless of diversity, contradict-
ing Aristotle’s assertion that “fire burns both in Hellas and Persia, but ideas 
about good and evil change from one place to another.”17 From a moral per-
spective, conceptualizing ethical dilemmas, discussing them in public, for 
example, through the case method and dealing with specific assumptions, 
should lead to better decision-making.

The Rise of Corporate Social Responsibility

One of the phenomena resulting from the rise of business ethics and the 
professional ethics of the manager is corporate social responsibility (CSR). 
In short, CSR assumes that as social organizations, businesses must not only 
obey the law but also the basic principles that are part of the wider com-
munity’s morals. At the same time, they should also assess their impact on 
society and the environment, as well as respecting the goal of sustainabil-
ity. A manifestation of this phenomenon has been the triple bottom line, 
corporate reports that go beyond the annual audited financial statements to 
include a quantitative assessment of the company’s impact on society and 
the environment. This exercise has become mandatory, for example, in 
member states of the European Union.

Initially, CSR was seen by its critics as little more than a PR exercise, and 
in fact in many companies CSR policies were coordinated by the corporate 
communication department. Over time, however, they have become increas-
ingly relevant and in a growing number of organizations the CEO is directly 
involved in their development and promotion.

The conclusions of a 2015 study by Rangan, Chase and Karin on CSR 
practices, mainly in the United States, published in The Harvard Business 
Review18 acknowledges that efforts have varied in their application and suc-
cess. Furthermore, while policies must be justified in terms of their impact 
on the income statement, measuring the impact of CSR initiatives is diffi-
cult. The writers say the objectives of CSR fall into three main categories. 
In the first, the focus is on philanthropy, for example, by contributing to 
causes. In these cases, there is no attempt to obtain any benefit or synergy in 
return.
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In a second category, are companies that invest in CSR practices to 
improve their operational effectiveness, for example, by implementing meas-
ures to prevent waste or emissions, thereby reducing their costs; or by invest-
ing to improve the working environment, health conditions and employees’ 
education, resulting in greater motivation and improved performance.

A third category is that of transforming the business model and further 
developing the company, particularly to face the challenges of sustainabil-
ity, while also improving economic performance. This third largely applies to 
the companies of the future, where their activities will be designed not only 
to fulfill, but to enhance their social commitment.

The important thing for the authors of this study is that each company’s 
CSR practices and the mechanisms for measuring their success, as well as 
the evaluation of their economic impact, are consistent with their corporate 
strategy and supported by senior management.

Some academics question whether CSR practices necessarily have any 
positive impact on a company’s performance. For example, a study pub-
lished by the Conference Board, the New York-based business research 
group, concluded that the reasons that drive companies to enact ethics 
codes vary across cultures. Codes that are based on considerations of bot-
tom-line success are much more popular in the United States. In fact, the 
study revealed that 64% of the ethical codes of US corporations are based on 
“instrumental” or utilitarian reasons, whereas 60% of the codes of European 
corporations are fueled by adherence to certain ethical values.19 This data 
confirms that philosophical worldviews and business ethics are culturally 
based. Furthermore, researchers who compare US and European corporate 
cultures have emphasized that the former pivot on the principle of share-
holder supremacy, while the latter are based on a wider conception of stake-
holders, something that evidently shapes business ethics as well as corporate 
governance around the world.

Two arguments are typically used to justify adopting CSR practices and 
business ethics in general, which I call the business case and the moral case.

The business case justifies making ethical decisions in a company, such as 
implementing diversity and inclusion policies, that will improve economic 
performance. There are studies that show, for example, how companies 
whose boards reflect greater gender diversity on their boards or in senior 
management positions perform better. Similarly, the number of papers in 
journals showing the improved financial performance associated with imple-
menting CSR initiatives has increased. Nevertheless, other reports show how 
some initiatives to promote diversity can have negative effects. As is often 
said about any initiative, 80% of success depends on implementation.
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There is also evidence challenging the direct correlation between CSR 
and profitability: Fast-growing, profitable companies can afford to imple-
ment such policies. In short, are CSR programs the cause or the effect of 
profitability? For companies with financial problems, CSR is a luxury they 
cannot afford. Sumantra Ghoshal, as noted earlier, has criticized the use 
of the scientific cause-effect paradigm to explain a complex organizational 
phenomenon.

In an ideal world, the decision to implement CSR policies would be 
based on the moral case. Diversity programs, refusing to pay bribes or mak-
ing sustainable products should be moral questions, matters of principle.

Following Weber, Cortina says arguments based on principle or convic-
tion should not prevail where the consequences would be negative. There 
is a balance between both approaches that must be resolved through pub-
lic debate. As with any other ethical issue, we find ourselves in a situation 
where the basic arguments underlying our decisions are internal and relate 
to our values and principles and that are more important than the results of 
our actions, even if not decisively.

Cortina turns to Nietzsche to explain why most entrepreneurs try to 
avoid morally unacceptable decisions: scandal, the loss of reputation. In 
The Joyful Wisdom, the German philosopher famously wrote that it is easier 
to cope with a bad conscience than a bad reputation. Cortina argues that 
while the fields of consciousness and reputation were traditionally separate, 
the former in the individual’s inner world, the second in the outside world, 
the truth is that both are connected. This is because “the origin of moral 
conscience consists of the social instincts of human beings; this allows us to 
constitute a network of conditions that the non-human animal lacks, such as 
approval, reason, self-interest, instruction, habit and religious feelings.”20

This argument seemingly bridges the chasm between the internal and 
external spheres seems. As Cortina adds, the truth is that shame and the 
desire for reputation have been decisive for the survival of the human race 
as well the individual: “Consciousness helps us make decisions to maintain 
our social reputation and to seem worthy people, because it is the means to 
reach self-esteem, bearing in mind that self-esteem is an asset nobody would 
want to give up.”21

It seems that practical reasons, such as shame or the fear of losing our rep-
utation, have become valid motives for dealing with moral dilemmas.

Business ethics is an area that has evolved considerably over the last thirty 
or forty years, with most business schools now covering it. Nevertheless, 
there is some skepticism about the usefulness of such initiatives. As noted 
earlier in this book, a recent event does, however, suggest we may have 
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reached a turning point. In 2019, the Business Roundtable, which repre-
sents some 200 major US companies, among them JP Morgan, Amazon and 
General Motors, explicitly accepted a responsibility for shareholders, work-
ers, suppliers and communities.22 I remember that until relatively recently, 
when I used the term stakeholders at conferences in the United States, busi-
ness people saw it as somehow “socialist” and more applicable to Europe. 
For most, Milton Friedman’s maxim that the only responsibility of compa-
nies was to maximize shareholder value still held true.23

The Business Roundtable now believes that “companies should protect 
the environment and treat workers with dignity and respect, while also 
delivering long term profit for shareholders.”24 An important step, although 
perhaps, the best is yet to come.

Fear of the Poor

The globalization of contemporary society is, in my opinion, irreversible, 
for three main reasons: the impact of new technologies, the cosmopoli-
tan profile of the millennial generation and the rise of entrepreneurship. 
Globalization has produced two conflicting effects. On the one hand, the 
extension of ideas, practices and homogeneous tastes. Young people social-
ize through social networks, eat pizza and share the ideal of sustainability 
regardless of the culture to which they belong.

Paradoxically, the other side of globalization is an increased emphasis on 
identity, which is sometimes magnified to differentiate individuals from 
other communities. This instinct, taken to its extreme, can exacerbate feel-
ings that can damage coexistence: phobias toward other groups of people, 
usually minorities, as well as nationalism and xenophobia. There seems to be 
a growing rejection of anything or anyone deemed as different, so contrary 
to the spirit of tolerance essential to all true democracies: “The rejection of 
the other is legitimized. This is a key point in the world of group phobias: 
the conviction that there is an asymmetric relationship: race, ethnicity, sex-
ual orientation, religious or atheist beliefs on the part of those who believe 
themselves superior toward those they make an object of rejection.”25

There are many types of phobias: hatred of women, other races and reli-
gions are perhaps the most common. The business world is not exempt 
from this and although many studies show how diversity policies can drive 
innovation and improve the bottom line, there are still many organizations 
closed to change and to globalization.
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Cortina addresses a specific type of phobia, aporophobia, a term she 
defines as an aversion to the poor, those seemingly unable to offer anything 
in exchange for what they receive. She explains how opposition to immigra-
tion from emerging countries such as we have seen in Europe from Africa 
the Middle East or in the United States toward its southern neighbors is in 
large part a rejection of the poor rather than one based on cultural, religious 
or racial differences, and she points to how incomers with skills and edu-
cation are often much more welcome, as are those prepared to make large 
investments, regardless of where they come from.

At the same time, Cortina explains that aporophobia is a trait most of us 
share, and that in general we prefer abundance and wealth over scarcity and 
poverty: “All human beings are aporophobic, and this has its roots in our 
brains as well as how we construct society. It can and should be modified, 
if we take at least two of the keys of our culture: respect for the dignity of 
others and compassion, understood as the ability to perceive the suffering of 
others and to commit to prevent it.”26

All phobias, Cortina explains, are related. She identifies five characteris-
tics of hate speech: (i) It is directed against the individual for belonging to a 
particular group; (ii) that group is stigmatized by attributing to it acts seen 
as detrimental to society, for example, crime; (iii) the group is placed in the 
spotlight of discourse and policy and portrayed as enemies of the identity 
of society; (iv) those who harbor a phobia against others are convinced that 
there is a structural inequality with respect to other groups and feel a certain 
moral superiority over them; and finally (iv) they use inconsistent, false or 
fallacious arguments in their defense.27

This depiction of hate speech brings to mind not only episodes from the 
past, but can be found today in many democratically advanced countries. 
For the purpose of this work, I am particularly interested in exploring how 
to prevent these types of phobias from taking root in businesses.

As Cortina argues, the most effective instrument to cultivate respect for 
diversity and inclusion is through education. We need to develop training 
programs within companies to promote of diversity and inclusion. My expe-
rience and my conviction based on ample research and in my previous writ-
ing is that embracing diversity, cultivating a sense of belonging to humanity 
regardless of other people’s religion, culture, ethnicity, gender, sexual ori-
entation or class, helps develop emotional intelligence and in the process 
strengthens our openness to innovation and creativity and any other number 
of virtues, all of which can only facilitate personal relationships and profes-
sional success.
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Takeaways

–	 Business and ethics are not separate worlds. As with other professions, the 
evolution of management has, over time, generated a professional deon-
tology values and principles of a practical nature that serve as a reference 
in the face of dilemmas that offer a range of options.

–	 In line with Max Weber, we can approach moral dilemmas using one of 
two models: ethics based on conviction, using absolute principles; and the 
ethics of responsibility, which modulates principles in light of the likely 
outcome of a decision. The acid test here is whether we can publicly jus-
tify a decision, however controversial it might be.

–	 The evolution of business ethics, along with many of the ideas developed 
within CSR, is leading companies to communicate their sustainability 
standards more effectively and transparently, making them more account-
able not just to shareholders, but to a wider group of stakeholders.

–	 We also need to use our critical faculties and get to know other cultures 
better so as to see hate speech for what it is: dangerous stereotypes based 
on ignorance of other groups.
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An Agent of Change: Baroness Usha Prashar1

On September 10, 2019, the day after British Prime Minister Boris Johnson 
had prorogued Parliament, I visited the House of Lords. My appointment 
was with the Right Honourable the Baroness Prashar of Runnymede, a 
crossbench member since 1999. The Palace of Westminster was quiet, with 
few people around.

I was met by the Baroness in the vestibule, from where we headed to 
the cafeteria, a mix of traditional English pub and Gentleman’s club with 
views across the Thames. The room is dominated by a vast painting of the 
Battle of Cape Saint Vincent, when a British naval contingent defeated a 
much larger Spanish fleet on Saint Valentine’s day, 1797, during the French 
Revolutionary Wars. Due to the prorogation, no food was available, but we 
were at least able to find a cup of coffee.

Prashar is an engaging woman: charismatic, approachable and with an 
encyclopedic knowledge. We immediately struck up a conversation during 
which she revealed her outstanding capacity to call up facts, dates and peo-
ple, along with the intelligent virtue of explaining complex ideas in context. 
She is nothing if not cosmopolitan: Born in Kenya of Indian parentage, she 
has lived most of her life in Britain. She combines the cultures of three con-
tinents, their visions and different customs. This syncretism has allowed her 
to analyze complex issues from different perspectives over the course of her 
career.

11
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She remembers her childhood in Nairobi and the rigid racial strata of the 
British colonial system: “In pre-independence Kenya, there was a real demar-
cation between the Asians, the Africans and the Europeans. I do remember 
ours was the only dining table where my father invited his African friends 
to sit with us. This was unusual, because the deal then was that the British 
ruled, the Asians were the traders, and Africans basically provided services. I 
observed discrimination and I saw how my father reacted to it.”

Her opportunity to move to Britain came about because, as an Asian, she 
could not study in Kenya: “There were separate schools for Asians, Africans 
and Europeans. If you wanted to take A levels, there were no facilities. I 
applied to go to an English school, this was on the cusp of independence. 
I wasn’t admitted because I was not white. Ironically, I got an admission to 
come and do my A levels in Yorkshire, in the north of England. I was the 
school’s first overseas student.”

During her time at high school, Prashar remembers that having to answer 
questions about where she came from to fellow students and her teachers 
allowed her to develop a narrative about Indian culture and her cross-cultural 
experiences. At the same time, she would accompany her sister-in-law, a 
health visitor, to translate for Pakistani immigrants, which gave her a keen 
understanding of discrimination, creating an interest in social policy.

She studied sociology at Leeds University. It was her intention to go back 
to Kenya, but the political situation changed both in Kenya and in the UK 
with the advent of 1968 Immigration Act. In the circumstances, she decided 
to attend University of Glasgow for post-graduate qualifications.

In this country there was a tradition that if you wanted to institute a new pol-
icy, you did it in Scotland, as a trial, to see how it worked. And at that time, 
they had published the Kilbrandon report, which was about how you organ-
ize social administration. So, I decided to do social administration at Glasgow 
University. When I looked at the course it was basically about training one to 
be a social worker which did not appeal to me. I did not want to be a social 
worker. I wanted to be an agent of change. I believe in social action.

Since finishing university, Prashar’s career has been impactful, committed 
and fascinating. She has been a pioneer in leading fourth-sector organiza-
tions, contributing decisively to professionalizing non-governmental bod-
ies. She’s been asked many times over the years if she sees herself more as a 
thinker or a doer and describes herself as “a thinker who does.”

Prashar’s first job was as an assistant conciliation officer for the then Race 
Relations Board, set up in the wake of the Race Relations Act of 1968. Race 
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was being used as an issue by some politicians, notably Enoch Powell, who 
had delivered his infamous “Rivers of Blood” speech earlier that year, pre-
dicting race riots in Britain as a result of immigration and that cost him his 
political career.

Her work preparing civil action suits gave Prashar a deeper understanding 
of the nature of discrimination, the importance of dialogue and listening to 
the views and fears of others, and of how government works. Her efforts 
helped toward dismantling the system of bussing children from Pakistani, 
Indian and Caribbean families in the north of England to schools sometimes 
up to an hour away from where they lived as part of a quota policy that lim-
ited immigrant numbers in schools to 30%.

She was then headhunted by the Runnymede Trust, the influential race 
equality think tank, which after a year, in 1977, she then ran for 7 years. The 
organization’s philosophy was to develop evidence-based research that could 
be used in government policy.

The Runnymede Trust was responsible for understanding how so-called 
indirect discrimination works through policies like bussing. It also brought 
to the public’s attention the issue of institutionalized racism, particularly in 
the wake of the riots in Brixton, London, in 1981, which were the subject 
of a report overseen by Lord Scarman, which pointed to the excessive use of 
force used by the Metropolitan Police against the Afro-Caribbean commu-
nity resident in the area.

Scarman was careful not to accuse the police of institutionalized racism 
in his report, instead pointing to the actions of individuals within the capi-
tal’s police force. Prashar responded with an article in the influential Sunday 
newspaper The Observer criticizing the report for its failings in this regard.

Prashar also organized several effective initiatives from Runnymede, such 
as bringing together US and British judges to share their views and experi-
ences on discrimination, along with a report on media coverage of conflicts 
with African immigrants carried out with Peter Evans of The Times. This 
approach foreshadowed later studies on the media’s narratives of conflict in 
society, particularly in relation to immigration, an issue that has become 
more prescient with the emergence of the social networks.

Her experiences led Prashar to better understand the many ways in which 
discrimination works: “It’s like litmus paper, it tells you what’s wrong with 
your organization as a whole,” which led her to become involved in more 
mainstream challenges to do with wider issues, as a result of which she 
joined the Policy Studies Institute, looking at primary health care.

She then went on to work with the National Council for Voluntary 
Organizations (NCVO), the body that brings together NGOS, voluntary 
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associations and community service groups. She was the first woman and a 
minority person to hold this post. This was in 1984.

This transition from race related organizations to “a mainstream” organ-
ization sent strong message. I got lot of letters and messages from women 
and minorities saying: “Gosh, if you have done it, we can do it too.”

She is still Honorary President of Community Foundations. Prashar 
quotes Lord Beveridge on the importance of the sector: “Voluntary action is 
the mark of a free society,” adding, “freedom of association has been the life-
blood of the UK voluntary activity.” As if to illustrate this, while I am inter-
viewing Prashar, Danny Sriskandarajah, CEO of OXFAM, who is visiting 
the House, approaches our table and greets her. She then continues:

Compared to anywhere in Europe, voluntary activity in the UK has been 
really up there. This experience brought two things home for me: one, it pro-
vided me with an opportunity to not only look at organizational change, but 
also the importance of social movements to bring about change.

…Now, turning to management style, the NCVO had been through a little 
bit of a difficult period. Its director left, they appointed someone who didn’t 
turn out to be right. So, when I joined, the organization was in a little bit of 
disarray, it had a deficit, it was rudderless, and it wasn’t acting, in my view, as 
a proper membership organization. Some of the latter member charities had 
left because they thought it was not acting as a membership body and instead 
trying to compete with its members.

So, I was asking myself, how can I change all this? Apart from dealing with 
a quarter of a million-pound deficit – you can imagine in 1984, it was a lot of 
money – I set about re-organizing it to give it a clear direction, looking at two 
aspects: one was the policy side; the other was local action. And, at that time, 
rural community councils were part of the NCVO, as was the voluntary action 
community; they wanted independence, which they were given. I then focused 
on building a real membership organization and streamlining its processes.

Prashar took advantage of the challenge to develop her own approach to 
tackling the strategic threats to the organization based on her own leadership 
style, which she had developed over the years. “My style was very consulta-
tive: I talked to people, I built alliances.

My approach in every organization has been to understand what’s the prob-
lem you’re trying to solve, and once you’ve analyzed that, then you’ve got to 
know where you want to be, and then, how you get there. And, within that, 
to me there are some essential values: involvement, engaging and working with 
people. My philosophy is, if you do things for the right reason you succeed.  
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When you’re the leader, never try to score all your own goals, instead, 
empower other people to score the goals, this way you motivate other people. 
At the same time, the challenges facing us in the external world were enor-
mous: it was the era of Mrs. Thatcher, the focus was on curtailing campaigning 
by voluntary organisations. She saw them purely as delivering services to peo-
ple. In other words, quietly: just get on and deliver, do not agitate. NCVO 
succeeded in protecting the right of voluntary organizations to campaign.”

In Prashar’s opinion, there are two types of manager: “coasters, who coast 
along in a job, and sprinters, who have a challenge, deal with it and then 
move on.” She sees herself as a sprinter. After transforming the NCVO, 
she served as a member of the Royal Commission on Criminal Justice, 
along with the Lord Chancellor’s Advisory Committee on Legal Education 
and Conduct. She also took on the position of non-executive director at 
Channel 4, later doing the same at ITV. She was also appointed to a range of 
roles in several international institutions.

She has fond memories of her next position, as Executive Chairman of 
the Parole Board of England and Wales, the first woman to hold the post. 
As with her previous jobs, she set about improving things in an organization 
that was failing prisoners, as well as society.

When I got there, it was worse than Kafka. I’m not exaggerating, there were 
piles of files everywhere, mainly of complaints from MPs on behalf of their 
constituents who were in prison waiting to hear about their parole. It turned 
out that only 27% of people heard their decisions on time. They were lan-
guishing in prison, as a result, they were complaining to their MPs. MPs were 
writing to the Parole Board, the Parole Board had to investigate why there was 
a delay? This meant, the staff were spending their time responding to the com-
plaints and the casework didn’t get done.

Again, she applied her modus operandi of identifying the problem and then 
applying the solution. The key link in the system was the parole clerks at 
prisons, who did not have the status to get the process moving. By high-
lighting their role and encouraging them to be more involved in finding 
a solution and engaging all the others who were crucial to the process she 
managed to get the decision-making process working. By the time she left, 
94% of the paroles heard their decisions on time.

Prashar was made a peer in 1999, joining the House of Lords, since 
when she has continued to take on a growing number of challenges. Some 
of these include: First Civil Services Commissioner, inaugural Chairman of 
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the Judicial Appointments Commission, Chairman and then President of 
the Royal Commonwealth Society, Member of the Iraq Inquiry and Deputy 
Chair of the British Council, which is when I first met her, as well as the 
honor of working with her as member of IE Business School’s International 
Advisory Board.

When I asked her how she felt being the only woman presiding over or 
sitting on boards and committees, she replied:

In all honesty, I took always took the view that I am not going to be conscious 
I am a woman or a minority. To me, I’m a person. I am clear about what I 
have to offer. Self-awareness and confidence are quite important as is self-es-
teem. I never approached any job I did being conscious that I am a minority 
or a woman. That did not inhibit me in any way. I just did the job and was 
very focused on what I had to do.

After my meeting with Prashar at Westminster Palace, I went to Heathrow 
to catch my flight back to Madrid. A British Airways pilots’ strike had left 
the airport empty, a strange and unsettling sight. The UK seemed closed that 
day. But anglophile that I am, I could only hope that the country I consider 
my second home would emerge from its predicaments as soon as possible. 
There is certainly a need for more Prashar in this world.

Simone de Beauvoir: The Beginnings 
of Feminist Philosophy

When discussing the factors that have contributed most to changing the 
business landscape in recent years, globalization, technology, sustainability 
and environment awareness are usually cited.2 However, there is an addi-
tional element that has already made a significant impact in recent decades 
and that will influence the future of interpersonal relationships: feminism, 
which is helping drive diversity and inclusion.3

Even so, there are still many people who are suspicious or even hostile 
toward the idea of feminism, in many cases because of their ignorance of its 
fundamental arguments. But if the essence of feminism is the recognition 
and implementation of equal rights for men and women, who would not 
subscribe to such a proposition? Yet asked if they consider themselves femi-
nists, many men—and a good number of women—would probably say no, 
perhaps without realizing that what they are really saying is that they do not 
believe in human rights.
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To further complicate matters, there are a wide range of views as to how 
the project of implementing equal rights should be carried out in our soci-
eties and in business. There are many different points of view, as in other 
areas of practical reasoning, and of course different and sometimes conflict-
ing currents within feminism itself. We can see feminism as a concept, that of 
equality between men and women, but there are many differing conceptions 
about its meaning and application. My intention here is not to dilute the 
importance or urgency of the feminist task, but rather to explain feminism 
in context to avoid dogmatic positions and to convince readers of its vital 
role in our societies.

Given that this book’s focus is on philosophy, we might usefully start 
with Simone de Beauvoir, who is widely recognized as one of the founders 
of modern feminism. Published in 1949, her book The Second Sex4 immedi-
ately generated widespread controversy. From a purely philosophical point 
of view, it was both innovative and a major contribution to the existentialist 
canon.

Beauvoir poses the question “What is a woman?”. But she is not con-
cerned with biology, anthropology or even psychology, but instead with phi-
losophy. What’s more, as she points out, no philosopher had ever asked the 
question: until then, philosophy had at best been concerned with “human 
beings” or more frequently “man” as a singular entity supposedly encompass-
ing both sexes.

As Beauvoir notes, most classical philosophers were hostile toward 
women. Pythagoras wrote: “There is a good principle that created order, 
light and man, and a bad principle that created chaos, darkness and 
woman.” Aristotle believed: “Female is female by virtue of a certain lack of 
qualities,” noting: “We have to consider the character of woman as naturally 
flawed.” St. Thomas Aquinas described women as “defective and misbegot-
ten.” Beauvoir reviews references to women in the Bible and literature down 
the centuries, where at best they exist in terms of their complementarity 
or their alterity to men, finally asking: “Why don’t women question male 
sovereignty?”5

The basic argument of her book might be summarized by her assertion 
that “a woman is not born, but instead becomes one.” What defines how 
women are and how they behave throughout their lives, is not their sex, 
but the role society assigns to them: “And yet we are told that femininity is 
in danger; we are exhorted to be women, remain women, become women. 
It would appear, then, that every female human being is not necessarily a 
woman; to be so considered she must share in that mysterious and threat-
ened reality known as femininity.”6
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In contrast to the archetype of the married woman, whose life is lim-
ited to the home and raising children, Beauvoir insisted that women could 
and should choose from any number of options and opportunities. In the 
70 years since the publication of The Second Sex, women have succeeded 
in opening new avenues for professional and personal achievement, and 
today it sounds absurd to speak of a profile or archetypal ideal woman, of 
an essence of what a woman is or should be. There is still much to do, but 
there are now innumerable roles and functions women can choose from and 
more will doubtless come. As Beauvoir notes: “But conceptualism has lost 
ground. The biological and social sciences no longer admit the existence 
of unchangeably fixed entities that determine given characteristics, such as 
those ascribed to woman, the Jew, or the Negro. Science regards any charac-
teristic as a reaction dependent in part upon a situation.”7

The feminism Beauvoir proposes is close to the existentialist philosophy 
propositioned by Jean-Paul Sartre: “existence precedes essence.”8 In other 
words, we are what we live, we are the sum of our experiences, our circum-
stances, and not what a concept or previous idea determines. This is the fun-
damental thesis of Beauvoir, who distinguishes between the biological fact of 
sex and the cultural construction of gender, which is formed by conventions, 
attitudes, behaviors and clichés that society usually associates with either sex. 
For Beauvoir, there are no biological elements that determine the conven-
tions that relate to be a woman. As we know, this key distinction between 
sex and gender has been of enormous use beyond feminism in the debate on 
sexual orientation and identity and queer theory.

Beauvoir’s own life was exceptional.9 She was born into a Parisian bour-
geois family, although the collapse of her maternal grandfather’s bank caused 
some economic hardship and social stigma. Her father, now financially 
dependent on his wife and no longer able to provide a dowry for his daugh-
ter, saw that the best way forward for his intelligent daughter was study. 
As a result, Beauvoir becomes one of the first women to graduate from the 
Sorbonne, going on to attend the Ecole Normale Superieure, where she 
would obtain second place in the agrégation, France’s national exam that 
ranks every student and typical of the supposed meritocracy of French edu-
cational institutions. First place went to Sartre, who would be her compan-
ion for the rest of her life.

In the opinion of some historians of philosophy, Beauvoir has not been 
given the recognition she deserves. This is for two main reasons: Firstly 
because she was overshadowed by Sartre, although US academic William 
McBride has argued that The Second Sex is in many ways “both more origi-
nal than Sartre’s writing and more evocative of the spirit of its age.”10
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The second reason Beauvoir has been sidelined as a philosopher is because 
she chose to write specifically about women: Only in recent years, thanks 
to the work of other feminist writers, along with protest movements such 
as #ME TOO,11 has her thinking found broader recognition among a new 
generation of feminists.

In addition, as with other female philosophers in this book, Beauvoir 
explored other areas of writing. She was a successful novelist: The 
Mandarins,12 which won the prestigious Prix Goncourt Prize in 1954, 
is a portrait of post-war intellectual life in Paris, with veiled references to 
Sartre, Albert Camus and others. Old Age,13 published in 1972, is an per-
ceptive study into how age transforms our way of seeing the world, our 
thinking and feeling, and is on a par with the insights of Cicero, Seneca or 
Montaigne.

Nevertheless, The Second Sex remains Beauvoir’s most important intel-
lectual legacy. Marxist thinker Stella Sandford writes: “Deeply embedded 
in the European traditions of philosophy, especially phenomenology and 
existentialism, The Second Sex rests on two connected, specifically feminist, 
philosophical innovations: first, the gendering of phenomenological expe-
rience, and second, the positing of a novel question (albeit in a classical 
philosophical form) for existential ontology: What is a woman?” She adds 
that Beauvoir’s work is also framed within critical theory, usually associated 
with the Frankfurt school and authors such as Theodor Adorno or Max 
Horkheimer, describing it as “a critique of the society that produces woman 
as Other. It presents ‘woman’ as she ‘is interpreted in the existing order,’ as 
what society actually makes of her precisely in order to question this state of 
affairs.”14

Some 70 years after its publication, The Second Sex is still in print and 
widely read; in my opinion, it should be suggested reading for all undergrad-
uates. And how can it help us in the daily practice of management?

To begin with, diversity and inclusion policies should be a priority in all 
companies: As I’ve explained, the case is both business and ethical. Over the 
course of my academic career, as a teacher and manager, my experience has 
been and remains that the debate on diversity in business remains woefully 
inadequate. In most advanced countries, with the exception of Scandinavia, 
women are still underrepresented in senior management, on boards and 
even MBA programs.15 In addition, issues such as the wage gap and the lack 
of specific programs to help women integrate, along with the absence of a 
permanent discourse within business, suggests that change will only come 
through a combination of legislation and social activism. At the same time, 
we know that companies rarely self-regulate on issues other than short-term 
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economic gains. If we leave the implementation of all diversity-related issues 
to organic development, it will be several decades before any kind of equita-
ble landscape emerges, if at all.

For these reasons, I have always believed in affirmative action to speed up 
gender equality and diversity in business. I know that many people in busi-
ness, including some female CEOs with whom I have discussed the subject, 
dismiss affirmative action as an imposition; I usually counter their objec-
tions by pointing out the huge progress made by the equality policies and 
mandatory quotas adopted in Scandinavia over the last 40 years. These may 
have been opposed initially, but they have managed to establish the most 
balanced integration and inclusion models on the planet. Little wonder that 
there have been more female than male prime ministers in these countries 
over the past years, that the boards of directors and senior management are 
balanced and that women are more equally represented in a range of sectors, 
including education.

I believe that educational institutions provide the most powerful platform 
to transfer the values that inform diversity and inclusion to students and 
tomorrow’s leaders. Furthermore, in my experience, millennials and younger 
generations tend to be more sensitive toward these issues. That said, business 
schools and universities still have much to do to achieve better balances in 
the composition of student bodies and faculty, particularly when assigning 
tenure to academics.

Allow me to share the experience of IE Business School over the last two 
decades, where we have pursued an equality policy when hiring new faculty 
members. Currently, 44% of the full-time faculty is made up of women, 
which is at least ten percentage points higher than the average in our busi-
ness school cluster.16 This is no small achievement considering that doctoral 
programs in management are still mostly filled by men. An important out-
come of a gender-balanced faculty—there is still room for improvement, 
and we are working in that direction—is that our students have female 
teachers that provide inspiration and with whom they may feel greater affin-
ity, in addition to many other advantages. As recently as two years ago, I 
received an email from a graduate attending a joint program between 
a European and a US school, complaining that there hadn’t been a single 
female teacher on her MBA.

I have looked at ways to boost diversity within business in The Learning 
Curve,17 and here I would like to make a more focused, more specific rec-
ommendation I think could benefit organizations: supporting young female 
managers in the early stages of their professional development. A study by 
Bain & Company, shows that 43% of women at the beginning of their 
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careers aspire to reach senior management positions, compared with 34% of 
men, but this percentage drops dramatically to 16% within just two years, 
while for men the figure is maintained. The study concludes that the reason 
is a lack of support from managers and supervisors, along with a lack of role 
models: “The majority of leaders celebrated in a corporate newsletter or an 
offsite meeting tend to consist of men hailed for pulling all-nighters or for 
networking their way through the golf course to land the big account.” At 
the same time, for many women, these early stages of professional develop-
ment coincide with starting a family. We have seen that in many advanced 
countries, women put off marriage and having children until they feel more 
secure in their careers.18

If companies implemented specific programs to guarantee the develop-
ment of young female executives in those all-important early years, they 
would soon have much more diverse cadres. I believe business schools 
can also contribute to diversity in the following specific ways. First, as we 
have seen, by employing more female teachers to inspire and encourage 
our female students. Second, by promoting more research on diversity and 
inclusion issues, including the development of business feminism stud-
ies. Third, by working closely with companies to help their young female 
managers through coaching and mentorship programs. Fourth, by develop-
ing specific courses aimed at female students to strengthen their skills and 
abilities.

This last suggestion is the result of a meeting held with a group of female 
alumni from different schools two years ago, where I was told that on 
MBA programs, where the majority of students are still men, a “boys club” 
dynamic often developed in the classroom. Courses aimed specifically at 
women would help develop certain key skills such as leadership and negotia-
tion suited to them by taking place in a more friendly environment.

Also, encouraging the creation of a culture that respects and embraces 
diversity and inclusion by teaching the principles of feminism will eventually 
change our approach to business, resulting in fairer and more sustainable 
companies.

Engagement and Speaking Out

As we are seeing in this chapter, one of the most frequent syndromes in 
human thought is the association of patterns or clichés that enable us to 
classify reality, map our surroundings and comprehend things in ways that 
allow us to take decisions and act. If someone declares themselves a feminist, 
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we tend to assume they will be left-wing, an atheist or agnostic and support 
abortion rights, for example. Obviously, this association of preferences does 
not always respond to reality. Another example is the association that many 
people make between existentialism, a negative worldview, a depressive tem-
perament and passivity. It is to be expected that some people will interpret 
La Nausea and other works by Sartre as nihilist, and furthermore, as many 
issues are difficult to explain, such as death, that we might as well disengage 
from the world, isolating ourselves from the outside and avoiding, as far as 
possible, events from impacting on us directly.

However, nothing could be further from the life-affirming attitude that 
characterized Beauvoir and Sartre’s lives. They may have been stereotyped as 
spending their days at Café de Flore, in the Latin Quarter, chatting about 
insubstantial philosophical issues and commenting on the news, but the 
reality is that they took sides and were active in many causes of a social and 
political nature. In fact, their activism gave rise to the use of the idea of 
engaging with the world, now widely used, even in business, and that comes 
from the French verb engager, used to denote a commitment to ideas, tak-
ing sides, and trying to change things, regardless of the consequences. In the 
case of Beauvoir, her commitment to feminism is evident, and she dissemi-
nated her ideas not only through her work, but in her lectures, interviews, 
meetings and in the magazine Les temps Modernes, which she co-founded 
with Sartre. She met a remarkable number of personalities, not just intellec-
tuals, but also politicians, among them Fidel Castro, Mao Zedong and Che 
Guevara.

Do We Grow Old, or Start a Second Life?

When Beauvoir published Coming of Age in 1970, at the age of 62, the aver-
age life expectancy in France was 65. Very few people had private pension 
plans, care homes were a rarity, and the elderly suffering from Alzheimer’s 
disease or dementia was sometimes placed in psychiatric clinics alongside 
patients suffering from severe mental disorders.

Beauvoir initially seems to be addressing the issue of old age from a sim-
ilar perspective to previous thinkers. Montaigne, for example, explained 
that growing older is a “privilege” and a “great favor.” The sixteenth-century 
French philosopher, who wrote in his diaries how he was on the verge of 
death on one occasion, encouraged his readers by telling them: “Death is 
only a few bad moments at the end of life,” adding: “If you don’t know how 
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to die, don’t worry; Nature will tell you what to do on the spot, fully and 
adequately. She will do this job perfectly for you; don’t bother your head 
about it.”19

Writing almost 1500 years before, in Rome, Seneca, who was Nero’s tutor 
until the emperor obliged him to commit suicide, argued that life offered 
meaning to us in all stages, especially old age, and that we retained the 
capacity to increase our understanding of the world around us, even if we 
might choose not to. As a Stoic, he believed in a certain detachment from 
material things and in strength of spirit: If you feel depressed or bored after 
retirement, just look around and be astonished by the varied and sublime 
nature of our world. According to Seneca, great comfort can be found in 
the contemplation of nature.20 Beyond contemplation, it is also necessary to 
continue acquiring knowledge and to give meaning to one’s life: “If you fail 
to grasp life, it will elude you. If you do grasp it, it will elude you anyway. 
So you must follow it - and ‘you must drink quickly as though from a rapid 
stream that will not always flow’.”21

Cicero, who predated Seneca by a century, was also optimistic about 
old age, arguing that we compensate for the decline of our physical facul-
ties with the experience and intelligence we acquire over the years. He uses 
the analogy of the captain of a ship, generally older than his crew, who is 
respected for his knowledge, despite no longer being able to shin up the 
mast like the cabin boy.

While respecting the view that old age has much to offer, Beauvoir offers 
the until-then unique technique of examining old age through the prism of 
feminism. Coming of Age was written as a counterpart to The Second Sex22 
and has a similar structure. She explains that while old age is period of bio-
logical decline, this should not necessarily entail a feeling of oppression. 
Instead, it is the meaning society attributes to the final stages of life that 
makes it oppressive. As with women, the elderly in western societies are “the 
others.” Beauvoir explains that in some civilizations elders are treated with 
an almost reverential respect and are regarded as interlocutors with the gods, 
the depositaries of the legacy of ancient generations. In East Asian countries 
such as China and Japan, this respect is reflected in social activities, treat-
ment and initiatives for their care.

But in capitalist societies—and this is where Beauvoir’s Marxist perspec-
tive also comes into play—where change is rapid, experience loses its value 
and those without an occupation that generates a return on capital quickly 
lose their social identity. She adds that retirement rarely provides oppor-
tunities to develop a personal identity. Instead, during retirement, we find 
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ourselves “losing one’s place in society, losing one’s dignity and almost 
one’s existence [sa réalité ].”23 She concludes that our treatment of the aged 
“exposes the failure of our entire civilization.”24

Today, almost half a century after the publication of Coming of Age, con-
ditions for the elderly have improved markedly in developed countries. 
Average life expectancy in France and western Europe is now around 82, 
while estimates suggest that advances in medicine, technology and biology 
mean that with each calendar year we gain three more months of life.

But while we in the developed world are living longer, thus delaying 
retirement age, I would identify three major issues relating to the senior 
members of society that have yet to be resolved.

Firstly, we need to reinvent the idea of retirement and redesign the system 
of financial assistance for the elderly to provide a decent and enjoyable life. 
Our pension systems and calculation of retirement ages were designed when 
life expectancy was nearly 20 years shorter than today and experts agree they 
are unsustainable. As I have proposed in Cosmopolitan Managers, one solu-
tion would be to create part-time, flexible jobs for the over-65s that draw 
on their particular skills, combined with training programs to adapt to new 
technology. This is an area where the private sector could play a role, rather 
than leaving such initiatives to governments. One of the characteristics I 
most admire about businesses in China and Japan is the respect there for 
retired workers, who are sometimes appointed a vice president or head of 
department, as well as being provided with resources for their care.

Another challenge for companies is integrating different generations and 
developing synergies that combine their respective talent. Within a few 
years, extending the retirement age will mean there can be as many as five 
or more generations within the same company, posing either a threat or an 
opportunity for senior management. Again, the best way to meet this chal-
lenge is through in-company training and education. This would help older 
employees recover the loss of personal identity that Beauvoir identified, and 
with it greater respect. More and more companies are now initiating reverse 
mentorship programs where younger employees advise their older colleagues 
in areas such as digital skills, technology management or social networks, 
as well as indicating new ways of learning and understanding the changing 
environment around them.

The third challenge is that of creating a culture of inclusion where the 
styles, ideas, fashions or perspective of seniors are regarded as part of the 
cultural mainstream. Specifically, this would mean seeing older people in 
advertisements, movies and television, novels and other areas of popular 
culture, rather than being associated solely with retirement or ill health. In 
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any event, I believe changing demographics in developed countries will lead 
to this integration happening naturally and will not require extraordinary 
measures. In short, companies will necessarily have to adapt their products 
and services to the demands of an aging population.

Thanks to the feminist movement, driven by philosophers such as 
Beauvoir, the inequalities between men and women, in society and at work, 
have to a large extent been mitigated, although much remains to be done. As 
with feminism, perhaps we’ll see a movement emerge in the coming years to 
fight for the full integration of the elderly, led by a new generation of senior 
writers such as Beauvoir, Cicero, Montaigne or Seneca.

Takeaways

Simone de Beauvoir is the keystone of feminist philosophy, a fascinating and 
necessary branch of the study. Exploration of women and their particular 
circumstances has been omitted or underplayed in traditional philosophy.

–	 Beauvoir argued that women are not so much born, as made. The role 
of culture, gender roles, the law and treatment by the state and institu-
tions are the determining factors, creating normative conclusions based 
on highly questionable assumptions. Feminist philosophy’s contribution 
has been hugely useful in helping us better understand the assumptions 
and concepts at the heart of our understanding of society, but that can be 
changed.

–	 Initiatives to drive diversity and inclusion may promote innovation and, 
if properly implemented and managed, result in higher returns.

–	 By analyzing gender discrimination, sexual orientation, identity and life 
choices, we can better address other problems related to social integration, 
such as our older population.
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Women Hold the Keys to Africa’s Future

I arrived in Lagos, Nigeria’s commercial capital, in the early evening, and 
by now it was dark. A good friend had warned me about Nigerians’ abrupt 
manners, their boisterousness and seemingly aggressive tone of voice. And 
once again, I discovered how wrong cultural stereotypes so often are. The 
people I met during my stay were polite, courteous and good-humored.

The journey from the airport to my hotel on Victoria Island was slow, and 
the traffic made it even slower as we crawled along wide avenues, over spec-
tacular bridges and sometimes through the narrow streets of this frenetic and 
chaotic metropolis, the second largest in Africa, after Cairo. The layout is 
ad hoc and much of the city’s infrastructure is badly maintained, like many 
other places I have visited in India or Brazil. There are people everywhere, 
from street sellers weaving in among the traffic, people chatting in groups on 
corners, to families gathered in parks and squares. Poverty and homelessness 
is evident, but like so many other cities in the developing world, the climate 
is a mitigating factor.

Lagos is a hive of human and commercial activity, bubbling over with the 
energy of a city that grows by the day. A showcase for the energy that char-
acterizes a continent with the youngest population on the planet and the 
greatest economic growth potential, albeit tempered by any number of risks 
and threats.

12
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It’s easy to highlight Lagos’ faults, but that is to miss the point: this is  
one of Africa’s major business hubs, with a thriving and dynamic entre-
preneurial scene. The pessimistic outlook shared by some analysts regard-
ing the continent’s outlook is distorted, in my opinion. Most headlines in 
the European press about Africa are negative, of the glass half-empty vari-
ety, constantly reporting epidemics, corruption, political crises, and do not 
reflect the continent’s promising future and huge potential.

Similarly, positive narratives can be paternalistic, focusing on develop-
ment issues, rather than highlighting the disruptive initiatives and real and 
potential opportunities for business. Africa, particularly the region south of 
the Sahara, has suffered from poor marketing, and what is needed is a narra-
tive told by Africans themselves, one that highlights its history, the wealth of 
its Humanities, its culture, its artistic and literary expression. The world also 
needs to know the stories of the growing numbers of African entrepreneurs 
and their successes. We need African Jack Mases and Sheryl Sandbergs.

Africa’s philosophical renaissance started when the continent began 
emerging from colonialism in the mid-1960s and universities began attract-
ing a new generation of thinkers. The field has enjoyed significant growth 
in recent years, reflected in A Companion to African Philosophy,1 edited in 
2004 by Kwasi Wiredu, a Ghanaian who teaches at the University of South 
Florida. The book features more than 40 specially commissioned essays, 
ranging across disciplines and the ages.

Wiredu believes that African philosophy is currently in search of its iden-
tity, after centuries of colonialism that systematically imposed denial of all 
things African. This was compounded by the missionary movement, which 
also sought to eliminate African the culture and beliefs that lie at the heart 
of philosophical speculation, says Wiredu: “if an African idea proved to be 
irreducibly incompatible with a Christian one, it was due for correction in 
the interests of salvation.”2 Furthermore, accounts of the continent’s philos-
ophy as a whole have done the same, not realizing Africa’s wide diversity in 
terms of peoples and ethnic groups, and consequently visions of the World.

Finally, most African philosophical ideas and models belong to the oral 
tradition, which has limited their survival and dissemination: “African phi-
losophy was becoming hard to distinguish from a sort of informal anthro-
pology,” says Wiredu.3

Wiredu’s book includes a piece by Nkiru Nzegwu, who teaches at 
Binghamton University, in New York, about feminist philosophy in Africa. 
In her opinion, intellectual approaches to gender by non-African writers 
have also been biased by their cultural conceptions, ignoring the idiosyncra-
sies and culture of the continent: “They reflect as well the binary opposition 
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underlying Western epistemology in which women are defined in opposition 
to men, that is, are assigned converse attributes.”4 She applies a number of 
examples to back up her assertion, such as the meaning of woman in Igbo, 
the largest ethnic group in southeast Nigeria, Cameroon and Equatorial 
Guinea, which she says has different gender and femininity connotations to 
those in western societies: “nwanyi has most regularly been treated as syn-
onymous with ‘woman’, even though they do not share the same attributes 
or conceptual scope. For instance, stance, nwanyi does not exclusively refer 
to an adult female person; it refers to both children and adults. It does not 
imply that females are psychologically passive beings who are or ought to be 
submissive and subordinate to men.”5

This is a clear case of diversity, also in customs. The rescue and rehabili-
tation of African cultures and philosophies is gaining momentum, and we 
perhaps have something to learn from some of the ideas related to a more 
equitable and balanced society.

One of these ideas, which has always aroused my admiration, is the con-
cept of ubuntu, found in the Zulu and Xhosa cultures of southern Africa. 
Ubuntu philosophy was behind the reconstruction and reconciliation sought 
by Nelson Mandela after he became president of South Africa in 1990 after 
27 years in prison, facilitating a peaceful political transition. Its meaning can 
be synthesized as “a person becomes human through other people.”6

It has also been developed and shared by Nobel laureate Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, who believes there can be no real ubuntu unless there is 
equality and integration in society. In the opinion of Professor Thaddeus 
Metz, who teaches Philosophy at the University of Johannesburg, “for many 
southern African intellectuals, communion and harmony consists of identi-
fying with and exhibiting solidarity towards others, in other words, enjoying 
a sense of togetherness, cooperating and helping people – out of sympathy 
and for their own sake.”7

Challenging Nigeria’s Traditional Gender Roles: 
Ifeoma Idigbe8

I am reminded of the power of ubuntu every time I visit sub-Saharan Africa, 
most recently during that visit to Lagos, where I was so struck by the inno-
vative ideas and transformative vision of the people I met, so much fresher 
and modern than many I meet in Europe.

I was attending a lunch with a group of fellows of WIMBIZ (Women 
in Management, Business & Public Service), an association to promote the  
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development of female executives in different sectors of Nigerian society. 
Its past Chairman, Ifeoma Idigbe, is one of the founders of boys to Men, 
an NGO that helps disadvantaged young men find their way in business. 
Idigbe has worked in banking and finance, as an entrepreneur and in the 
public sector. She is the author of Sounds of Silence: Musings, a collection of 
131 philosophical writings on life, inspired by the author’s reflection on the 
meaning of things, and lessons learned from hers and others experiences.

During our conversation, she raised a number of ideas echoing issues fac-
ing other parts of the world. She started by telling me why they set up boys 
to Men: “Interacting with young people, I realized that there was an imbal-
ance. When I talked to the girls, they seemed to be very clear about what 
they wanted to achieve and showed a strength of character. When I talked 
to the boys it would be a case of “we want to make money” but there was no 
clear statement about how.

There was a pattern. More girls had a sense of where they were headed, and 
there are many women’s organizations supporting women. In Nigeria, girls are 
brought up to be strong, because it’s a male-oriented society. Girls are brought 
up in case they marry husbands who can’t look after them, in case they marry 
husbands who are not nice to them, so they are able to look after themselves. 
For example, if a woman loses her job, she may be unhappy, but the next day 
she might start selling things, she might now find a trade, or start selling food 
or something just to generate income, she won’t just sit back and wait. Women 
are increasingly getting stronger than men in terms of their ability to survive 
difficulty. And they don’t have the same ego problems as men. I decided to 
set up the Boys to Men Foundation to talk about these issues and to run pro-
grams to try to change the mindset of boys and to teach them that they should 
not worry if their wives are the breadwinner. If she has a better job and she’s 
given a house, then accept it. The important thing is to do well as a family. 
These are the mindset changes that I want to address.”

Traditional gender roles in Nigeria are partly to do with religion in a country 
where 50% of the population is Muslim, 40% is Christian and the remain-
der adhere to local religions. To help professional women and entrepreneurs, 
13 people—one man and 12 women including Idigbe—founded Women 
in Management Business and Public Service (WIMBIZ) at the beginning of 
the century: We were surprised by the success of the platform, and so we 
suddenly found ourselves introducing programs. Women needed a platform 
that would give them the courage to change their lives if they wanted to. 
Since then, the government has fostered some initiatives to increase the pres-
ence of women on boards.
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“Sometimes I believe that the challenge is not about giving women opportu-
nities in management, but about women themselves wanting those positions. 
In my experience, sometimes women don’t want to be the managing director. 
They may want to be the executive director, but they don’t necessarily want the 
final responsibility, because their lives are divided into various other compart-
ments, and sometimes, women will leave their jobs because of their children to 
take some time for my children, and then go back to work. That affects their 
careers.

There is misogyny in the Nigerian business world that puts many women 
off. But I think that many are simply afraid of women and the changes that 
their presence will mean, changes to how things are done. Personally, I get on 
very well with men and have always been able to adapt to male-dominated sit-
uations. But I also think things are getting better, but very slowly. The World 
Economic Forum estimates it will take about a hundred years for women to 
achieve parity with men in the workplace. I’m not sure it will take that long, 
but I’m not sure either that it will be totally men’s fault, it will be a combina-
tion of whether the women who are in positions at particular times want to 
continue in those positions.”

If there is one continent where it’s easy to see rapid change taking place, it’s 
Africa. The youngest population on the planet, and arguably the most imag-
inative, it is integrating rapidly into global society and with fewer resources 
than other regions. This imagination and entrepreneurial drive could lead 
the continent to advance rapidly with policies of inclusion and diversity, 
more so than other regions with older populations more resistant to change. 
The presence of women in the private sector and in public life will doubtless 
contribute to this transformation. And the ubuntu philosophy may act as a 
catalyst for integration and inclusion.
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