Book Review

Eric Mount, Jr., Professional Ethicsin Context: Institu-
tions, Images and Empathy. Louisville: Westminster/
JohnKnox Press, 1990. Pp. 176. $14.95. ISBN: 0-664-25143-
9.

Thetitle of the first chapter, “ Seeing is Behav-
ing,” succinctly expresses the thesis of thisbook. That
thesis grows out of Mount’ sreflections on amoral argu-
ment with an acquai ntance, an experiencethat taught him
that “how we saw things accounted more for our differ-
encesthanthemoral principleswemight evokeinaddress-
ing an ethical issue” (14). If seeingiscentral tomorality,
it then becomes important to examine the factors which
shapehow wesee. Mount realizesthat waysof seeingand
perceiving arealwaysembeddedinand reproduced by the
institutions and communities to which one belongs, and
which themselves often become objects of loyalty and
faith (123). Thus he sets out to explore the institutional
contexts which provide both the “ settings and the lenses
forvision” (17) withtheintent of critically examiningwhat
shapes the outlooks of the professions and thereby en-
larging our moral sensitivities.

Among the institutional settings (broadly con-
strued) that Mount discusses are business corporations,
institutions of higher education, hospitals, government
agencies and the professions.  He examines the meta-
phors, images and models used to create and sustain
corporate self-understanding (Chapter Four) and traces
them back tothestoriesand mythsinwhichthey arerooted
(Chapter Five). Accordingtothisschema, storiesarethe
most fundamental layer. They provide sensesof identity
and orientation which in turn drive the development of
metaphorswhich generate modelsfor construing reality.

Integratedinto hisanalysisaretwo constructive
approachestoissuesraised by theseinvestigations. First,
Mount argues that institutions are best construed
covenantally. Although this understanding has espe-
cially clear affinitieswith Judaismand Christianity, Mount
arguesthat suchaviewisnot theexclusiveproperty of any
religion. Rather, itisgroundedinthetacit moral commit-
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mentsone makesin joining afirm or aprofession (58-59)
andisconfirmedintheexperiencesof certain paradigmatic
organizationswhich stand out asexemplary (66-69). What
isgained by this construal of institutions, Mount argues,
isthe ability to hold institutions and professions respon-
sible for how well they uphold and support the common
good which they were intended to serve.

Mount’ ssecond proposal hasto do with how we
assess and evaluate competing perspectives or visions.
Heisnot content simply to report on the content of one’s
vision; hewantsto put it under scrutiny. Acknowledging
that there is no neutral perspective from which to make
these assessments, Mount suggests that a critical per-
spectivecanbeachieved, first of all, by registeringincon-
venient “facts’” whichrefuseto behaveasexpected by pre-
existing attitudesand paradigms(126). Suchaperspective
isalsomarked by humility, integrity, awillingnesstotake
responsibility for actions, arealismabout human potential
forevil, asenseof relationshipwithothers, faith, inclusive-
nessand hope (126-129; cf. 155).

Mountisawarethat thesecriteriaarethemselves
indebted to the Christian tradition, but defends them
becausethey arenot uncritically adopted. Rather, they are
themselvesput intodial oguewiththestoriesand perspec-
tivesof others(129), aprocesswhichrequiresthedifficult
but not impossible undertaking of empathetically “ stand-
inginothers’ shoes’ (134-150). Thepoint of thisexercise
isnot to become those other peopl e, but “to reoccupy our
own shoes as different people” who “own our traditions
inanewway” (150). Suchanopendialogue, Mount thinks,
may provide away of discovering common ground in a
fragmentedworld.

Both constructive proposalsaretimely (hisdis-
cussion of empathy is alone worth the price of the book)
and offer amuch needed point of view at atimecharacter-
ized both by the fact of socia fragmentation and the
suspicion that differences foreclose the possibility of
communication and debate. Mount’s position suggests
that one can affirm both particularity and the common



good. Put differently, Mount refusesto choose between
the two.

His proposals are not without their tensions,
however. Both seem overly optimistic, given Mount’s
own discussion. In spite of his perceptive treatment of
Bellaheta’ sfindingsonindividualisminAmericanlife he
seems unaware of how difficult that attitude makesit to
sustain any sense of common good. Following Bellah
(perhaps too closely, in fact), he thinks that churches
provide such communities and wants to suggest that
institutions of higher learning are likewise capable of
fostering such commitment (119-120). While the point
should not be pressed too far, it does seem that Mount
does not take seriously enough the degree to which
individualist ideologies have already permeated these
institutions and thereby render them incapable of doing
what he wants them to do.

Withregardtohisdiscussionsof commonground,
Mount likewise seems to be very optimistic about the
possibilitiesfor discoveringcommonground based onthe
factsthat we share acommon planet and acommon fate.
Such optimism seems a bit out of place, given his own
acknowledgment of thedifficultiesingettingintoanother’s
shoes and his cautions about the need to maintain a
realistic perspectiveonthepossibilitiesof humanevil. He
seems to assume that conversation will always lead to
agreement and ignores the possibility that conversation
may not proceed smoothly, or even if it does, that it may
only clarify very real and deep differences.

Overdl, Mount drawsfrom animpressive array
of insight and information. He combines theological
reflection (primarily fromthetraditiondevel opingout of H.
Richard Niebuhr’ swork, with someliberation theologies
thrown in for good measure) with work from the social
sciences(most notably Robert Bellah and associ ates, Erik
Erikson, LawrenceK ohlbergand Carol Gilligan), phil oso-
phy, popular literature and personal experiences. Al-
though hedoesnot explicitly draw fromMichael Polanyi’s
work, those familiar with it will be able to see affinities
between Mount’s views and Polanyi’s discussions of

conviviality and commitment. As usual, however, the
down-side of such breadth isthat significant differences
between thinkers are obscured and perspectives are too
easily harmonized.

This remains an important and useful book,
though, because it extends the emphases of virtue ethics
to mattersof institutional and professional ethics. It also
provides an accessible and engaging secondary entry
into many of the most pressing debates in epistemol ogy
and ethicstoday. It will not satisfy the decisionists and
casuistsamongitsreaders, but that isto beexpected since
they seethingsso much differently thandoesMount. The
book doesl eavethereader somewhat sympathetictotheir
complaint, however, because Mount does not demon-
strate the payoff of his approach by offering a well-
developed exampl e of professional ethicsdonethisway.
Atbest, heofferssometantalizing hints. Insum, thebook
should serve as a good companion and counterpoint to
more quandary-oriented books. The book should also
prove useful to undergraduates who will find thewriting
styleand illustrations accessible and illuminative.

Paul Lewis

Saint Olaf College
Northfield, MN
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Electronic Discussion Group

The Polanyi Society supports an electronic
discussion group exploring implications of the thought
of Michael Polanyi. For those with accessto the
INTERNET, send amessageto “owner-
polanyi @sbu.edu” to join the list or to request further
information. Communications about the el ectronic
discussion group may also be directed to John V.
Apczynski, Department of Theology, St. Bonaventure
University, St. Bonaventure, NY 14778-0012 PHONE:
(716) 375-2298 FAX: (716) 375-2389.

Submissionsfor Publication

Articles, meeting notices and notes likely to be of interest to persons interested in the thought of Michael
Polanyi are welcomed. Review suggestions and book reviews should be sent to Walter Gulick (see addresses|listed
below). Manuscripts, notices and notes should be sent to Phil Mullins. All materialsfrom U.K. contributors should
first besent to John Puddefoot. Manuscriptsshould bedoubl espaced typewith notesat theend; writersareencouraged
to employ simplecitationswithin the text when possible. Use MLA or APA style. Abbreviatefrequently cited book
titles, particularly books by Polanyi (e.g., Personal Knowledge becomes PK). Shorter articles (10-15 pages) are
preferred, although longer manuscripts (20-24 pages) will be considered.

Manuscripts should include the author’ s name on a separate page since submissions normally will be sent
out for blind review. In addition to the typescript of amanuscript to be reviewed, authors are expected to provide an
electroniccopy (oneither a5.25" or 3.5" disk) of accepted articles; itishel pful if original submissionsareaccompanied
by adisk. ASCII text aswell asmost popular IBM word processorsareacceptable; MACtext canusually betranslated
to ASCII. Besurethat disksincludeall rel evant informationwhich may hel p convertingfilesto Word Perfect or ASCI|.
Persons with questions or problems associated with producing an electronic copy of manuscripts should phone or
writePhil Mullins(816-271-4386). Insofar aspossible, TAD iswillingtowork with authorswho havespecia problems
producing el ectronic materials.

Phil Mullins John Puddefoot

Missouri Western State College Benson House, Willowbrook, Eton
St. Joseph, Missouri 64507 Windsor, Berks. SL46HL

Fax (816)271-4574 Fax 44753671482

e-mail:(mullins@acad.mwsc.edu)

Walter Gulick

Eastern Montana College
Billings, Montana59101
Fax (406) 657-2037
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