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Abstract

The article names the conditions that a conversation has to fulfill in order to become
a dialogue. The author undertakes to present the philosophy and ethics of dialogue,
which were established based on the concept of dialogue. Its representatives include
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ethics, it is demonstrated how the philosophy and ethics of dialogue could become
the foundation of the Republican economic ethics, developed by Peter Ulrich, and
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effects of which are visible to this day.
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1. In search of dialogue

It would seem that in the era of information technology development, in which the
Internet, e-mail and instant messengers were invented, and the use of mobile phones
became widespread, there is an ongoing dialogue taking place within companies.
Nothing could be further from the truth.

We no longer have time to engage in dialogue at work; on the contrary, elec-
tronic media available in the company bombard us with one-way messages—infor-
mation. The amount of information collected by companies and passed on to em-
ployees is so large that it starts to slip through the internal control, let alone the
external one. Disclosing information to unauthorized people frequently brings di-
scredit to companies and can be even used to terrorize them. These billions of pieces
of information that someone gathers, reviews, selects and passes on, reduce our time
to talk and sometimes prevent us from collecting our own thoughts.

Thus, in the era of ever more perfect communication systems, we have the
same amount of—or perhaps less—time at work for holding conversations that
could transform into a dialogue.

The overflow of private and business information naturally leads to a situation
when a conversation is reduced to an exchange of information. Yet, if we solely
exchange information, we do not enter into a dialogue.

And as life demonstrates, rather than acquiring knowledge, i.e., making an ef-
fort to synthesize information and trying to understand the laws governing reality,
one just needs to read instructions. Instructions, however, do not allow us to see the
reality in a broader perspective, do not teach us to ask questions, do not encourage
discussion or a joint search for answers, but conversely, they make us unwittingly
participate in a society which resembles a supermarket, and its main operating prin-
ciple is self-service. The instructions show us that we can solve all problems “step
by step”, without deeper reflection. Increasingly, it is enough to familiarize yourself
with the instructions or to create them. Critical thinking skills are replaced by thin-
king based on algorithms, which makes us choose alternatives.

And so, we live in a time when the word “menu” is no longer a harbinger of
the unknown—of a dish which can be delicious or quite ordinary. Now, the word
merely foreshadows possibilities coming from the choice of keys on the keyboard.
Thus, there is no need to discover or even know the rules. All we need is a pragmatic
choice. Instructions replace knowledge, while the laborious task of acquiring it, hol-
ding a discussion and contemplating, is left to specialists, who are behind the closed
doors of some research centers.

An even greater threat lies in the fact that instead of seeking wisdom, we resort
to passing on sets of information and instructions. They can be easily
communicated. A dialogue can be replaced with a reading of instructions.

In a similar manner, issued commands have little to do with dialogue, though
they constitute a form of defective communication. Unlike dialogue, they are one-
way communication.
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Going further in search of a dialogue, it should be noted that the form of
conversation called consultation is still not a dialogue, although it may lead to it.
Regarding their forms, consultations vary greatly depending on how well-informed
about a given situation the person with whom we consult is, as well as to what extent
we are willing to follow the offered advice. All of them, however, are only types of
conversations and dialogue is still out of the question.

Let us conclude by stating that when we talk, in the majority of cases we do
not engage in a dialogue. However, in the contemporary understanding of this word,
is what even such authorities as rhetoric and philosophy refer to as dialogue really
true dialogue?

2. The experience of philosophy and rhetoric in laying
the foundations of dialogue

Few have noticed that despite all the historical discontinuities in the development
of the Mediterranean cultures, rhetoric is the only subject that has constantly been
taught for 2,500 years. The fact that in the initial period of its development, rhetoric
was a weapon of both the advocates and opponents of philosophy demonstrates how
much importance was attached to it. Nonetheless, when rhetoric established the tra-
dition of writing “dialogues”, which was continued in the Middle Ages, it reflected
a completely different understanding of a dialogue than the one we have today.

The rhetorical-dialectical argument was introduced in philosophy at the end
of the 5™ century BC by Zeno of Elea. It regarded dialectical reasoning and consi-
sted in proving the theses of Parmenides’ teachings, which were in contradiction to
common sense and previous philosophical positions. His treatise was a “defense of
Parmenides’ argument against those who tried to make fun of it” (Plato, 2002,
p. 17). Therefore, being a defense, it did not provide foundations for holding a dia-
logue.

Zeno of Elea also wrote his own philosophical theses. A specific phrase is used
in Polish for this genre: rozprawa. It means “to think over” and to outwit [Polish:
rozprawié¢ sig] the opponent using the power of argumentation. It appears that au-
thors of philosophical dissertations frequently lack the ability that every philosopher
should demonstrate, i.e., remaining neutral throughout the discussion. Hegel’s fa-
mous statement referring to the facts that contradicted his theory—*all the worse
for the facts!”—reinforces the belief that this type of dialectical argumentation is
not enough to enter into a dialogue, in the contemporary sense of the word. We
belong to the camp defending a particular thesis, whereas those who challenge it are
considered to be adversaries.

As the democratic spirit grew in Athens, the conversation became a tool for
seizing and keeping power. The quality of arguments offered in a conversation al-
lowed the listener to determine the true measure of a speaker. In a democratic
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system, a person can gain a political function thanks to convincing argumentation.
Nevertheless, the political discourse of Athenian democracy was not a dialogue but
a conversation full of rhetorical tricks verging on manipulation.

In the late period of sophistry, eristic emerged as the art of disputation, in line
with which the resolution of a dispute is presupposed, in favor of the person using
eristic argumentation. Speakers employed rhetorical figures that were a mix of lo-
gical argumentation techniques and emphatic statements, intended to convince the
listener of their credibility.

A conversation that seeks to impose our own views will not turn into a dialo-
gue since the dialogue is not founded on attempts to persuade one another. What is
more, in such a conversation, the arguments of our interlocutor are not even taken
into account. Although a dispute is taking place and the arguments are being heard,
it is not done in order to consider them, but on the contrary — to refute them. And
so, there is another type of conversation which does not turn into a dialogue: a po-
lemic. In polemics, the purpose of conversation boils down to actively forcing our
own views on others. To engage in polemics is to wage a war of words; hence, its
name derives from polemos, which stands for war. Even though, from the outside,
polemics can be perceived as a lively exchange of arguments, it will never become
a dialogue as it is all about defending our position using verbal argumentation, and
not about exchanging ideas, examining the matter together and in cooperation, ar-
riving at some conclusions.

“Socratic dialogues”, i.e., those in which we can find traces of the thoughts of
Socrates himself, can be barely distinguished in Plato’s works. Yet, if it is achieved,
the persuasive function of a pedagogical conversation conducted by Socrates will
fully reveal itself.

It should be underlined, however, that contrary to what the name “Socratic
dialogue” may suggest, these conversations do not constitute dialogues in the full
sense of the word. It is missing the most important elements of dialogue, namely its
participant has to assume that the other party will contribute to the conversation. In
a “Socratic dialogue”, on the other hand, the participation is limited to accepting
statements or contradicting one’s OWN Views.

Dialectic, as Socrates understood it, is a specific type of discourse addressed
to a student, which is to create a new form of knowledge in his or her soul. As
Socrates puts it, it serves its purpose when

the dialectician chooses a proper soul and plants and sows within it discourse
accompanied by knowledge—discourse capable of helping itself as well as the
man who planted it, which is not barren but produces a seed. (Plato, 1958, p. 78)

According to the Greek philosopher, dialectic is the art of “defining concepts
and classifying them” (cf. translator’s note in Plato, 1958, p. 59). The proper cogni-
tion lies in drawing valid conclusions by rejecting the paths of reasoning that lead
us astray (cf. Zwolski’s commentary in Plato, 1996, p. 70). However, the student
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should not challenge the theses of the teacher, and he surely should not try to argue
with them by coming up with his own ideas. As mentioned before, the role of a stu-
dent is to support the thesis, or rather to nod in agreement.

For this reason, a “Socratic dialogue” is actually a monologue—despite Socra-
tes’ declarations that he learns from others. There is a particular point in a “Socratic
dialogue” that prevents it from turning into a real dialogue, namely the moment
when the other party, or the interlocutor, solely tries to keep up with the flow of his
masters’ thoughts. And since an exchange of ideas is not taking place, we cannot
speak of dialogue in this case either. Socrates does not engage in a real dialogue,
which means he does not take advantage of the wisdom of his interlocutors.

Contrary to popular belief, philosophy does not leave much room for the dia-
logue in which the master listens carefully to students and allows them to make
comments. It usually takes the form of a lecture that leads the student to adopt the
master’s viewpoint.

And it is still only part of the truth about the absence of dialogue in philosophy.
Plato’s experience proves to be highly informative to us as well. In those fragment
of Plato’s writings that present his own views, the interlocutor is, above all, a teacher
who, employing rhetorical figures or myths, tries at all cost to impose own—the
only valid—uvision of reality. In such conversations, Plato becomes a defender of
his philosophical system. Particular statements of interlocutors in “Platonic dialo-
gues” represent as if various paths that thoughts of Plato himself follow in order to
experience the truth. Yet, these roads go astray. Setting himself an ambitious goal—
full knowledge, Plato experiences that it cannot be achieved by thinking. Thus,
being aware that the theory of ideas cannot be supported with rational argumenta-
tion, Plato resorts to a myth so as to make his system credible in the eyes of his
interlocutors.

It is difficult to participate in a philosophical conversation which sets theoreti-
cal requirements that high. As in the case of “Socratic dialogues”, an interlocutor
can only nod in agreement or refute. What distinguishes Plato’s conversations, ho-
wever, is the fact that his interlocutors express astonishment and admiration for the
unusual images that the master conjures up when he lacks rational argumentation to
convince his students of the validity of his theses.

Consequently, the philosophical lectures-conversations led by Plato do not
constitute a dialogue in its contemporary sense either.

3. Conditions for dialogue

So far, we have identified the following types of conversations that do not transform
into a dialogue: an exchange of information, reading instructions to each other,
giving commands, a speech of praise, polemics, an active imposition of one’s own
views, a lecture and a monologue of the master. Thus, there is a whole spectrum of
possibilities when getting into a conversation: from issuing peremptory commands
or advancing our own theses—which we consider the only valid ones and so, we do
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not have an obligation to listen to opinion of others—through expressing our view
and hearing what our interlocutors have to say, to deliberating together with other
people.

During the day, we repeatedly utter so many words, make so many conversa-
tions. However, does it mean that we enter into a dialogue? As it follows from the
above considerations, we definitely do not. Dialogue is more than just speaking or
having a talk.

A dialogue is not any other conversation between two people, but the conversation
in which the testimony of the other person is recognized as an indispensable
source of knowledge about the subject matter. A dialogue is above all a method
of cognition. (Tischner, 1981, p. 182)

Trying to begin a conversation, we should be aware of whom we are ad-
dressing. What is the topic of conversation? And why do we start it in the first place?
Are we just looking for silent approval or do we want to hear something from others,
open to being convinced by them?

The first condition for turning a conversation into a dialogue concerns the abi-
lity to listen, which needs to be developed. From the very beginning, we have to be
convinced that others can express their opinion and we should be willing to consider
their arguments. Once the argumentation of our interlocutor gets through to us and
we are able to seriously consider it, a conversation assumes the character of a dia-
logue.® It is therefore about identifying the problem and focusing on solving it to-
gether.

For the conversation to be transformed into a dialogue, a person also needs the
courage to express their own opinion on what is most important to him or her, i.e.,
the capacity to become aware of and present their own worldview and the associated
system of values to a bigger group of people.

At the same time, we should shake the conviction that the only valid claims are
our own, and open ourselves to the criticism and argumentation of others. A dialo-
gue presupposes the courage to question all the assumptions to the point that we
might have to reconsider our own position. Accordingly, to turn an ordinary conver-
sation into a dialogue, it is necessary to be able to give up our own view of the world
in favor of a common perspective. We should also refer to our own “conceptual
apparatus” with reserve. Language must not be a barrier but a bridge. Moreover, it
is indispensable to hold no prejudice towards our interlocutors. And following De-
scartes’ example, we need to become skeptical about the value of arguments advan-

1 How rich in meaning is the verb to consider. In Polish, roz-wazy¢ means colloquially in trade: “divide
into parts that are equal in weight”. So we have some constants: a specific measure and weighted parts.
The emerging arguments are classified according to their weight, grouped and considered. Wazy¢
(literally: to weigh) is to determine the weight, and in this case to weigh up (roz-wazy¢) the gravity of
arguments. In turn, in German, we find a new clue. Erortern is to consider, and it means nothing else but
“to draw attention to, or to indicate the place (Ort) where the subject of discussion is born.” Cf. Heide-
gger, 2000, p. 27.
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ced by authorities or resulting from what is commonly agreed upon. By doing so,
we get the best out of tradition as it is during a dialogue that tradition is “battle
tested” and proves its value.

People engaging in dialogue should be thorough, i.e., ready to fully explain the
issue in question as well as to understand the thoughts of the other party without
distorting them. Listening to something does not necessarily mean paying heed to
it or recognizing the strength of the arguments behind it. It takes more than just
listening, as taking heed of what others say presupposes that we try to understand
their viewpoint in order to eventually grasp the complexity of the issue.?

However, the willingness to hear, consider and jointly seek answers is not the
only condition for a dialogue. A conversation aspiring to dialogue must be unaffec-
ted by non-subject-related argumentation, namely by violence. In a nutshell, if it is
to be a dialogue, the conversation must be unconstrained. Interlocutors cannot be
scared or see the possibility of aggressive behavior of the other party, or fear even
the slightest reprisal. For this reason, in the case of terrorists or representatives of
totalitarian systems, one does not enter into a dialogue but into negotiations.

Let us attempt to establish the preconditions for turning a conversation into
a dialogue. It is believed that both sides of the dialogue:

(1) recognize that rational argumentation is the foundation of a conclusive

dialogue.

(2) assume that the interlocutors are capable of providing rational arguments

which support their views.

(3) rule out irrational argumentation.

(4) denounce violence.

(5) are ready to take back their arguments if proven invalid.

(6) by recognizing the strength of rational argumentation, they are able to ac-

cept the conclusions to which this argumentation leads.

(7) on the basis of conclusions founded on logical argumentation, they are

able to jointly establish what rules should be applied in a given situation.

(8) by way of rational argumentation, arrive at a conclusion that is acceptable

to everyone, not just to those interested in reaping benefits from it.

The philosophy of dialogue shows that if we want to enter into a dialogue, we
must not objectify the other person. Someone becomes the participant in a dialogue
when we allow his or her personality to reveal itself here and now—in the present
(Gegen-wart). The German term best reflects the condition for being a participant
in the dialogue. Gegen-wartig, literally: “waiting in front of us”, is someone waiting
in a given moment for our arguments. And because of this waiting in front of us,
our thoughts are not left alone, but in every moment of the present, they meet the
thoughts of other people with whom we are having a dialogue. The other participant
in the dialogue constantly reveals to us new possibilities of addressing the issue in
question, surprising us with his or her argumentation. Thus, his or her being there
is the opposite of the encountered “standing in front of us”, opposite to the certain

2 Heidegger emphasizes that “to speak to one another means: to say something, show something to one
another, and to entrust one another mutually to what is shown. To speak with one another means: to tell
of something jointly, to show to one another [...]” (2000, p. 191).
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kind of permanent state which we are not moved by and which shows only its “pas-
sive persistence.” Passive persistence is not connected with waiting for something
and, as such, it constitutes an objectified being. As Martin Buber points out, the
word object (Gegen-stand) best describes the still being in front of us, which is
incapable of dialogue (cf. Baran, 1987, p. 11).3

Let us state it once again: the ability to listen to and accept the arguments of other
dialogue participants, and not to treat the person we talk to as an object that has
nothing to say, is a necessary condition for the conversation to become a dialogue.

4. Ethical dialogue

Not every dialogue has to do with ethics and can be recommended by business ethics
as a management tool. An ordinary dialogue cannot solve a conflict situation for the
benefit of all. A dialogue can be held as a type of negotiation in order to determine the
best use of resources for satisfying the interest of the conversation participants. An
ethical dialogue is distinct from the negotiations in which the course of action is
determined on the basis of the expected benefits and anticipated losses.

When a conflict situation arises—and this happens when both parties follow
the rules which are “at first glance” worthy of application and, as a result, they adopt
contradictory action directives—the participants in the dialogue should turn to
ethics. Then, there is a chance that it will be possible to solve the conflict if both
parties recognize certain ethical principles. This way, an ordinary dialogue turns
into an ethical dialogue, which lies within the scope of business ethics.

The indisputable requirements for an ethical dialogue are (cf. Apel, 1997, p. 85):

(1) the intelligibility of what is being said;

(2) the recognition of truth as an overriding value;

(3) the assumption of truthfulness;

(4) the endeavor to demonstrate the moral validity of one’s own solutions that

are proposed in the course of the discussion.

These principles of ethical dialogue must be accepted by the parties.
Otherwise, an ethical dialogue becomes impossible.

By way of argumentation, critical consideration and reasonable acceptance, the
parties in an ethical dialogue jointly (Habermas, 2000, p. 55):

(1) establish the veracity of statements (cognitive rationality);

(2) examine and recognize the effectiveness of intentional actions (instrumen-

tal rationality);

(3) assess the aptness of specific (moral) standards of behavior in a given case

and in given circumstances (moral-practical rationality).

% Thus, only a person constantly developing his or her own abilities can participate in a dialogue, and is
not an object that stands still in front of us. The idiomatic expression of “talking to the wall” carries
profound wisdom. The basis of a dialogue is therefore a meeting that takes place in a present moment
and with someone who gets into a conversation with us while displaying his or her intellectual
involvement.
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In this context, it becomes visible what importance and sense the application
of ethical principles has in the argumentation during a dialogue. An ethical dialogue
makes use of the regulatory potential of ethics. Ethical principles, aspiring to uni-
versal validity, provide an argumentative base on the long way towards reaching
a consensus. This way is marked by:

(1) seeking common reasons for action;

(2) making a decision to support argumentation through the application of

ethical principles;

(3) consciously recognizing the argumentation and jointly considering the ar-

guments that are based on ethical norms and principles;

(4) accepting those ethical arguments of which we were convinced during the

discussion;

(5) reorganizing or supplementing the personal motivational system with the

directives that we worked out together.

As the first step towards an ethical dialogue, we need to acknowledge the ex-
istence of a problem, of an issue worth examining in an ethical perspective. Next,
in the dialogue, we should answer the question of why the problem occurs. Does it
arise from an error, omission or due to unforeseen circumstances? Is the problem
directly related to the activities of our organization? Can we hear out all the people
affected by the issue? At the same time, we should try to conduct a thought experi-
ment together, which consist in imagining how the other people engaged in the
dialogue assess a given problem situation. It is crucial to remain open to the ethical
argumentation of others throughout the dialogue and to notice what was invisible
from our perspective. By doing so, we can also find the courage to change our own
moral judgment. A subsequent task that participants in an ethical dialogue have to
undertake is to explain that the essence of the matter that they agreed poses an eth-
ical problem. In order to do so, it has to be translated into ethical terms. Then, the
dialogue should result in suggestions on how to solve the problem based on the ap-
plication of ethical norms and principles. These suggestions should be considered
together, and thus, we should encourage our interlocutors to present the ethical ar-
gumentation that led them to the proposed solutions. And since ethical standpoints
are revealed in the dialogue, we should discuss how to bring about the situation in
which, working on different ethical assumptions, we will be able to unanimously
resolve the conflict situation.

Ethical principles must be used in a dialogue in a sensible way, i.e., choosing
norms that are rationally applicable in a given case, while taking into account all
aspects of their application.

In order to choose moral norms and ethical concepts that will solve the issue
in question, we can apply two particularly useful rules: the Prima Facie principle
and the principle of double effect.

An ethical dialogue should make us choose a reasonable action, that is, the one
which adheres to ethical standards and respects ethical principles that are possible to
implement. We should also avoid solutions which, though admittedly well perceived
from the perspective of ethics, are not to be achieved in practice. During a dialogue,



32 GRZEGORZ SZULCZEWSKI

ethics takes a non-rigorous form, possible to implement. Interlocutors often try to rea-
sonably get out of a situation in which strict adherence to all moral principles may
cause more harm than good. Ethics is by no means inclined to enforce the rule “let
justice be done, and let the world perish.” The parties should, however, establish
which norms must not—on no account—Dbe violated in a given situation.

Therefore, it is necessary to determine the scope of responsibility and the ways
to meet its requirements, to fully realize that in certain circumstances, taking re-
sponsibility involves making choices and disregarding less important imperatives,
such as the principle of kindness, so as to reach the absolute ethical minimum. Be-
cause in some cases we are unable to achieve all moral standards, we should men-
tion in the discussion each and every time that we have a responsibility to work
towards the change of a situation which still does not fully meet the ethical require-
ments. Hence, an ethical dialogue is the search for an optimal solution, which takes
into consideration the situation as well as the organizational and life necessities and
requirements; it is a sustained effort to determine a certain minimum of ethical re-
quirements that in a given situation have to be complied with. An ethical dialogue
should make us adopt a responsible stance (cf. Apel, 1992, p. 16).

An ethical dialogue can thus reveal the power of ethical thinking, which is
applied when our predispositions (courage, virtue) acquired in the process of our
upbringing, allowing us to act quickly and intuitively, are no longer enough to take
the proper action. Engaging in an ethical dialogue allows us not only to use the
intellectual potential and coupled strength of feedback that was created thanks to
the joint mental effort, but also to resort to the collective wisdom which was
professionally accumulated throughout centuries of ethical considerations. As
a consequence, if we agree to participate in an ethical dialogue, our actions become
more efficient since they are more acceptable, less conflicting and they readily
achieve the goals that are set in front of us.

To facilitate an ethical dialogue, we can distinguish four closely interacting
elements in what is being said (cf. Brown, 1997, p. 12):

(1) proposals for solving the problem, suggested ways of bringing the situa-

tion to an acceptable state;

(2) observations, or showing the root of the problem;

(3) assessments of a given situation, pointing to obligations that we and the

organization have to shoulder;

(4) hidden assumptions on the basis of which the solution to the problem is

put forward.

To provide an example, let us consider a fragment of ethical dialogue contain-
ing all four elements:

(1) Observation: The number of incidents of breaking into the IT systems of

the company is increasing.

(2) Proposal: It is necessary to take measures in order to protect the privacy

of our clients.

(3) Imperative: We are obliged to guarantee the confidentiality of data.
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(4) Assumptions: Respect for the privacy lies in the canon of the European
tradition, provides the foundation for one of the basic norms and is a requi-
rement resulting from Immanuel Kant’s practical imperative.

As it follows from the foregoing deliberations, an ethical dialogue is the only
dialogue that can be promoted by business ethics, because it is the dialogue that
defends the interests of all people, and not just of advocacy groups or of commercial
organizations.

5. Therole of dialogue in business in the context of business ethics

The importance of all the above-mentioned conditions for entering into and conduc-
ting an ethical dialogue is particularly apparent during conflict situations that occur
in economic life. In these situations, we are always tempted to either reduce the
possibility of holding a reliable dialogue or to turn the considerations into a search
for ways of safeguarding our individual interests so as to produce desired economic
outcomes. What is more, an ethical dialogue is necessary. A great example is
provided by the sphere of Swiss and German political culture, where economic pro-
jects and strategies are lively discussed and if they do not fulfill ethical and social
requirements, they are subject to severe criticism.

For this reason, the business ethics of the German-speaking area could not
ignore the possibility of using an ethical dialogue for introducing moral norms into
economic life.

Consequently, ethical dialogue plays a key role in both the Republican, inte-
grative economic ethics of the Swiss scholar Peter Ulrich as well as in the corporate
ethics based on agreement-oriented management, presented by the German econo-
mist, Horst Steinmann.

According to Ulrich, the two perspectives on economic activity—the economic
and the ethical—can be integrated. Both the economic calculation and the moral
evaluation of economic decisions form the basis for argumentation in the dialogue
that takes place between entrepreneurs and society. Taking public opinion into ac-
count is a real and crucial factor that entrepreneurs must consider if they wish to
avoid incurring unexpected expenses or even having their business project banned
altogether.

And so, the integrative ethics of Peter Ulrich aim at making a moral assessment
of anticipated actions already at the level of the business project creation. Underta-
king these actions should depend not only on the profit they will bring, but also on
whether they can be judged as reasonable and justified to society.

An entrepreneur is simultaneously a citizen, and of a special kind—a quasi-
public person. In this sense, in real economic decisions, two types of responsibility
overlap: economic and civic, and what connects them is moral responsibility. The
dialogue between entrepreneurs and society as well as social debates on, for exam-
ple, the future of atomic energy, is where the usefulness of an ethicist becomes ap-
parent.
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As Peter Ulrich writes, in the economy, moral responsibility is inseparably
linked to political co-responsibility. It is realized in building a consensus among all
the people who will be affected by the decisions.

Dialogue between entrepreneurs and stakeholders, social dialogue (e.g. on mi-
nimum wages) and public debate are “meta-institutions” which implement moral
values in a business activity. What they try to pursue is life politics. It involves
creating opportunities for economic development that bring life satisfaction to all
citizens. Thanks to it, society develops harmoniously, maintaining its vitality.

Public dialogue takes place within a free, liberal democratic society, in which
economic necessities do not lead to economic determinism, but in the process of
deliberation, they are presented as facts which should be taken into account. It re-
sults in searching for the best solutions in the ethical, social and civic terms, which
will pursue life politics, while allowing for an economic reality that is determined
by economic necessities.

Entrepreneurs need to engage in a dialogue with stakeholders and, at the same
time, by means of political dialogue, they should work out a reasonable distribution
of mutual obligations. All conflicts of interests and values between entrepreneurs
and stakeholders should be solved based on ethical justification. Yet, although ethi-
cal arguments are decisive, the stakeholders may not always be right. Dialogue,
therefore, ensures a state of equilibrium, albeit unstable, between the interests of
entrepreneurs and society.

In Ulrich’s view, a dialogue takes place between an entrepreneur or entrepre-
neurs and local communities or society. On the other hand, Horst Steinmann's ethics
of dialogical management oriented towards communication maintains that dialogue
begins in an enterprise.

According to Horst Steinmann, the technical reason indicates what measures
can be adopted, while the economic reason assesses which means and goals are
profitable. Nonetheless, in certain circumstances, using the principle of profit
maximization as the only criterion for making economic decisions may give rise to
concern. It is a formal principle that may point to any solution, including illegal or
unethical ones as well.

Hence, the input of practical reason is still necessary. It tries to help us choose
the right goals and means. Then, it becomes clear why ethical dialogue is the best
tool to achieve the goals of practical reason.

It is important that dialogue bring out the dilemmas that are created by conflic-
ting directives, which result from the principle of economic efficiency and the im-
peratives of morality. Dilemmas are identified much faster in a dialogue between
co-managers and staff than in the company manager’s solitary search. It is in dialo-
gue where the argumentation on benefits and losses is best presented, and it is what
makes a joint decision which respects moral norms and the principles of economic
efficiency easiest to reach. Moreover, an animated dialogue makes it possible to
look for truly alternative solutions that can rule out the very possibility of conflict.
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Horst Steinmann notes that since ethics should serve the function of correcting
decisions that are based solely on the profit maximization principle, when those
decisions lead to a conflict between an enterprise and its employees or society, the
task of an ethical dialogue is to keep the peace, i.e., to find a solution that is
satisfactory to both parties engaged in the dialogue.

It is understandable that in Horst Steinmann’s view the best corporate culture
is a culture open to argumentation. In the dialogues conducted within an enterprise,
ethical rules are realistically implemented in the management and organizational
life processes as the tools of arbitration and regulating intra-organizational
behaviors.

The German economist asserts that management oriented towards profit should
be turned into communication-oriented management. It makes up an organization
in which all parties share a mutual trust. At the same time, it increases the likelihood
that internal associates of the company will, through dialogue, undertake the ini-
tiative to resolve moral dilemmas at lower levels of management themselves.

As Horst Steinmann observes, in the times of moral relativism, or even of amo-
ralism, the only way for moral norms to be recognized is through ethical dialogue.
Concrete solutions that participants in the dialogue agree on take the form of a con-
tract specifying which norms apply to everyone. Such values as honesty, promise-
keeping, justice, respect for others, reasonable forbearance as well as consistency
in thought and deed are the arguments that appear in the dialogue between entrepre-
neurs and their staff.

At the enterprise level, there are a number of ongoing conflicts which Stein-
mann refers to as ad hoc conflicts. They can be settled in a dialogue with all the
parties who experience the sense of injustice.

The actual role of an entrepreneur and a leader is to conduct the conversation
in a way that the positions which at the beginning of the discussion were causing
controversy can be reconciled. All the same, achieving a consensus should consist
in establishing not only the means, but also—if possible—the objectives of
a business activity. Therefore, the goal of leadership ethics is political in character,
as it should solve conflicts.

Steinmann distinguishes one more important function of a dialogue. As he po-
ints out, only when the theory of socially responsible management (stakeholder the-
ory) is combined with the imperative to engage in a dialogue can we challenge its
false assumption that managers are the ones who know best what interest was
violated and what is good for their co-workers, clients, investors and the external
environment of the company. In a dialogue, the wrongdoings are spelled out, and
the real ways of compensating them are jointly discussed. Dialogue allows the com-
pensation process to take place as it is used to discuss the balancing of interests as
well as to show the possibility of abandoning the strategy that acts against the inte-
rests of the parties to the dialogue.

While drawing attention to the importance of dialogue within the company,
Horst Steinmann also emphasizes its role in maintaining social peace. A dialogue
with employees allows entrepreneurs to notice the sphere of social obligations and,
by pointing to ecological problems, to keep the “environmental peace.” An
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international dialogue, on the other hand, maintains world peace through discus-
sions with other communities which aim at working out the basis of justice in global
economic relations. By doing so, they create a self-commitment to fight for the
change of unjust law, or at least to not make use of it while investing in countries
that enforce it.

The critique of both versions of dialogical business ethics raises the question
whether a dialogue is always possible in the real life of an enterprise, for example, when
it is necessary to make a quick decision or when the secrets of a company cannot be
revealed and, consequently, the dialogue participants do not have the full information
needed to make the right ethical evaluation. Yet, despite these reservations, the postulate
of engaging in a dialogue in every situation can be seen as a kind of ideal aim that one
should strive to achieve, always taking into account the circumstances that are determi-
ned by a situation of making a decision in economic life.

The application of an ethical dialogue as a management tool is even more con-
ditional. It is due to the fact that the staff’s and managers’ level of morality must
make it possible to apply ethical arguments, and these arguments should be able to
influence the course of the economic activity.

Thus, the moral awareness of the staff should be at least at the conventional
level; and the management should be at the third level, the most mature one, i.e.,
the ethical level. People at the third level of moral development, who recognize as
good those things that are good for all people, and not just for their own company
or their society, are capable of changing an ordinary dialogue, which involves
aligning individual interests as well as determining and allocating obligations and
benefits, into an ethical dialogue, in which the activities of the company are jointly
considered in terms of the good of all people and not just the stakeholders.

Considering the activity of a company in the economic, legal or even cultural
context does not offer such a possibility. Only ethics provide a universal perspec-
tive. Hence, we talk about the need for an ethical dialogue.

At the end, this long and seemingly roundabout way allowed us to capture the
essence of an ethical message for the business world. A dialogue in management is
nowadays a necessity, and it has to be an ethical dialogue, the characteristics of
which we uncovered by clearing up misunderstandings regarding its substance.
Only by searching for solutions that are based on universal principles, i.e., ethics,
and are satisfactory to all can we contribute to the construction of an order in the
globalized world, and thus avert the conflicts which make it impossible to do fair
business.
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