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Abstract  The proposed paper presents an overview on the matter of virtue 
from different philosophical angles. It concentrates on three different schools of 
thought coming from the West and the East and their respective concepts of 
virtue. These schools of thought and the therewith-associated personalities and 
works discussed in this paper are Aristotelian virtue ethics, Confucianism and 
Daoism. The paper focuses specifically on the Nicomachean Ethics (NE) by 
Aristotle, the Analects belonging to Confucianism, and the Dao De Jing coming 
from Daoism. The paper is divided into three major parts. First, the concept of 
virtue of each school is outlined. In the second part, the concrete virtues as such 
according to each school are explained. In the third part, these virtues are then 
applied in specific business contexts like business practice, corporate culture and 
leadership, illuminating each school’s characteristic approach. The paper closes 
with a summary and conclusion. In the conclusion the paper outlines differences 
as well as similarities between Aristotelian and Confucian virtue ethics. Yet, the 
author generally takes a critical stance towards comparisons merely for the sake 
of finding similarities. Particularly between Aristotelian and Confucian virtue 
ethics there is a significant difference when it comes to the cultural and historical 
background of these schools, which should not be ignored. Besides, even within 
Chinese philosophy there are already significant differences when it comes to 
concepts and practice. 
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1  Introduction 

“[…] no modern discussion can share the outlook of an ancient writer.” 
—  Bernard Williams (2006, 49) 

 
This paper explores concepts of virtue from different philosophical angles. It 
concentrates on three different schools of thought, one coming from the West and 
two from the East. In particular, this paper focuses on the Nicomachean Ethics (NE) 
by Aristotle, the Analects central to Confucianism, and the Dao De Jing (DDJ) 
coming from Daoism. Yet, this paper is less concerned with the exact authors of 
each school of thought than with their most representative works as such. 

The paper discusses the concept of virtue as well as concrete virtues presented 
in Aristotle’s, Confucius’s and Laozi’s works respectively. Additionally, the 
application of these virtues in a business context is outlined. In the first main 
section the concept of virtue presented in each work is explained. In the 
following main section the specific virtues are then explained in detail. In the last 
main section those virtues most relevant in a business context are elaborated by 
outlining their application in different fields like business practice, corporate 
culture and leadership. The paper closes with discussing the limitations of this 
approach, a summary and a conclusion. 

However, this article does not particularly aim at pointing out similarities of 
these three schools and their approaches to virtue. As philosophy is always tied to 
culture and history, the author herself takes a critical stance towards comparative 
approaches in this context. A concrete linking of the virtues across the various 
schools only conflates their original meaning and does not do justice to the 
particular historical context in which their emergence is embedded.1 Consequently, 
this paper presents these three different schools next to each other in order to 
provide an overview rather than a real comparison on the matter of virtue.  

But what actually is a “virtue”? Etymologically, the Latin word virtus refers to 
the roman Goddess Virtus, which was the “Roman personification of manly 
valour” (Smith n.d.). Yet, the Greek word aretē in Aristotle actually means 
“excellence of manly qualities,” since it comes from aristos, which means “best” 
or “great” (Yu 1998). In Confucianism and Daoism, de 德 is used and commonly 
translated with “virtue.” Hence, neither of these two concepts also imply the 
“manly valour” of virtus (except perhaps for Aristotle’s virtue bravery).  

                                                               
1 Nussbaum (1988) mentions that virtue ethics can be also seen as being bound to local 
traditions and practices. Hence, even if Aristotle tried to develop a more objective account by 
grounding his virtue ethics and its telos on human flourishing, one cannot escape noticing that 
his presentation of virtues naturally contains culturally and historically bound virtues, such as 
megalopsychia or pride and eleutheriotes or generosity (Nussbaum 1988). 
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On the other hand, today, virtue indicates a quality, which is considered 
“morally good or desirable in a person” (Oxford Dictionaries n.d.). Accordingly, 
since neither Aristotle’s concept of virtue nor de in Confucianism and Daoism 
seem to resemble the Latin meaning of “virtue,” it appears to be best translated 
with “excellence” (particularly in the case of Aristotle) and moral goodness2 in 
the case of Confucianism and Daoism. 

2  What Is Virtue? Three Different Concepts 

In this section, each concept of virtue laid out by the different authors is 
explained in more detail. Thereby, this section aims to highlight the different 
approaches to virtue as such.  

Regarding the conception of virtue, there is a significant difference between 
Chinese and Greek philosophy due to different cultural and historical 
circumstances. While Aristotle’s concept presents a primarily intellectual 
approach combined with pragmatism, Confucian and Daoist philosophy as such 
are generally more pragmatic.3  

Furthermore, these philosophies differ regarding their objective. Aristotle’s 
philosophy is about how the human being can lead a good life that he related to 
eudaimonia, which is often simplistically translated with “happiness” but should 
be rather interpreted as “human flourishing” (Nussbaum 1988, 33). The focus 
here is on the individual, who then contributes to the overall society by being 
virtuous—recognising that some aspects of virtue can be realised only amongst 
philoi or friends, those with a shared concern for each other’s well-being. 
Confucius on the other hand directly aimed at the wellbeing of society. Striving 
for virtue also included personal self-cultivation and self-refinement but it was 
meant to serve the society in general, to maintain order and harmony. Daoist 
philosophy again is different to Confucianism, as it is less about maintaining 
social harmony but more about an individual refinement with regard to reviving 
and fostering the actual “nature” of the human being.  
 
2.1  The Concept of Virtue in Aristotle 
 
Aristotle’s ethics, as presented in the NE, is a complex approach to virtues and 
                                                               
2 Here goodness and good are written in italic to specifically highlight it as moral goodness or 
being morally good in contrast of good, which could also merely relate to “being good at 
something,” like for example swimming. 
3 Aristotle’s approach can be seen as an “intellectual approach” since contemplation or theoria 
plays a major role. Furthermore, in the NE he explicitly speaks of “intellectual virtues” like 
wisdom in contrast to “moral virtues” like temperance (NE 1103a, translation by Ross 2009).  
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the good life, together with the objective to reach eudaimonia. Implicit in 
Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia is the idea of a telos,4  a final goal or 
fulfilment of potential (Marshall 1906; NE 1094a; 1097b). 

Morally or ethically good conduct expressed in the idea of virtue or excellence, 
however, is not a “gift” from nature (NE 1103a). It can only be reached through 
habituation (Marshall 1906; Williams 2006), whereby habit is constituted 
through repeated actions (Marshall 1906). Therefore, habit “is a confirmed or 
settled tendency” (Marshall 1906, 98). It is not a mere skill but a disposition, 
hexis. Habituation in turn is linked to proper education, which has to start already 
in early years and is indispensible for developing aretē (Marshall 1906; NE 
1103b20−25). Proper education for Aristotle was about “feeling pleasure and 
pain at the right things” (Marshall 1906; NE 1104b10).  

The idea of virtue or excellence (aretē) in Aristotle is tied to the concept of 
ergon, which refers to the specific inherent function of a thing. If the ergon is 
fulfilled properly, then the specific thing is said to have aretē, excellence, 
because it fulfils its function. For example the ergon of a knife is to cut, and if it 
cuts well than it has aretē (Wolf 2008). And when it fulfils its ergon, its function, 
it is also striving towards its telos, its end, which is its distinctive inherent and 
natural purpose.  

Aristotle does not only apply the idea of ergon and telos to things and 
non-human beings but also to human beings. According to Aristotle, what 
distinguishes the human being from all other beings is his or her capacity for 
reason, logos. The existence of this capacity is crucial for making the human 
being a good human being. Hence, the ergon of a human being is to make use of 
the capacity for reason, his or her proper “function” as a human being so to say 
(Yu 1998, 323). Hence the aretē of a human being on the other hand implies 
using his or her naturally given capacity for reason, logos, properly, which means 
in the best possible way. If there is aretē in his or her conduct, then he or she is 
considered an ethically good human being. Being excellent in using his or her 
faculty of reason furthermore leads to eudaimonia. Yet, according to Yu, the idea 
of excellence or aretē has two distinct forms: the “intellectual virtue,” which is 
aretē dianoetike and the “ethical virtue,” the aretē ethike (Yu 1998, 324; NE 
1103a5). The human operation of aretē can thus be used both in an intellectual 
way, which Aristotle refers to as theoria or contemplation, constituting the 
philosophical part of life, and in a practical way by acting ethically and prudent, 
eupraxia, which includes the social and political life. Both are ways to reach 
eudaimonia (Wolf 2008).  
                                                               
4 That everything is striving towards a telos is underlying foundation of Aristotle’s philosophy 
and his Weltanschauung. The developments in nature, as well as the human being are directed 
towards a telos, a final end. Reaching this telos means fulfilling its “distinctive purpose that 
defines its [their] fundamental nature” (Lane 2014). 
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The concept of aretē is linked to Aristotle’s idea of finding the right mean 
between two extremes. Yet, the right mean is not arithmetic. And this is where 
the human’s capacity for reason comes into play. Only by using reason can it be 
decided where the right mean between two extreme actions or characteristics lies, 
which is mesotēs. However, as Marshall puts it “to hit the mean is in every case 
difficult,” and further: “it is not easy […] to conduct yourself properly in time, 
place and circumstance” (Marshall 1906, 127).5 Hence, in order to find the mean, 
additional required capacities are implicit in Aristotle’s approach, such as 
attentiveness and self-discipline.  
 
2.2  The Concept of Virtue in the Lun Yu 
 
Confucius’ Lun Yu (henceforth LY) basically consists of dialogues with his 
students in which he provides very practical recommendations and instructions. 
The LY contain many “virtues,” amongst those are the often recited Confucian li 
禮, ren 仁 and yi 義. This paragraph focuses particularly on li and ren, as well as 
their relation to each other, while more details on yi can be found in the 
subsequent section specifically on the virtues in the LY as such.  

Apparently, li and ren are framing Confucius’ approach to virtuous behaviour 
but both do not appear to be virtues in the “traditional” understanding. 
Particularly with regard to ren, the depth and broadness of its meaning seems to 
exceed what could possibly be a virtue, namely a concrete virtuous act or 
virtuous quality. It rather represents the fundamental and at the same time highest 
form of being good. Here, Confucius had in mind an extremely morally and 
socially cultivated person, namely the junzi.  

Li in Confucius’ LY has many translations. These vary from “ritual” or “rites” 
over “etiquette” and “propriety” to even “morals” (Ames & Rosemont 1998, 51). 
Ames and Rosemont translate li with “observing ritual propriety” (Ames & 
Rosemont 1998, 51), which reflects the processual character of actions in 
Chinese philosophy by adding a verb indicating a particular action, namely 
observing. They describe li as “those meaning-invested roles, relationships and 
institutions, which facilitate communication and foster a sense of community” 
(Ames & Rosemont 1998, 51). Basically, li is every kind of societal convention 
or custom, which was seen as appropriate and imperative for being a good person. 
These customs are passed down from generation to generation, which provide the 
younger generation with useful and meaningful guidance (Ames/Rosemont 1998). 
In his translation of the LY, Slingerland (2003) also points to the advantage of 
ritual over law citing a comment in the Record of Ritual: “Ritual guards against 
                                                               
5 The “mean” as the concept of good or virtuous action can be also linked to Confucianism 
through the later Zhong Yong 中庸 by Zisi. 
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what is yet to come, whereas laws are created after the fact to deal with what is 
already past” (12.13 in Record of Ritual translated by Legge 1967). Through 
observing li a society is made homogenous in a way. Therefore, a major function 
of li is to create social harmony (Tang 2015). 

Ren is commonly translated with “virtue,” “benevolence”6 or “humanity” 
(Ames/Rosemont 1998, 49). Yet, Confucius’ ren, as including the character for 
ren 人 (human) and for er 二 (two), rather “points toward human relationships” 
(Yu 1998, 323).  

On the other hand, Ames and Rosemont suggest an alternative interpretation. 
They reject the prevailing translation of ren as “benevolence” or “humanity,” as 
ren is about a person in its entireness and not merely about a particular 
characteristic like being benevolent. Ren, they continue, is “one’s cultivated 
cognitive, aesthetic, moral and religious sensibilities as they are expressed in 
one’s ritualized roles and relationships” (Ames & Rosemont 1988, 49). Since ren 
captures the entire personality and its process of becoming so, one could indeed 
speak of “growing distinction,” as the entire personality as such is to be 
cultivated in every imaginable aspect.   

Yet, even though ren seems almost unattainable, Confucius points out in LY 
7.30 that it is “already here” (Slingerland 2003) or “at hand” (Legge 1960), 
which could be interpreted as “every person has the natural resources or 
capabilities to develop ren” (cp. Lin 1974). However, there is still a fundamental 
difference between technically having those resources or capabilities and actually 
realising those, which also depends on external conditions, like for example 
access to the required proper “education” in the form of li. 

Most importantly, ren does not present a specific intellectual quality. It cannot 
be learned in solitude through gaining some kind of scientific knowledge. Quite 
the contrary, ren can only be cultivated in human relations (Lin 1974). And this is 
why ren and li bear a direct connection in the LY 12.1 (“To master oneself and 
return to li is jen.”7), as li presents the “social and ritual norms” (Lin 1974, 193). 
This connection is also mentioned in the LY 3.3 (“What can a man do with li who 
is not ren?” taken from the translation by D.C. Lau 1998, see Yu 1998, 324 for 
reference). Where a person does not possess ren, he or she can only follow the 
social rituals and norms in a mechanic or blind way, which reduces following li 
to a mere formality in order to either maintain one’s reputation, which would be 
dishonest (Lin 1974). Or, alternatively, li without ren simply leads to following 
                                                               
6 See for ren translated as “virtue” or “benevolent” the Legge translation of the Lun Yu, 
particularly 12.22, where he translates ren with “benevolence,” while in a chapter with a 
similar structure he translates it with “virtue,” see 13.19.  
7 It is not quite clear to which translation Lin is referring here but there are corresponding 
translations from other translators, such as Sun (“restraining yourself and returning to li is 
ren,” 1993, 306) and Tu (“to conquer yourself and return to propriety is jen [ren],” 1968, 30), 
see here Charlene Tan (2014) for reference and longer discussion. 
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one’s own moral impulse (ibid.), which does not serve the community anymore. 
Only ren enables a person to follow li by heart and by what is natural (Lin 1974; 
cp. Tan 2014). Hence, it appears as if there is a kind of symbiotic relation 
between ren and li. However, Lin for example considers ren to be an end, while li 
is a means. Yet, li and an environment which allows for li, are indispensable to 
develop and cultivate ren in the first place (Lin 1974). And following li is not 
possible without having ren, while ren can stand alone, as it is the overarching 
quality (Lin 1974). 
 
2.3  The Concept of Virtue in the Dao De Jing 
 
The general concept of virtue in Daoism is linked to nature and the principles, 
which can be derived from the “natural way of things” or how nature is, which is 
the dao 道. Today, the dao is primarily interpreted as the Way (Cheung & Chan 
2005), the way of nature, which inspired the underlying principles of the Daoist 
philosophy (Miller 2006). 

The two most striking principles in Daoism are the concept of dualism and the 
idea of cycles, which are both to be found in nature. This fundamental concept of 
putting nature at its centre makes Daoism very different from Western 
philosophy and Confucianism alike. 

Nature (ziran 自然), in Daoism is seen as a “self-organizing spontaneity of the 
universe” (Miller 2006, 8) having the “capacity for autonomous 
self-transformation” (Miller 2006). According to the Daoist philosophy all those 
natural things surrounding us were brought into existence by multiple natural 
transformations (Miller 2006).  

The “natural way of things,” the dao, is linked with balance and harmony, 
while its underlying foundation is that of transformation. Transformation is based 
on the natural cycle of life where things come and go but no concrete progress is 
made towards a particular point of time in the future, in contrast to the Western 
concept of a telos (Miller 2006). Therefore, the Daoist perception of nature is a 
holistic and non-teleological one. The concept of dualism, which is also an 
inherent feature of nature and cosmos, rests on the particular cosmology 
developed by the Han, the yin-yang cosmology (Kohn 2009). Here, the two 
complementary forces of yin and yang represent a particular form of dualism but 
a dualism without dichotomy, where the two forces are fluent and in constant 
interchange.  

The Way in Daoism is “universal,” which means it is above the human being 
and cannot be changed nor conquered by human wisdom or action (Cheung & 
Chan 2005). This is also reflected in the concept of virtue in Daoism. As nature 
and its processes are perceived as being naturally harmonious, the human being 
is advised to follow the Way in order to maintain natural harmony.  
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The virtues associated with the Way are consequently derived from the 
processes or features to be found in nature. Similar to Confucianism, Daoism 
also uses a particular role model, which here is the Sage, who is in absolute 
harmony with nature. 

3  What Is Virtuous Behaviour? Three Different Approaches 

This section is about describing and explaining the concrete virtues mentioned in 
the respective works. Its purpose is to highlight that already the virtues or virtue 
sets, as some virtues can be grouped or belong together, presented in these works 
differ significantly. These differences also reveal the distinct understanding each 
school or philosopher had in terms of virtues and virtuous behaviour.  
 
3.1  Virtues in the Nicomachean Ethics 
 
As mentioned above, Aristotle distinguishes between two forms of aretē or 
virtue/excellence: the intellectual one, aretē dianoetike, and the practical or 
ethical one, aretē ethike. In the NE Aristotle concretely mentions nine virtues, 
which are linked to the aretē ethike. Another five virtues he links to reason (see 
NE 1139b15–1141b5 for details), which relate to aretē dianoetike. In addition, he 
separately discusses the virtue of justice and its dispositions. Due to limited 
space only the practical virtues are discussed here in more detail. 

But what exactly is virtue or how is it constituted? The ethical virtues are 
learned on the basis of habituation, as already mentioned. Pursuing an action 
means activity, energeia. Through activity or energeia the disposition is created 
(NE 1103b20), and of course through proper education in the first place (NE 
1103b25). Yet, a disposition can be good, which then is aretē, or bad, kakia. 
Hence, aretē or virtue/excellence is that part of disposition, which leads to good 
conduct. This is also expressed in finding the “middle way” between two actions. 
Yet, precisely describing what kind of behaviour or action the “middle way” 
actually implies is not possible. According to Pendlebury (2006), trying to force 
Aristotle’s ideas into definite terms would undermine the discretion and 
flexibility of those virtues. The virtues Aristotle mentioned in the NE are:  

 
I. Bravery, andreia 
Bravery is the middle, mesotes, between fear, phobos and boldness, 
tharrē/thrasys. For Aristotle, fear is fear of malady and death, while boldness is 
linked to swagger and bravery, which is only pretended (NE 1115a10, 1115b30). 
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II. Moderation, sōphrosynē 
Moderation is the middle between intemperance, akolasia and pleasure, hēdonē 
(in the sense of hedonism). Moderation according to Aristotle is linked to a 
moderation of the pursuit of bodily or sensual pleasure (NE 1118a), while 
intemperance is a characteristic of the animal and therefore inadequate for the 
human being (NE 1118b).  

Virtues related to exterior goods  

Beneficence and magnanimity belong to the virtues dealing with exterior goods 
or commodities, like for example money, chrēmata, which are not part of a 
person’s character. 
 
III. Beneficence or generosity, eleutheriotes 
Beneficence or generosity lay between the extremes avarice, aneleutheria and 
squander, asōtia. While greedy people always try to keep their money at all costs 
(which is different to frugality), squanderers do not have a proper idea of 
spending money at all and tend to waste it. Beneficence according to Aristotle is 
about giving but thereby using the right measure (NE 1119b25–30, 1120a25). 
 
IV. Magnanimity, megaloprepeia  
For Aristotle, magnanimity was in between pettiness, mikroprepeia and blatancy, 
banausia/apeirokalia. Magnanimity requires the right measure, to realise what is 
appropriate to give and is therefore linked to knowledge (NE 1122a30–35). It is 
similar to beneficence but with the difference that the magnanimous person can 
be always beneficent, because he or she always has enough to give, while a 
beneficent person is not necessarily magnanimous (NE 122a30), as beneficence 
is about using the right measure when giving but in accordance with one’s 
financial situation.  

Virtues related to honour 

Pride and gentleness are virtues related to honour. They describe the right mode 
of action in situations where honour plays a role.  
 
V. Pride, megalopsychia 
Pride lies between faintheartedness (being timid), mikropsychos and vanity, 
chaunotes. For Aristotle authentic pride was a virtue. He perceived it as finding 
yourself worthy of something great, while at the same time truly being worthy of 
it.8 Furthermore, it is accompanied by a certain feeling of appropriateness, for 

                                                               
8 Apparently, modesty in this respect is not appreciated by Aristotle. For him moderateness in 
terms of pride only meant finding oneself worthy of small things and being worthy of small 
things (NE 1123b5). 
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example, the proud man according to Aristotle acts grandly towards the wealthy 
but rather modestly towards people from the middle class (NE 1124b20). 
 
VI. Gentleness, praotēs 
Gentleness is in between dispassionateness, which means a person cannot get 
angry at all, aorgēsia and quick temper, origlotēs, which Aristotle further divided 
into being angry (in the sense of getting angry quickly), choleric (intensive anger) 
or bitter (long-lasting anger). Praotēs basically refers to “someone who has every 
instinct and every passion under perfect control” and further includes being 
patient and good-natured (Barclay 2002, 158; Pendlebury 2006, 19, footnote 54). 

Social virtues 

Kindness, truthfulness, skilfulness and shame count among the social virtues, 
which properly guide our behaviour towards other people.  
 
VII. Kindness, philia 
Being kind lies between striving for admiration, areskos and not being concerned 
about one’s behaviour towards others at all, dyskolos. Here, Aristotle uses the 
word philia, which actually means friendship. But for him being kind presents 
also an important quality of a good friend (NE 1126b20). He contrasts it with the 
demand for admiration, which he links to people who constantly praise things 
and never disagree in order to avoid unpopularity at all costs. 
 
VIII. Truthfulness or authenticity, aletheia 
Truthfulness is the middle way between feigned modesty, eirōneia and 
showing-off, alazoneia. While feigned modesty means denying or making 
smaller one’s possessions, showing-off is the other extreme by pretending a 
status so as to appear more prestigious. Both extremes are linked to deceit (NE 
1127a15–30). 
 
IX. Agility or wit, eutrapelos 
Agility lies between being a buffoon, bōmolochos and being boorish, agroikos or 
starched, sklēros. People, who constantly ridicule things, are buffoons according 
to Aristotle. On the other hand, people who are not humorous at all are not very 
social, as they do not contribute to a social life and take offence easily (NE 
1128a5–10, 1128b). The agile person having wit on the other hand is skilful 
enough to maintain a pleasant conversation and makes jokes only in an 
appropriate way, which also requires proper judgment of the situation (NE 
1128a15). 
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X. Justice, dikaiosynē 
For Aristotle, justice is the most important virtue. A just person has virtue in its 
absolute sense, which is aretē teleia. (NE 1129b25). It is a virtue which focuses 
on the other person, i.e. which can be only practised in social relations. Thereby, 
Aristotle’s concept of justice also carries a political notion: just are those acts, 
which produce and preserve eudaimonia for the whole political society (Ross, 
NE Book 5, 1). A just person according to Aristotle respects the law and 
maintains an attitude of equality9 (NE 1129a30).  
 

In brief, some of Aristotle’s virtues are inherently relational, such as 
beneficence, magnanimity, kindness or justice, as these can be only realised in 
social relations, while others include a social dimension like gentleness and wit. 
However, virtues like bravery, moderation or pride appear to be merely qualities 
or individual characteristics. Altogether, there seems to be a combination of 
relational, social and individual virtues which together shall contribute to human 
flourishing. However, primarily it seems to refer to individual flourishing, as 
eudamonia is foremost an individual objective, yet, it is part of a wider social and 
political realm.  
 
3.2  Virtues in the Lun Yu 
 
The LY is full of “virtues” or instructions on how to behave properly in the sense 
of being virtuous. In this sub-section therefore only a few can be discussed in 
more detail. After having laid out the framing concepts of li and ren above, this 
part concentrates on concrete qualities particularly enabling a person to become 
virtuous or good.  

In LY 17.6 Confucius describes five characteristics as constituting “perfect 
virtue” (Legge translation) or Goodness (Slingerland translation), these are 
namely reverence, gong 恭; magnanimity, kuan 寬; trustworthiness, xin 信; 
diligence, min 敏; and kindness, hui 惠 according to the Slingerland translation. 
In being reverent one avoids disgrace and by being magnanimous one wins over 
the people. When one is trustworthy or sincere, one will make others trust in him 
or her. Being diligent is important in order to achieve results and finally kindness 
is vital in order to make people willing to help.  

Yet, Ames and Rosemont argue that xin is more complex and is not simply 
trustworthiness. They state having good intentions cannot be enough, neither in 
saying nor in doing. It is also about doing the things said in a good way. And 
                                                               
9 Of course this equality does not refer to our notion of equality today. The Aristotelian society 
was not an equal one according to our concept of equality today, as there was slavery, and 
women, disabled and older people were excluded from participation in the polis. Here, equality 
rather refers to “equality among members of the polis,” hence, adult men.  



Three Different Approaches to Virtue in Business―Aristotle, Confucius, and Lao Zi 567 

since Chinese philosophy is of processual and relational nature, xin is two-sided: 
it means both “the commitment of the benefactor and the confidence of the 
beneficiary” that the things said are carried out well (Ames & Rosemont 1998, 
53). In other words, trustworthiness is characteristic of a relationship rather than 
of one or other party.  

Furthermore, in 13.19 (Slingerland) Confucius mentions being dutiful, zhong
忠 (along with being reverent 恭 and respectful 敏10) with regard to “perfect 
virtue” and Goodness.  

In 9.25 and 12.10 (Slingerland) zhong is mentioned together with xin, that is, 
being dutiful and “trustworthy,” as the so-called “first principles” (Legge) or 
“guiding principles” (Slingerland). In 4.15 zhong is also mentioned together with 
shu 恕 as 忠恕. Both characters include the notion of “heart-and-mind,” xin 心 
(Ames & Rosemont 1998, 59). Ames and Rosemont translate this combination 
with “doing one’s utmost” for zhong and shu with “putting oneself in the other’s 
place” (Ames & Rosemont 1998, 59). However, Slingerland explains that he 
finds “dutiful” more appropriate for zhong and translates shu simply as 
“understanding” (Slingerland 2003, 34). Also Slingerland’s idea of understanding 
includes taking others into consideration and to “imaginatively project oneself into 
another’s place” (Ames & Rosemont 1998, 59). Accordingly, zhong shu can be 
seen as doing one’s best or fulfilling one’s duties from the perspective of the other.  
   Shu is furthermore linked to the “Golden Rule” in 15.24 (Slingerland, see 
also 12.2): “Do not impose upon others what you yourself do not desire.” 

Yi 義 is often mentioned in connection with ren and li and therefore presents 
another important concrete characteristic of a good man. More precisely it is the 
virtue of the superior man junzi 君子 (see 15.18, Legge). Yi is often translated 
with “righteousness” (15.18, Legge), which means “following religious or moral 
rules” (see Merriam-Webster Dictionary, righteous, n.d.). Ames and Rosemont, 
on the other hand, suggest translating yi with “appropriateness,” which also 
better fits into the context of li and ren (Ames & Rosemont 1998, 54). A sense 
for appropriateness is important in order to well perform li and thereby becoming 
integrated into the community by signalling trustworthiness and reliability. Ames 
and Rosemont further remind the reader to keep in mind that yi in Confucius’ 
writings is also about acting appropriately in a social and religious context (Ames 
& Rosemont 1998, 55). In 12.10 (Slingerland) this connection is further 
illuminated, as zhong xin 忠信 and yi are connected here: “Make it your guiding 

                                                               
10 Min 敏 was translated by Slingerland as “diligent” before but the translation of min as 
respectful here is due to the context. The goodness, which is referred to in 13.19 is linked to 
proper behaviour among “uncultivated tribes” (Legge) or namely the “Yi and Di barbarians” 
(Slingerland). Therefore, proper behaviour is more about being respectful than being diligent 
though both times min is used.  
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principle to be dutiful and trustworthy, and always move in the direction of what 
is right.” So, it appears while li is to observe “what is right,” namely the social 
conventions as such, yi is about the right or appropriate conduct in order to fulfil 
those conventions, thereby manifesting their preservation. 

In brief, there are many characteristics making a person a virtuous or good one. 
Here namely reverence, magnanimity, trustworthiness, diligence, and kindness, 
dutifulness and appropriateness have been discussed. Yet, the LY has much more 
to offer, which cannot be discussed here in more detail. Suffice to say that a 
virtuous person can be found only in relation with others, as all these virtues are 
relational always presuming the “other” or the larger society. 
 
3.3  Virtues in the Dao De Jing 
 
As mentioned above, the ideal of a virtuous person (the Sage) promulgated in 
Daoism is aligned with the characteristics of “nature,” that is, the way nature is. 
Three main “themes” or “motifs” can be identified here, which shall be described 
with its corresponding virtues in more detail: 

(1) Duality (yin-yang) and Reversion, 
(2) Nature, 
(3) Water. 

 
In the DDJ roughly 34 chapters can be found which deal with virtues. The virtues 
and framing motifs compiled here, present a condensed and consolidated version 
of the virtues mentioned throughout the DDJ.11 However, this list is by no 
means exhaustive.  
 
I. The motif of reversion & related virtues 
The motif of reversion can be considered as the underlying philosophy in Daoism. 
It is deeply connected with the circularity to be found in nature and with the idea 
of alternation, which is a result of circularity and connected to the yin-yang 
cosmology. According to that motif, everything which looks rather negative at 
first sight, like weakness (DDJ 52), following behind (DDJ 66), emptiness (DDJ 
45) or loss (DDJ 42) can turn into its opposite like strength, leading, fullness, or 
gain. Apparently, the natural and human life is about alternation, reversion and 
cycles, where things come and go. Hence, one should neither cling too much to 
                                                               
11 The identification and categorisation is based on the author’s own understanding and 
interpretation of the DDJ. This interpretation of the virtues and principles furthermore involves 
a level of creativity and abstraction, which may be considered as deviating from the original 
from a strict sinological perspective. The analysis is based on the following translations: Chan 
(1969), Cleary (1991), Feng & English (1989), Hendricks (1963), Lau (1963), Lin (1942), 
Waley (1958), Wu (1989). 
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the positive nor be too concerned about the “negative” aspects (DDJ 13), as 
everything is only temporary. 

Virtues that are ideal in alternating situations and are framed by the motif of 
reversion are modesty, a supportive attitude and an awareness of consequences.  

Modesty 

Being modest can be linked to the concept of duality, and under this theme it 
comprises various characteristics, such as valuing the small things, because they 
can mean something big and important (DDJ 63); not valuing status or gain, 
since it brings misfortune (DDJ 13); not being attached to wealth and material 
things, as you will suffer from its loss (24, 44, 81), and staying away from desire, 
because the results of desires just described lead to calamity and loss (DDJ 19, 
46, 64). 

The Sage aims to “make much of little” to “achieve greatness in little things” 
(DDJ 63, Cleary 1991; Feng & English 1989). Therefore, the ideal Daoist person 
values the small things and by one small step after another, something big is 
accomplished eventually.  

Furthermore, looking for rank and status is likely to bring troubles or misery 
(DDJ 13). Also, one should not put too much emphasis on gain or loss (ibid.), as 
these are two sides of the same coin. Whatever comes can also disappear again. 
So, whatever favour or grace happens to us, it is only temporary and 
consequently the same is true for misfortune and loss.  

Obsession with wealth and material things is seen as excessive and equally leads 
to loss, like if one saves or hoards too much (DDJ 44). This “excessive love for 
things” is seen as a result of bowing to one’s desires (DDJ 44, Wu 1989). Therefore, 
the Sage does not hoard nor does he accumulate material things (DDJ 81).  

Consequently, following one’s desire is not perceived as a good thing. It is 
associated with greed and a “wrong way” of living in general (DDJ 81). Hence, 
one should temper one’s desires and actually should “desire[s] to be desireless” 
(DDJ 81, Wu 1989). 

Supportive attitude 

Being supportive can also be connected to duality and the concept of reversion. 
However, again, what is meant by “supportive” here is not necessarily the usual 
conception of support. In Daoism, this way of support may appear to be less 
straightforward and engaging. Indeed, it is somewhat laissez-faire, since there is 
a belief in “natural” harmony one should not interfere with (DDJ 51, Feng & 
English). Accordingly, support in Daoism is not about taking the lead and 
pushing things actively forward but quite the opposite: it is about leading without 
domination, ruling over others and authority, so that people can grow (DDJ 10, 
51).  
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The particular idea of leading in Daoism is further connected to following 
behind in order to be ahead. Again here, reversion becomes visible: by putting 
himself behind, the Sage becomes the genuine leader (DDJ 66). Following 
behind is also related to two more ideals in Daoism. The first one is generally 
lowering oneself (DDJ 66). This basically means, that when leading, one needs to 
speak the “language” of the people who are to be guided; one must be “humble in 
speech” (DDJ 66, Wu 1989). The second is “not be ahead of others” (DDJ 67, 
Feng & English 1989) and “never be the first in the world” (DDJ 67, Lin 1942). 
Being first and ahead implies being exposed in the sense of “sticking out,” making 
oneself prominent, which goes against the humbleness endorsed in Daoism.  

Moreover, all this can then be linked to the ideal of not competing with others 
(DDJ 8, 66, 68, 81), as the Sage does not need to show how superior he is. Quite 
the opposite, emphasising and thereby exaggerating his superiority would make 
him appear untrustworthy, unprofessional and not seriously concerned about 
genuine deeds with lasting effect.  

Awareness of consequences 

The last ideal or virtue related to duality and reversion is being serious and aware 
of consequences. Here again, it is about the small things, which are important. 
For example, one should deal with issues, when they are still easy to handle 
(DDJ 63), which means right in the beginning, before they grow big and become 
unnecessarily difficult.  
 
II. The motif of non-interference & related virtues 
Non-action is the central motif of the DDJ and the fundamental ideal or virtue of 
the Sage. It is oftentimes confused with “doing nothing”12 in an ordinary sense 
but non-action from a Daoist perspective is primarily about non-interference with 
dao (DDJ 48, 64)13 in order to preserve the natural harmony. Accordingly, the 
practice of non-action does not involve any personal goal (DDJ 48, 63), which 
could possibly collide with the Way. Furthermore, active leading by “pushing 
things forward” is seen as forcing things and therefore considered as violent and 
conflicting with the Way of Nature (DDJ 30). 

Virtues, which are based on the idea of self-organising transformation being 
naturally harmonious and need to be maintained and framed by the motif of 
non-interference, wuwei 無爲  (or non-action), include having no personal 
                                                               
12 Wuwei is still many times translated with words related for instance to “takes no action” 
(DDJ 37, Chan 1969; 43, Lau 1963, Chan 1969, Henricks 1963, Lin 1942; 63, Lau 1963), 
“never does” (DDJ 37, Waley 1958, Lin 1942), or translations related to “non-doing” and 
“do-nothing” (63, Waley 1958, Lin 1942, Clearly 1991, Feng and English 1989; 48, Lin 1942, 
Cleary 1991). 
13 For “non-interference” see DDJ 48, Waley 1958; 64, Lin 1942. 
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interest or self-interest, and furthermore efficacy and attentiveness.  

No personal interest or self-interest 

This virtue can be derived from nature, as also nature pursues no “personal” 
objective when creating. Accordingly, Daoism is about selfless action without 
pursuing personal ends (DDJ 7, 19).  

Efficacy and attentiveness 

Derived from nature, efficacy (or effectiveness), and also ability and competence 
are important values in Daoism (DDJ 8) since nature does not waste its resources 
and what it creates makes sense, that is, is able to live. Efficacy can be further 
related to finishing things or bringing things to a conclusion, because in nature 
nothing is left half-done (DDJ 30).14 Due to that fact, being attentive and taking 
due care of things from beginning to the end (DDJ 64) is another important virtue 
here, as otherwise things cannot be accomplished in a satisfying way.  
 
III. The motif of water & related virtues 
The motif of water is another important theme in Daoism. While wu wei or 
non-interference is the central theme and also marks the fundamental virtue in 
the DDJ when it comes to action, the motif of water is related to attitude and 
character. All virtues described below in the “Virtues related to water” paragraph 
are derived from the basic characteristics of water, namely softness and flexibility. 
According to Daoism, by being soft, flexible, and gentle one can overcome the 
hard (DDJ 43, 78), just like water overcomes stone by erosion.  

This idea also reflects the underlying philosophy in Daoism that everything is 
in constant change and nothing ever stays as it is over a longer period of time, 
which is the concept of reversion described above. Therefore, there is a 
corresponding pair like softness, weakness, submissiveness or gentleness 
reverting to flexibility, strength or superiority. 

Virtues that are framed by the motif of water and being derived from the 
characteristics of softness and flexibility are humbleness, modesty, kindness, as 
well as generosity.  

Humbleness, modesty, and kindness 

Being humble means not being too proud (DDJ 22, 30), or arrogant (DDJ 30), 

                                                               
14 It is noteworthy that there is a difference between efficacy as efficiency and efficacy as 
effectiveness particularly in the context of nature. For example, nature creates effectively since 
everything she creates is able to live and is perfected in that way. However, nature does not 
always create efficiently in that way that the process of creation can take a while, i.e., her 
creations are growing slowly or only under specific conditions, etc.  
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which also implies that someone does not boast or brag (DDJ 22, 24, 30) about 
her accomplishments. The meaning of this virtue is very pragmatic: just fulfil 
your duties while staying on the sideline (DDJ 22, 24, 72) and do not take credit 
for it or expect gratitude or recognition (DDJ 10, 51, 77). According to Daoism, a 
person who boasts about her accomplishments is basically someone who does 
not deserve any credit (DDJ 24) and her work is without lasting effect (DDJ 24).  

Modesty is expressed by appreciating and seeing the small things, which 
brings enlightenment and insight (DDJ 52).  

Kindness refers to a good-natured character. This means generally not getting 
angry (DDJ 68), and not being violent, aggressive or oppressive towards others 
(DDJ 68). Instead, the ideal Daoist person shall be gentle, kind or benevolent 
when dealing with others (DDJ 8). One shall be empathic towards others, which 
means showing mercy, compassion or even pity (DDJ 67). Petty-mindedness as 
well as vengefulness also stand in the way of being a kind person (DDJ 68).  

Generosity 

Generosity is meant in a non-material way, like doing things for others, giving to 
others, or generally really caring for others in that way (DDJ 81). Allowing space 
for others to flourish. 
 
In brief, Daoist virtues highlight the alignment between the human being and 
Nature through following the Way of Nature. They are not meant as a means for 
realising a larger social objective like a harmonious society in Confucianism.  

Similarly to Aristotle there is a mix of individual, social and relational virtues. 
However, most of these appear to be rather individual with a social connotation 
like modesty, humbleness, kindness and generosity. Being supportive and 
pursuing no self-interest appear to have a relational dimension, as these only 
work in social relations. On the other hand, virtues like attentiveness, efficacy or 
awareness seem to be rather individual qualities. 

4  Virtue Ethics in Business 

After laying out the concept of virtue and the virtues itself, this section locates 
these virtues in a business context.  

Virtue ethics applied in business is not new. Already in the 1990s attempts 
were undertaken by Robert C. Solomon in his book on Ethics and Excellence 
(1992) to turn Aristotle’s virtues into a set, which can be applied in business. 
Solomon’s account is still the most comprehensive but further publications by 
Whetstone (2001), Moore (2002, 2005), Hartman (2008) or Audi (2012) 
followed, also including rather sceptical positions like Koehn (1998) or Harman 
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(2002). The same is true for bringing Confucian virtues to business and 
management, see for example Koehn (2001), Romar (2004), Woods and 
Lammond (2011), but also particularly to business ethics, for example Romar 
(2002), Lam (2003), Chan (2007) and for a critical position Ip (2009). Moreover, 
there have been a few attempts to apply virtues derived from Daoism in a 
business context, particularly leadership, by Lee (2008), Gerstner (2011) and Lin 
et al. (2012).  

To illuminate the value of those virtues in business, this section is giving 
examples of their positive impact in different corporate contexts. Additionally, 
this section delineates the variation in practice, which arises from these three 
different approaches.  

It goes without saying that this requires some abstraction and also “deviation” 
from the original context and meaning. Accordingly, applying these virtues to 
business and management has its limitations, which are discussed in more detail 
in the section thereafter. In that regard it should be also noted that virtue ethics in 
general may not be helpful in rather administrative and other, more specific tasks. 
Yet, virtue ethics may generally frame these broader fields in business, where 
social relations are at the centre, such as business practice (here particularly with 
regard to a company’s stakeholders), corporate culture and leadership. Here, 
virtue ethics can help to substantially enrich social relations by providing an 
ethical basis for action. Virtues are essential in any community, as they generally 
help us in social relationships because they give us guidance regarding how to 
treat others and hence, what to expect of them and how to get along together. 
Virtues, according to Solomon, do not present constraints but rather the “ultimate 
standard in business” (Solomon 1992, 191). However, the subsequent 
presentation is not referring to the actual practice of those virtues in business but 
rather presents an ideal approach of how business practice, corporate culture or 
leadership could look like if it was based on those virtues. 
 
4.1  Aristotelian Virtues in Business 
 
In the previous section Aristotelian virtues were summarised as bravery, 
moderation, beneficence or generosity, magnanimity, pride, gentleness, kindness 
or friendliness, truthfulness, agility or wit, and justice. However, some of 
Aristotle’s virtues do not seem to be suitable today nor in a more specific 
business context, such as pride or megalopsychia, which Nussbaum (1988) 
describes as being particularly Greek and therefore not universal enough. Also 
moderation or sōphrosynē and bravery or andreia are not unconditionally 
suitable for a business context and therefore need some re-interpretation. 
Moderation could be interpreted as temperance, while bravery could be viewed 
as courage in general. Virtues related to “exterior goods” on the other hand, like 
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generosity and magnanimity are of limited utility in a corporate context, as they 
are not referring to a person’s character but to her material possessions.  

Business practice 

In business practice Aristotle’s concepts of beneficence, magnanimity and justice 
could be applied. For example, when it comes to corporate social responsibility, 
of which philanthropy is often considered a significant part, beneficence and 
magnanimity play a role as these are related to material goods, i.e. money. Yet, as 
Aristotle noted, it is about the “right measure” and appropriateness when giving. 
This is particularly relevant in a business context, as any “generous” action must 
be also in accordance with shareholders’ expectations, as the company is 
accountable towards its shareholders and cannot throw money out of the window 
for sponsoring of sports or art only for a supposedly better corporate image. On 
the other hand, corporations nowadays are expected to “giving back,” which 
means the amount should be of significance and the project of value to society as 
a part of a company’s “social licence to operate.”  

Justice plays a role in both internal and external relations. Justice, while being 
a personal virtue, can serve as an overall firm virtue as well qua drawing an 
analogy to Aristotle’s political community. Applied internally it promotes a 
(morally) good corporate culture (see more below). Externally applied in 
stakeholder relations justice implies treating society in a fair way. That would 
indicate that surrounding communities are not negatively impacted by business 
operations. For example, ensuring fairness in procedures like environmental and 
social assessments prior to large (and often controversial) infrastructure projects, 
where impacted communities should be involved, as opposed to bribing officials 
in order to realise this specific project. Another example of fairness would be not 
exploiting and polluting the natural environment, as this means a loss of natural 
resources and quality of living to the surrounding communities.  

Corporate culture  

As mentioned above, a good, i.e. fair corporate culture, where employees feel 
appreciated and treated with fairness, can be seen as an overall virtue of the 
entire firm. In order to achieve this pleasant working environment, the company 
needs to make sure its procedures, like recruitment, performance evaluation, or 
promotion just to name a few are all based on fairness. But what does “fairness” 
mean? Here we could draw on Rawl’s “veil of ignorance,” which provides us 
with a certain neutrality, not biased by skin colour, sex, wealth, health or other 
characteristics influencing our judgment (Rawls & Kelly 2001). However, it 
should be noted that this concept of fairness and justice is of course a “modern” 
one and entails a level of equality not inherent in Aristotle’s philosophy. Yet, a 
good corporate culture also heavily depends on the behaviour of individuals 
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within the firm, as only in social relations justice becomes apparent and manifest.  
In order for a good corporate culture to prosper and being maintained several 

of Aristotle’s virtues are of relevance here. Courage, temperance (orig. 
moderation), truthfulness, gentleness, kindness and justice all contribute to a 
productive, fair and pleasant, healthy and cooperative corporate culture. If 
individuals treat other individuals like friends, i.e., showing philia or kindness, 
cooperation and mutual support is much more likely. Temperance and gentleness 
further promote a non-aggressive culture. 

Truthfulness or authenticity on the other hand, fosters a culture of honesty and 
personal integrity. Courage is important when it comes to conflicts or situations 
of disagreement. Only through people speaking their mind or pushing forward 
particular ideals they hold on to despite enough support by others, a diverse 
corporate culture can prosper. A culture of diversity, where different opinions, 
attitudes, approaches and perspectives are accepted and integrated, provides 
employees with the feeling of being welcomed and appreciated. Courageous 
(orig. brave) people are important for a company, as they can drive change and 
innovation, which requires taking risks. Furthermore, they can serve as a role 
model to others, motivating them to actively participate in co-shaping the 
environment instead of just conforming to it. Finally, justice as a personal virtue 
promotes impartiality, fairness and respect for diversity. An employee having the 
virtue of justice treats her team members and co-workers, which could be seen as 
analogous to Aristotle’s philoi, in a respectful and fair way and avoids 
favouritism and pushing herself to the fore.  

Leadership  

Personal virtues play an important role when it comes to leadership. Here 
Aristotelian virtues like gentleness and kindness, courage, truthfulness and wit 
could all enhance a leader’s personality.  

Gentleness and kindness are generally important virtues in any social context. 
By being kind and gentle, which in this context means knowing when and what 
kind of critique is appropriate and otherwise maintaining a kind and responsive 
attitude, a leader promotes the professional development of her team members 
and ensures a reliable and trustful relationship. 

Courage is vital when having a leading role, since a leader is expected to going 
ahead and taking the risk. A leader must be able to holding on to the task at hand 
and to pursuing it with perseverance. Particularly in difficult times, a leader must 
be able to defend her project or approach and to lead her team confidently in that 
direction. This requires a courageous, self-assertive attitude. Truthfulness or 
authenticity is another characteristic relevant in a leadership context. A leader 
must be a role model to her team members with regard to behaviour, attitude and 
approach. Therefore, only a true leader can successfully lead a team and this 
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requires authenticity, integrity and honesty, which can be all linked to 
truthfulness.  

Outside-the-box-thinking is an important personal characteristic, which is 
based on creativity, a kind of non-conformism and flexibility. Here, Aristotle’s 
wit can help a leader in coping with difficult situations, for example by coming 
up with spontaneous, creative and feasible solutions. 
 
4.2  Confucian Virtues in Business 
 
The Confucian virtues generally differ from the Aristotelian virtues as the 
“relational” is always implicit in every virtue. Confucius’ objective is the 
harmony of society; therefore the purpose of the Confucian virtues like reverence, 
magnanimity, trustworthiness, kindness, dutifulness, appropriateness, etiquette 
and ren15 described in the previous section is to promote a harmonious society. 
In how far these virtues can be applied in business shall be outlined in this 
section. However, ren in this context needs to be simplified, as it is an extremely 
demanding virtue implying the highest level of self-cultivation, which in our 
private life is generally difficult to attain and even more so in business. From an 
employee perspective, one’s own agenda is often subordinated to the larger 
agenda of corporate objectives, which makes it difficult to fully realise one’s 
personal objective of self-cultivation in every sphere of life. Therefore, the 
subsequent part refers to ren as benevolence. Furthermore, Confucius’ virtue 
reverence seems misplaced in a corporate environment and to be dated in general 
regarding its original sense. A more loose interpretation of reverence as respect, 
however, could be applied in a business context.  

Business practice 

The overall business practice could be ethically enhanced by grounding it on 
Confucius’ core virtues yi (appropriateness), li (etiquette) and ren, which could 
be applied both internally and externally. Internally, they positively shape the 
corporate culture, which is described in more detail in the next sub-section. 
Externally, they define the relationships to the company’s stakeholders. These 
relations accordingly should rest on appropriateness, etiquette and benevolence, 
and can be further enhanced by magnanimity, kindness and respect (orig. 
reverence). 

In the previous section, a connection between yi, appropriateness and li, 
etiquette, was established. While li or etiquette refers to those social norms 
promoting good behaviour, thereby providing guidance, yi or appropriateness is 
                                                               
15 Since translating ren simply with benevolence or humanity does not do justice to ren also 
implying an overall cultivated personality, the author chose to stay with the Chinese original.  
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the capacity to properly perform those social conventions. Through this 
combination, a company could maintain its “social licence to operate,” as it 
behaves according to societal rules. This implies that the business behaviour is in 
line with social expectations, i.e., not producing negative impacts for society. 
However, in contrast to a “do no harm” approach on the basis of yi and li, an 
application of Confucian ethics in business particularly promotes beneficial 
relationships grounded in ren. This means, a company also has a “social 
mission,” namely being beneficial to society. This could be implemented for 
example by “giving back,” i.e., philanthropic strategies such as volunteering, 
thereby explicitly supporting the local community. In other philanthropic 
strategies, like local and meaningful sponsoring, for example in the field of 
education, the virtue of magnanimity comes into play. The social orientation of a 
company is further emphasised by virtues like kindness and respect. By treating 
external stakeholders, that means contractors, suppliers, and communities, in a 
kind and respectful way, which in turn is linked to li and yi, underlines that a 
company is interested in good and reliable long-term relations with its 
stakeholders. This approach of stakeholder management makes a business a part 
of society through genuine contributions to its prosperity.  

Corporate culture  

As mentioned above, appropriateness and etiquette also shape a Confucian 
corporate culture. Accordingly, a corporate culture should be in line with general 
social norms and not a parallel culture with deviant behaviour characterised by 
cheating, aggressiveness, or self-importance. Here, Confucius’ virtues play an 
important role as they all enable cooperative behaviour, with the aim to promote 
harmony. Individual employees holding up values like respect, dutifulness, 
kindness and benevolence (ren) produce a positive and reliable culture of 
trustworthiness. On the other hand, corporate culture is not only about 
commitments from employees but even more so from the top. Since 
Confucianism builds on a hierarchical system, top management needs to be 
aware of its responsibility of living up to these values themselves, so that there 
can emerge a relation of mutual trust between employees and top management.  

Leadership  

However, for any positive corporate culture to prosper, a company also relies on 
exemplary leadership. Particularly Chinese philosophies like Confucianism and 
Daoism highlight exemplary behaviour and perfected self-cultivation through 
role models like junzi and the Sage. And since these two figures are role models 
it goes without saying that these have to excel in all of these virtues. In the case 
of a Confucian leader this means she needs to treat her team members with 
respect, kindness and appropriateness, by always considering li, the prevailing 



Alicia Hennig 578

social norms. Taking her duties as a leader seriously is especially important, as 
with a higher rank usually comes more responsibility. Benevolence, which in a 
modern business context could be circumscribed with being caring, supporting 
and complaisant, still fits with the Confucian hierarchical structure with this hint 
of paternalism, where the leader or role model is supposed to taking care of her 
followers and being a compassionate person—when appropriate. This is also, 
where magnanimity comes into play. Like a father towards his children or the 
teacher towards her students, the leader is generous and great-hearted towards 
her team members. Like the father or the teacher, who point out what the children 
or students still have to learn, this happens in a benevolent way.  
 
4.3  Laozi’s Virtues in Business 
 
Putting Daoist virtues, or more precisely Laozi’s virtues into practice, means 
modelling corporate behaviour according to the way of Nature. The overarching 
motifs here are reversion and non-interference (non-action), followed by the 
specific virtues.  

Business practice 

Business practice inspired by Daoism should reflect the concepts of reversion 
and non-interference. But what does this mean? Reversion for example requires a 
flexible and adaptive business model, which is resilient in times of change, i.e., 
changing customer needs or changing external conditions, like climate change. 
For instance, in order to meet changing customer needs, a company could invest 
more into quick delivery strategies to attract more customers and particularly 
those who do not wish to invest the time for shopping in the city or in malls. 
Mobile apps add to a company’s attractiveness and significantly improve 
customer experience.  

Non-interference on the other hand implies that the business strategy does not 
negatively interfere with its stakeholders, i.e., society and the environment. This 
means, whatever business the company pursues, it should not negatively impact 
the communities and the natural environment in which it is operating. This also 
includes avoiding aggressive and other forms of questionable marketing. Here, 
non-interference or wuwei for example could be the normative basis for 
managing external stakeholder relations.  

When it comes to CSR or philanthropy also Daoism encourages generosity, 
however, not in a material sense. Therefore, the classic “corporate giving” like 
sponsoring, is rather not appropriate. Yet, employee volunteering could be still an 
option.  
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Corporate Culture 

A Daoist corporate culture is framed by non-action. Non-action in the context of 
corporate culture implies that a set of values or virtues is promoted, which is in 
accordance with “nature,” like modesty, humbleness, kindness and a supporting 
attitude outlined below. Non-action here means that these company values and 
virtues are not unauthentic virtues forced upon employees. Similarly, 
non-interference emphasises a non-authoritarian and non-coercive style of 
management, which for example would exclude top-down approaches and 
decision-making. Additionally, a corporate culture based on “effortlessness” 
promotes creativity, innovation, and possibilities of retreat for employees. A 
company like Google for example, which aims to foster a productive work 
environment by providing its employees with sport facilities, free and healthy 
food, the option to design their own working desk and flexible working hours 
amongst others, could most possibly enhance “effortless” action among its 
employees (Stewart 2013).16  

Daoist virtues, like modesty, humbleness, kindness and a supporting attitude 
further foster a peaceful corporate culture and a positive atmosphere. Modesty 
and humbleness may look somewhat misplaced in times, where a corporate 
environment is often about the “survival of the fittest,” in the sense of being most 
unscrupulous (Gintis & Khurana 2016). Yet, these two virtues avoid an attitude 
of greediness and obsession with monetary gains, as well as a culture of 
self-appraisal and arrogance. A certain modesty and humbleness are the basis for 
a corporate culture characterised by respect, equality and dignity. Kindness 
further adds to this peaceful and positive atmosphere by employees, who are 
caring for one another and are trying to be helpful. A generally supportive 
attitude helps to maintain peace and the feeling of community, reliability and 
responsibility.  

Lastly, a corporate culture which emphasises and promotes efficacy and 
attentiveness is more productive and thereby more effective and successful, as 
efficacy raises the level of productiveness, while attentiveness reduces the level 
of possible mistakes. Moreover, a culture of attentiveness and awareness (of 
consequences) is also reflected in the modern idea of due diligence.  

                                                               
16 That said, the approach by Google of creating a more productive work environment, which 
could be connected with the idea of “effortlessness” from Daoism does not mean, that Google 
designed this approach based on concepts derived from Eastern philosophy, i.e. Daoism. It 
basically presents a coincidence: the innovative culture of a company like Google looking for 
new solutions to boosting productiveness, which well fits into the picture of “effortlessness” 
advocated in Daoism. Yet, from which “normative” basis Google drew this inspiration cannot 
be traced back on the basis of the article by Stewart. 
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Leadership 

Regarding the connection between Daoism and leadership, there is already 
literature available particularly with regard to the practice of non-action or wuwei 
(Gerstner 2011, Lin et al. 2013, Lee et al. 2008). Here, specifically the idea of 
“no self-interest” is relevant, as it promotes a leadership culture, where a leader 
takes the role of a guide and supporter in the background, thereby enhancing a 
team’s autonomy, development and creativity. Furthermore, personal 
characteristics inspired by the softness and flexibility of water like modesty, 
humbleness, and kindness are important in a leadership, i.e., role model context. 
Modesty and humbleness in turn can be linked to the function of a guide or 
supporter, who is staying in the background in order for the team to develop 
more autonomously. Kindness on the other hand is important for a good team 
member-leader relationship. 

Lastly, attentiveness and awareness of consequences as named above are 
equally important characteristics in leadership.  
 
4.4  Summary on Three Different Approaches to Virtue in Business 
 
This section tried to put the virtues previously described into a business context. 
It turned out that depending on the particular virtue ethics applied, business 
practice, corporate culture and leadership concepts can differ. However, all virtue 
ethics applied in a business context seem to share the same objective: doing good 
by “giving back” to society, in both material and non-material ways through 
virtues like generosity, magnanimity or benevolence (ren). Furthermore, respect 
(Confucianism) and non-interference (Daoism) are important virtues here, as in 
the context of external stakeholders, both lead to the same idea that the respective 
business practice should not negatively impact society (and the environment). 
However, regarding corporate culture there are significant differences. All 
approaches could be used to create a cooperative, positive and productive 
corporate culture. However, justice for example is characteristic for the 
Aristotelian approach, while hierarchy and a “positive paternalism” of taking 
care and being benevolent characterises the Confucian corporate culture. The 
Daoist corporate culture on the other hand is more about a non-coercive, flexible 
style, which would not work in a hierarchical organisation. With regard to 
leadership there are similar differences. Here again, Daoism advocates a 
“laissez-faire” approach in order for people to flourish and realising their creative 
potential, while both Confucius and Aristotle seem to favour a more active leader, 
may it be a courageous one, leading the group, or more the teacher kind of 
personality helping her team members to develop.  

In brief, Aristotle stands for a Western approach of virtue ethics in business by 



Three Different Approaches to Virtue in Business―Aristotle, Confucius, and Lao Zi 581 

values like courage, justice and individual development. The Confucian approach 
does not seem to know these values, neither does the Daoist approach, for which 
courage would be too forceful anyway. The Confucian approach emphasises 
respect, benevolence and social development, the development of the community 
or collective, resulting in harmony. The Daoist approach appears to be quite 
heretic with values emphasised like non-interference and leading from behind, 
going against any kind of hierarchy or imposition of values. Here, it seems to be 
solely in the responsibility of the individual to find and pursue the right way of 
action.  

When it comes to organisational structures, a Daoist approach requires a 
flexible, non-hierarchical organisation characterised by equality. Similarly, an 
Aristotelian organisational structure could be technically built on equality, as 
justice/fairness is an important virtue here. However, basically justice within a 
company needs to be only built on fair procedures but could still work in a 
hierarchical organisation. Confucianism on the other hand clearly builds on 
hierarchy together with some kind of paternalist sentiments (cp. Ip 2009). 

5  Overall Summary 

Over the past pages three different approaches to virtue have been described. 
Here, some differences but also similarities shall be outlined between the 
different approaches.  

First, the general focus differs. While in Aristotle’s approach to virtues there is 
only the individual and the society, i.e., based on anthropocentrism, both 
Confucianism and Daoism recognise some divine power, tian, and can be 
therefore defined as anthropocosmic (Tucker & Grim 2001). Yet, Aristotle and 
Confucius share the approach of putting the human being at the centre of their 
approach turning these into a “social philosophy.” Here, Confucius even goes 
beyond Aristotle by focusing on social harmony instead of individual eudamonia. 
Daoism on the other hand does not share this approach and refers to Nature as 
the ultimate starting point, which makes it a kind of “natural philosophy.”  

Second, the idea of what a good life is differs. Aristotle found the good life, 
and particularly happiness, in active participation in politics and philosophical 
contemplation. He tried to unite two very different approaches under his telos of 
eudaimonia, which could be reached by appropriate behaviour, i.e., excellence. A 
major part of his idea of the good life is based on action and this is why he 
developed a comprehensive virtue ethics.  

Confucius on the other hand has also developed a comprehensive virtue ethics, 
while he saw the good life in being part of a community, for which one must be 
familiar with the social norms and conventions and do his best to follow these. 
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Therefore, he emphasised self-cultivation as a form of social participation. 
However, Confucius junzi could be potentially seen as a kind of telos, as it 
presents the highest form of self-cultivation. 

Daoism in contrast is neither very political nor very social, yet is about 
self-cultivation but in a rather different sense compared to Confucianism. For in 
the DDJ self-cultivation actually means leaving the values imposed by society 
behind and returning to one’s nature, which means adopting the characteristics 
described further above.  

Third, the values emphasised differ. Aristotle saw great value in cultivating 
virtuous behaviour in order to reach eudaimonia but philosophically speaking the 
object of his philosophy, namely the human being, seems to be very occupied 
with herself and her telos. Hence, wisdom and happiness seem to be the main 
concerns of the Aristotelian individual. Confucius approached the human being 
in the context of social relations, particularly familial relations, and therefore put 
a high emphasis on morally good and appropriate behaviour.  

In Daoism again, there is no such thing as wisdom in the sense of 
contemplation, or morally good behaviour towards society and particularly not in 
the context of “observing rules of propriety.” The wisdom of the DDJ is about 
simplicity, modesty and softness and its “social program” is about being kind, 
supportive and benevolent but without explicitly emphasising the value of society. 
Furthermore, there is no specifically morally good behaviour in the DDJ, as the 
concept of morality is necessarily bound to social conventions.  

Generally, all schools of thought follow a very practical approach to virtue by 
giving more or less concrete instructions with regard to appropriate behaviour. 
All these practical approaches require the human being, who is not just following 
rules mechanically, to use reason (in the case of Aristotle), i.e., its capacity for 
knowledge and then decide according to the situation given. 

Furthermore, the idea of excellence in Aristotle could also be attributed to 
Confucius’ virtuous person, as cultivating ren is seen as the highest attainment, 
which becomes apparent in the idea of junzi (not discussed here). Ren in turn 
could be seen as something similar to Aristotle’s hexis, as both are a “cultivated” 
position, enabling one to follow “by heart” or habituation.  

Also, there is the idea of a “mean” or middle way in both Aristotle and 
Confucian thought with regard to what is the right action, hence virtue. However, 
this is not expressed explicitly in the LY but only in later works linked to the 
Confucian school of thought. 

Moreover, there even seems to be an overlap of virtues, for example Aristotle 
“shares” with Confucianism the idea of appropriateness, and with Daoism 
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gentleness and moderation. All three share the idea of trust, 17  while in 
Confucianism trust is particularly seen in the context of trustworthiness. 
Furthermore, they all share the virtue of magnanimity and kindness. Yet, since all 
these virtues were developed in a different cultural and historical context, it is 
oversimplified to just establishing similarities based on the same ascriptions 
given to these virtues. The connotations of the virtues differ significantly, as I 
have argued above (for example magnanimity for Aristotle is completely 
different to the perception in the DDJ; Aristotle’s magnanimity is seen in the 
context of wealth, while the Daoist perception is about and giving to others but in 
non-material terms). Kindness, on the other hand, is seen by Aristotle in a context 
of friendship and familiar people, in the LY it is the prerequisite to receive other 
people’s support and help, while in Daoism it means being empathetic and 
generally good-natured.  

Accordingly, as Solomon (1992) stated, virtues vary from culture to culture 
and over history (196). Therefore, what may have been considered a virtue in the 
5th century BCE can be seen as inappropriate or perhaps even ill suited today. 
This paper tried to test the relevance and topicality of these virtues by putting 
them into a modern, business-oriented context. It appears, many of these virtues 
can be still applied today, however, with some deviation from the original. 

6  Limitations 

This paper aimed to outline the approach to virtue and the virtues as such from 
the angle of Western and Eastern philosophy. Clearly, the Western approach 
differs significantly from the Eastern approach regarding the overall objective 
and the inclusion of a final goal, which is happiness. Yet, also the two Chinese 
approaches to virtue, namely the ones derived from the LY and the DDJ differ 
regarding their program, namely society in Confucianism vs. the individual in 
Daoism. However, this approach to virtue from different angles of course has its 
limitations. These are that the significant differences with regard to the historical 
and cultural context due to limited space could not be explained here in detail. 
Furthermore, the approach to virtue by each author outlined here is not 
exhaustive. The same is true for the virtues discussed, and particularly the virtues 
applied in business.  

This particular approach here served the purpose to giving an overview on 
three different schools of thought combined in one paper, focusing on their 
concept of virtue, as well as the specific virtues as such and their application in a 
business context.  Previous papers usually only focused on comparisons and 
                                                               
17 Trust in the DDJ is not discussed in this paper but see 17, 23 for further reference. 
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primarily between Aristotelian and Confucian virtues. This paper aimed to fill 
this gap by presenting two different Chinese philosophies and their approaches in 
one single paper in addition to a Western perspective. This approach also clearly 
shows that Chinese philosophy (as Western Philosophy) consists of significantly 
different strands, though of course Confucianism and Daoism also share some 
ideas. 

7  Conclusion 

In brief, there are for sure many differences between these three approaches. 
There are not only those differences with regard to the cultural and historical 
context but also regarding the general conception: anthropocentric (Western 
approach) vs. anthropocosmic (Eastern approach). Yet, even if Confucianism and 
Daoism are sharing the same approach, the practice is evidently different, as they 
pursue very different objectives.  

Hence, when it comes to comparisons, specifically between Western and 
Eastern approaches, one should be careful not to conflate the distinct approaches 
for the sake of merely finding similarities. Each of these approaches is distinctive 
in its own nature. And instead of skimming these for supposed similarities, in 
order to superficially “connect” different approaches, we should rather come to 
appreciate and embrace these differences for the purpose of using these as an 
inspiration and additional source for learning about our own philosophies. 
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