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‘The notion of vocation seems to have slipped away like a coin down the back of a sofa’. So lamented the former Bishop of Liverpool in a radio programme broadcast shortly before his retirement (Jones 2013). Vocation, he said, has two dimensions. First, it involves the idea of service; second, it says something about the individual who is said to ‘have’ vocation. Both dimensions connect with the central issues examined in this paper – the idea of public service and virtue ethics respectively.

    The paper begins with a discussion about the idea of public service - what is or may be meant by use of the term and what is not meant, or need not necessarily be meant. Second, there is an examination of allegations that there has been a decline in the idea of public service. This section concludes by introducing two contrasting remedial approaches – rules based and people based.  The latter leads to the third section of the paper – virtue ethics. The notion of virtue ethics is introduced, drawing upon the works of classical as well as contemporary scholars. The fourth section deals with some of the possible difficulties and the applications of virtue ethics in connection with the idea of public service.  There is discussion about the extent to which virtue ethics can be taught. The fifth and concluding section draws the threads together with an assessment of the efficacy of virtue ethics to the idea of public service.
The idea of public service

The idea of public service is a strangely elusive one, defying any attempt at expression in a single sentence or neat phrase. It is easier to begin by saying what is not meant – or not inherently involved. First, the idea of public service should not be equated with any particular view about the role of the state. While more readily associated with an extensive state role, the notion of public service can feature even in the barest minimal state systems, save those associated with the public choice school (see below).  For even where the state assumes a more modest role, the idea of public service is no less vital in the discharge of those functions for which it does have responsibility. Second, while the public service is inalienably linked with the state, the public sector itself is a more permeable entity than it was, say, 30 or 40 years ago (Bell and Hindmoor 2011). Many quasi-public, voluntary and other agencies now deliver public services. The minister for the Cabinet Office, Francis Maude, has extended the remit of the Committee on Standards In Public Life to embrace ‘all those involved in the delivery of public services, not solely those appointed or elected to public office’ (HC Debs Vol. 558, col. 7WS, 5 February 2013). Third, the idea of public service need not be equated with any particular mode of delivery.  That said, certain modes of delivery may rest uneasily alongside and may indeed corrode the idea of public service – for example the extensive use of business and other management methods (Elcock 1995). 
    What, then, is implied by the idea of public service? In its first report, the Committee on Standards in Public Life identified seven principles of public life: selflessness; integrity; objectivity; accountability; openness; honesty; leadership (Nolan 1995, p. 14). Such statements, while apposite, fail fully to capture the deeper spirit implicit in the idea of public service.  In this regard, five implicit characteristics can be identified: the common good; other-orientation; duty; extra-contractualism; and incorruptibility. For each of these characteristics it is necessary to offer a few words of elucidation in the present context. 

    The common good

Public service seeks to promote the good of the whole community, not just particular sections of it.  Services for certain sections of the community, including affirmative action and positive discrimination, are perfectly compatible with the common good. Nevertheless, the common good is an holistic concept – more than the sum of parts. It is allied to the notion that the elevation or aspirant virtue of the individual is nurtured in the elevation and virtue of all. It has roots in the Christian and other religions. In the political ideology of T H Green it was ‘the concept above all others’ in which individuals can will a good for themselves only by embracing the interests of others (Carter 2003, p. 27). It may be said that a diversity of value systems such as are to be found in contemporary society negates the shared values upon which the common good is founded (Horton 1992, p. 75). The Austrian/American economist and sociologist Joseph Schumpeter (1976, pp. 250-52) doubted whether the common good could be served by democracy, the natural volunté générale. But, as Ryan (2012, pp. 959-61) points out, this does not negate the existence of a common good, elusive as it may be. It can, within limits, embrace quite a wide spectrum of values, compatible perhaps with mild versions of ‘ethical egoism’ (Rachels 2003, pp. 76-90). It continues to feature in discussions about communitarianism and deliberative democracy (Cohen 1989, pp. 23-26; Etzioni 1997, pp. 90-93). The common good will remain a slippery and contentious notion. But it is vital mood music, setting the tone for the spirit of public service.
    Other orientation
As noted above, T H Green placed great emphasis upon the notion of the common good. He talked about each individual ‘bearing his part in a society in which the free exercise of his powers is served...through the recognition by each of the others...’ (Green 1997, p. 350). He believed that the capacity of the individual to conceive a common good as one’s own is ‘co-ordinate with his recognition of rights on behalf of others’ (Ibid. p. 351). He further noted: ‘The capacity ... on the part of the individual of conceiving a good as the same for himself and others, and of being determined to action by that conception, is the foundation of rights’ (Ibid, p. 353). The idea of public service, then, is bound up with that of the common good, in turn closely linked with that of the individual in relation to others – other orientation.  It implies a selfless, outward looking disposition, embracing other regarding sensibilities, or sympathies.  Such sympathy takes cognisance of the needs and perspectives of others while maintaining the higher countenance that is necessary to uphold the common good.  It is most obviously associated with notions of the public service rooted in socialism, social democracy and ‘one nation’ conservatism. It is rejected by champions of the public choice school – those who deny that state functionaries can be other than a rent seeking, self-serving cadre (Niskanen 1973).  But among many state minimalists there is a tradition of compatibility. In his Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith (1976, pp. 15-16) said : ‘We run not only to congratulate the successful, but to console the afflicted’ (Smith 1976, pp. 15-16). The basis for such sentiment lay not in what Smith called ‘the soft, the gentle, the amiable virtues, the virtues of candid condescension and indulgent humanity’ (Ibid. P. 23). Rather, it rests in the capacity to feel for others and to indulge one’s benevolent affection. These sentiments could alone produce ‘that harmony of sentiments and passions in which consists their whole grace and humanity’ (Ibid. P. 25).  Writing a century after Smith and as a more strenuous minimalist, Herbert Spencer also embraced an ethical dimension (Spencer 1978, esp. part 3). Such moral or ethical dimensions provided the bedrock upon which competitive capitalism could release its dynamic energies while (hopefully) averting its fissiparous tendencies. In showing the utility of other orientation in the case of state minimalists such as Smith and Spencer, it can be assumed to engage with the idea of public service in more extensive state roles. And for all such writers, a further key element is that of duty.
    Duty

Smith (1976, p. 137) asked why, when our feelings are often so sordid and selfish, our active principles (behaviour) should often be so generous and so noble. His answer was not the ‘soft power of humanity’ or the ‘feeble spark of benevolence’ but the power of ‘reason, principle, conscience, the inhabitant of the breast, the man within, the great judge and arbiter of our conduct...the love of which is honourable and noble, of the grandeur, and dignity, and superiority of our characters’. These are among the elements that Smith called duty. For other writers – contemporary ones as well – the idea of duty that reaches beyond the individual to others is central. Selbourne (1994, pp. 147-74) emphasises the importance of the citizen’s duty to the maintenance of the civic bond. Duty is a form of service to the civic order and is best rendered voluntarily (Ibid. p. 230). It can of course be an act of reciprocation – to do well for others because they have done well for us, or in anticipation of their so doing.  On the other hand, duty may have a moral dimension – a self-ordained obligation to do something because it is the right thing to do, whether or not it yields benefit or gratification. And, as Williams (2011, p. 8) says, to act morally is to act autonomously. Such conception derives from Kantian deontology – an emphasis upon motive rather than outcome as the essence of duty. As Kant put it: ‘an action from duty has its moral worth not in the purpose to be attained by it but in the maxim in accordance with which it is decided upon, and therefore does not depend upon the realisation of the object of the action but merely upon the principle of volition...’ (Kant 1998, p. 13 – italics in original).  Here, Kant seems to set aside any consideration as to the object or outcome arising from duty. It is important nevertheless to note that he links the morality of duty to the ‘necessity’ of respect for the rule of law. In the present context, it can be said that the idea of public service demands the exercise of duty not simply on account of reciprocal gratification or implied reward but also in terms of ‘higher motives’ – a disposition associated with its intrinsic fulfilment, and more. This can be seen in the notion of extra-contractualism. 
    Extra-contractualism

If duty rests upon the premise of morality rather than (or as well as) that of reciprocal gratification or implied reward, then certain things follow. It need not, for example, negate the employment contract or job description that specifies a list of duties to be discharged by the public servant. It embraces that – but much more besides.  The idea of public service has a moral dimension that is also extra-contractual, implying something over and beyond the formal contract specification. Indeed it not only exceeds that which is or may be specified; it goes over and beyond that which is specifiable in a formal contract.  The idea of public service cannot be bought or sold for thirty pieces of silver – or any number of silver pieces, for that matter. It is a counter to the time honoured maxim that everything has its price. On the contrary, it is an unconditional commitment to the public service. It can mean a number of things but two in particular. First, it demands that the public servant go the ‘extra mile’ in the discharge of his or her duties, rather than quitting with the job half done simply because formal contractual obligations have been fulfilled or because the box has been ticked, so to speak.  Second, it requires a resolve to maintain the spirit of public service, whatever the countervailing temptations. This leads to a further principle – that of incorruptibility. 
    Incorruptibility

Incorruptibility implies integrity, a resolve to resist the temptation to corruption. And corruption has two dimensions. First is the misuse or abuse of public office. Here it is usually seen as the use of public position for personal gain or gratification, as in fraud, bribery, disposition of favours or the misappropriation of funds. It may also include less eye catching practices such as the petty theft or personal use of official property.  Second, there is the defilement or perversion of the public service and its associated ideals - what Chapman (1993, p. 165) called the ‘corruption of quality’.  In this sense, the idea of public service is corrupted when any or all of its tenets are defamed or diminished. 
    Incorruptibility, then, lies in the capacity not only to resist fraud or other practices that are either illegal or which are of dubious legality; it rests also in a capacity to uphold the central values of public service, both in word and deed. It is vital to uphold the idea of public service and to protect its core values from the intrusion of harmful elements. Such harmful elements need not be unlawful ones. On the contrary, corruption of the idea of public service in this second sense may well arise from practices that are unambiguously within the law; they may indeed be central to the spirit of the age. There has been much debate about whether and to what extent there has been any such corruption of the idea of public service. It is therefore necessary briefly to examine such claims.  

The idea of public service in decline – evidence and remedy 
This section consists, first, in a critical examination of claims to the effect that there has been some sort of decline in the idea of public service. Second, it sets out two contrasting routes by which remedial action may be pursued. 
    Rumours of decline

There have been numerous assertions about a decline in the idea of public service and in the public service ethos. O’Toole (1993) has complained about a loss of purity, a corruption of public service, largely in the second of the two senses discussed above. The same author has further claimed that government ministers, permanent officials and special advisers no longer have ‘any sense of the public interest, seem not to be guided by an ideal of public service and do not have any incentive to think in these terms’ (O’Toole 2006, p.vii). Two points arise from these assertions. First is the implication of an earlier age from which there has been subsequent decline. Second, that there has been some sort of gravitational pull away from the idea public service, a lack of encouragement (or incentive) to uphold its values.  Clarke (1996, p. 1) says that the public domain has failed to offer adequate opportunity for the practice of civic virtues and that the notion of the common good has been replaced by a variety of differing goods, while Lawton (1998, p. 59) notes a shift from ‘duty to performance’. David Marquand (2004, p. 1) thinks that there has been a decline in what he calls the public domain - citizenship rights, professional pride in a job well done and a sense of duty . He has further complained about the ‘attrition of the public realm’ in which public goods have become commodities and public servants harassed salespeople – a process, he says, that has advanced relentlessly under governments of different colours (Marquand 2014, p. 183). And while noting some grounds for optimism, the Committee on Standards in Public Life has expressed concern that there is ‘a fundamental misunderstanding of what it means to be a public officer’ (Bew 2014, p. 15, para. 2.4).
     The factors that typically underlie such concerns can be classified under four broad headings: structure; procedure; personnel; and culture. Among the structural factors may be cited programmes of privatisation, contracting out, the proliferation of arm’s length agencies, quasi-state and non-state organizations  - all part of the ‘hollowing out’ of the state (Rhodes 1994). Process would include the multifarious techniques of business management in the delivery of public services, replete with targets. It also embraces the extensive use of protocols, codes of practice and other ‘rules of engagement’.  In matters of personnel, the move away from a career service has been a central feature, common grading superseded by performance-related pay and patterns of movement across and between different sectors. Cultural factors – what Marquand (2004, pp. 88-115) calls Kulturkampf – are more difficult to specify. They would include the (misapplied) ideologies of business, part of the neo-liberal touchstone – and (unintentionally), from a different trajectory, a utilitarian fetish for audit trail efficiency.  
    These are among the reasons for thinking that there has been some degeneration in the idea of public service.  The case is a highly plausible one; but to what extent does it stand scrutiny?
    There was never a golden age for the idea of public service. There is no agreement as to when such an age existed; and, if it did exist, it was not without blemish. Many of the claims for the existence of a more strenuous public service ethos in times past have been made in connection with the elite in Whitehall.  What, though, about those who served at lower levels and beyond Whitehall?  How can decline be measured, if such there has been?  And are we talking about attitudes and/or behaviour; or about the wider political and administrative culture?  These are tricky questions.  Yet to question the existence of a golden age is not to deny that there may have been an earlier period in which the idea of public service had greater purchase, something closer to the ideal than has prevailed subsequently (Heffer 2013). During the nineteenth century and for much of the twentieth century there was a prevailing cadre of what Collini (1991) calls ‘public moralists’ who held a lofty view about the conduct of public affairs, even if the reality did not always match the ideal. Such ideals pervaded not only the intellectual, political and mandarin classes of Westminster and Whitehall. In many of the larger towns and cities, professional and business leaders gave their talents to civic governance (Hennock 1973; Fraser 1982; Harrison 1996, pp. 115-32). These were an elite minority of public servants.  But they were a very influential minority, able to set the tone for others. How widespread, how far down the line and for how long their writ held sway it is difficult to know. There may never have been a golden age; but there was perhaps a gold plated age. 
    It is difficult if not impossible conclusively to validate or to deny claims that there has been a decline in the idea of public service. But there is sufficient reason to suppose that there has been substantial change. If nothing else, the reality of public service is not what it was; it is more difficult to uphold and to adhere to its earlier values and practices. There is at least some substance to the former Bishop of Liverpool’s lament about the loss of vocation. What, then,  may be done by way of remedy?
    Fixing the hole: two remedial approaches

Remedial measures to reverse the decline in the idea of public service may be classified under two headings: rule based and people based. 

    Rule based approaches cover a broad range. At the highest level of abstraction, they derive from constitutional checks and balances that are designed, in the words of American founding father Thomas Jefferson, to ensure that: ‘the powers of government should be so divided and balanced among several bodies of magistracy that no one could transcend their legal limits without being effectually checked and restrained by the others’ (Jefferson 1964, p. 113). More specifically, they include statute law, judicial review (in its widest sense), parliamentary scrutiny, charters, protocols, codes of practice and the like, reaching down to the most mundane levels of public service. In the UK and elsewhere, all these mechanisms have been employed with increasing frequency over the last forty or fifty years (Barberis 2013).  Thus if there has been a perceived diminution in the idea of public service, then one remedial approach would be to write it into the rule book. If there is a problem with ‘duty’, then embrace it in the job description or develop a supplementary code. Or if public service functionaries are so inured to their targets that they lose their other orientation, then write other orientation into a code of practice or translate it into a target, preferably enumerated.  All this implies a shift from ‘soft core’ to ‘hard core’ versions of the rules approach (Carr 1999, p. 10); or, as Kernaghan (1993) puts it, from the Ten Commandments to the comprehensive Justinian Code.  In extremis, the assumption is that for every problem or shortcoming there is a rule or procedure to provide a solution.
    Rule based approaches need not and should not be abandoned. There are many areas of public life where they are necessary and appropriate. But where carried to excess or applied inappropriately, they lack efficacy and can become counterproductive. There are four problems. First, rules tend to beget more rules. The promulgation of one ‘rule’ will necessitate the formulation of supplementary, elucidatory or other refinement. Plato (1941, pp. 114-15) observed that ‘...there is something very amusing about the way in which ... (some rulers) will spend their lives making a host of petty regulations and amending them in the hope of reaching perfection...They have no idea that they are cutting off the heads of a hydra’.  Second, it is sometimes the case that the tighter and more elaborate the regulatory framework, the less efficacious it becomes. The French essayist Michel de Montaigne (2003, p. 222) put it nicely. He said: ‘we can seize hold even of virtue in such a way that our actions make her vicious if we clasp her in too harsh and too violent an embrace’.  
    There is a third problem. It applies particularly where rules are formulated to govern behaviour or to ensure good conduct. Here the danger is a loss of trust (Barberis 2003, pp. 193-94). Those who are subject to elaborate codes to regulate their behaviour may feel that they are not trusted. They may even feel forced to ‘dumb down’ to the lowest denominator of requirement, substituting the appearance of good practice for the real substance. Trust is necessary to maintain the ‘everyday civility that is crucial to effective public life’ (Giddens 2000, p. 78). It is best maintained not by formal rules but ‘as a set of ethical habits and reciprocal moral obligations internalized by each of the community’s members’ (Fukuyama 1995, p. 9). The point is no less valid when the community is a group of public servants. Fourth and finally, where elaborate rules are employed to govern behaviour and conduct, something is inevitably lost in translation.  Oakeshott (1975, p. 67) says: ‘Where the relationships of a moral practice are articulated in rules they lose some of their characteristic expansiveness. The “play” between agents is diminished’.  Rules may often be inappropriate to the maintenance of the ‘good’. Thomas Aquinas (1959, p. 119) noted that laws were best directed to that which is useful, rather than good; and that they could make people good only in certain respects. Rules based approaches can and probably have become counter- productive, even detrimental to the idea of public service. The trick is to discriminate between ‘good rules’ and ‘bad rules’. Onora O’Neill (2002, pp. 45-59) makes the distinction between ‘intelligent accountability’ and ‘managerial accountability’ – that is, accountability with a sensitivity to good governance and within a framework of financial and other guidelines, rather than the mechanical adherence to often centralised systems of management control. Intelligent accountability gives rein to judgement, focusing upon the qualities of the individual or group of individuals. Enter the people based approach. 
       People based approaches rest heavily upon the qualities, character, disposition and behaviour of the individual public servant. There is a premium not only upon the selection and nurture of personnel but also upon the political and administrative cultures within which they operate. Behaviour is important; so too are the human qualities that underlie behaviour.  The public servant does what is right because it is right, not because there is a specific rule to follow; he or she knows what is right because they are the right kind of people who have been selected as such, have had the right kind of nurture and operate in an environment that permits, indeed encourages, the pursuit of virtue. The abiding attraction is expressed in the aphorism ‘every rule written into the heart means one less law that needs to be written into the statute book and one less police officer on the streets’. So stated it is of course an ideal, not a description of reality. As such, it is helpful to turn to the notion of virtue ethics.  
Virtue ethics

Virtue ethics is no more amenable to concise and elegant definition than is the idea of public service. Commentators differ as to where they place their emphasis; certain aspects that are held by some to be of central importance are for others the subject of contention (Swanton 2013). That said, it is possible to identify five dimensions that feature in most discussions of virtue ethics. They are: agency; notions of virtue; character; motive; and action.
    Agency

Perhaps the nearest thing to consensus about virtue ethics is that it is agent based – that is, human agency. Keenan (1998, p. 84) says that virtue ethics is ‘simply interested in persons’. More specifically there is a common focus upon the moral agent (Slote 1992; 2001). The notion of agency implies the capacity of human beings to make choices that have consequences, while acknowledging that they do so within a context of constraints. Virtue ethicists stress the importance of human qualities, both of individuals and groups of individuals.  Such a focus has its roots in the classical writings of, inter alia, Plato and Aristotle, especially the latter. Other and contemporary writers have developed their ideas from these roots.
    Notions of virtue

It is from Aristotle that many notions about the nature of virtue derive. According to Aristotle (2011, p. 88) ‘it is not possible to be truly good without wisdom, nor wise without moral virtue’. ‘Moral virtue’, he said, ‘is concerned with certain means, and is itself a middle state ‘(Ibid. p. 19). By ‘middle state’  he meant that virtue lies between the extremes of excess and deficiency and is manifest in a number of characteristics such as gentleness, courage, modesty, temperance, justice, liberality, candour, friendliness, dignity, pride, magnificence and wisdom.  Thus gentleness is a middle state between irascibility and impassivity; courage is a middle state between foolhardiness and cowardice - and so on. In the Nicomachean Ethics he further specifies the hallmarks of virtue (2009, pp. 38-79). But it is justice that he sees as the greatest and most (sic) complete of the virtues.  He says that ‘a person who possesses it can exercise his virtue not just by himself but also in relation to his neighbour’ (Ibid. pp. 54-55). With Aristotle as with Plato, virtue is a disposition. As Plato (1941, p. 140) put it, virtue is ‘the health and comeliness and well being of the soul...brought about by one’s way of life’. 
    Modern and contemporary writers such as Philippa Foot (1978) and Alasdair MacIntyre (1985) have followed on from the ancients, especially from Aristotle.  Surveying the wide range of differing notions and applications of virtue, MacIntyre makes two important points. First, he contends that, despite these differences, there is a ‘unitary core’ (1985, p. 186). While acknowledging different cultural and intellectual codes, he identifies truthfulness, justice and courage as being among the universal virtues (Ibid, pp. 192-96). Second, he says that one cannot be virtuous on some occasions but not so at other times (p. 198). The implication is that while the individual may perform virtuous and non-virtuous acts, virtue itself is an ingrained trait of character.
    Character

Aristotle (2009, p. 29) was clear that the virtues were to be regarded neither as passions nor as capacities but as states of character. Elsewhere, he drew a distinction between virtues of character and virtues of intellect (2011, p. 75). In contrast to Plato, it is the former that he judged to be the more readily fitted to the conduct of public affairs.  Contemporary writers have upheld the centrality of character to the discussion of virtue ethics. Watson (2003, p. 232) says that ‘an ethics of virtue is not a particular claim about the priority of virtue over right conduct but the more general claim that action appraisal is derivative from the appraisal of character…basic moral facts are facts about the quality of character’.  He acknowledges that ethical principles and duties are amenable to codification (to tell us what to do) but not so the ethics of virtue (Ibid, p. 234). It is possible to specify what is and what is not good or bad behaviour but such will not make us virtuous, since virtue lies in the character of the individual. And virtue is something that is an inherent character trait in one who possesses it; it does not come and go. Closely linked to the question of character is that of motive.
    Motive

As noted above, motive is a central pillar in Kantian deontology. It is the dutiful motive of an action rather than its consequences that defines it as a moral virtue.  Followers of Kant would insist that a bad deed (motive) can never be justified, even by an outcome that is satisfactory – in sporting parlance, a good ‘result’ (i.e. a win) does not justify the dubious means by which it may have been achieved.  Aristotle was clear that moral character should be judged not on account of what one does but the purpose for which it is done (2011, p. 36). He said (2009, p. 28) ‘it is not the man who does these (just and temperate things) that is just and temperate but the man who does them as just and temperate’.  Voluntariness was the test of whether an act is just or unjust (Ibid, pp. 93-99). Among contemporary writers, Slote (2001, p. 38) says: ‘an action is right (morally acceptable) if and only if it comes from good or virtuous motives’.  MacIntyre goes further. He talks about examining the virtues without regard to consequence (MacIntyre 1985, p. 198). That is not to say that we ought to ignore consequences – or to deny that such consequences, or outcomes, may be good or bad ones. The point is that their moral virtue lies in the motives that underpin the action, not in the action itself. Slote (1992, p. 223) refers to the ‘outward looking character of inner motives’. This is not a contradiction of MacIntyre; it is simply an acknowledgement that inner motives often have outer manifestations. 
    Action
Action, or behaviour, is one of a number of outer manifestations of inner motives. It is also one that seems to have prompted the greatest debate among virtue ethicists. To focus upon character and motive, indeed to accept the rationale of an agent based approach, is perhaps to downplay action. Certainly it does not follow that all actions emanating from the virtuous person are virtuous or to deny that a right action may be performed by a non-virtuous agent (Johnson 2003). But the virtuous agent is the more likely to perform a right action than is the non-virtuous. And, while virtue ethics has often focused heavily upon the ‘inner agent’, this emphasis does not preclude consideration of the outer dimension. Perhaps surprisingly, Aristotle said that ‘an activity is better than a disposition’ (2011, p. 15).  The best activity, he argued, is the activity of the best state; virtue is the best state; therefore the best activity is that of the virtuous soul. He drew the distinction between the good man and the good citizen (Ibid, pp. 56-57). Rosalind Hursthouse has defended virtue ethics against those critics who claim that it fails to speak to the issue of action, or behaviour. She says that ‘an action is right if it is what a virtuous agent would characteristically (i.e. acting in character) do in the circumstances’ (Hursthouse 1999, p. 28). She acknowledges that conflict may arise in the exercise of different virtues, such as truth and compassion. In such cases, the best solution lies in the exercise of judgement by the virtuous agent (Ibid, pp. 192-94).
    The question of judgement connects with the earlier discussion about the idea of public service. While the Weberian model of public bureaucracy posits the notion of regimental, rule grounded efficiency it relies also upon the ‘agency’ of the public servant. And in the genre of virtue ethics the exercise of judgement is not that of any old judgement. It is that of the virtuous public servant – the one who lives by a sense of duty, other orientation and incorruptibility for the common good. It is about the public servant who is intent upon doing that which is right not simply to comply with a regulation or instruction but because it is right. Indeed doing right will often exceed the regulatory requirement; it may necessitate the occasional subversion of regulation. Yet this emphasis upon human agency and upon morality is not without its critics.  It is therefore appropriate to consider some of the critiques and to assess some of the limitations. 
Applications and limitations

Virtue ethics has its critics. It is necessary to tease out what it can and what it cannot offer to the idea of public service. It is also useful to consider whether and, if so in what way, ethics and virtue can be taught.

    Answering the critics

Virtue ethics may be seen as a moral system. If so, it opens up the objection raised by some philosophers that morality can become a ‘righteous absurdity’ (Williams 1981, p. 16).  It can, as Taylor (2012, pp. 4-5) suggests, involve seeing things as moral matters when they are not so, thereby trespassing into areas of human life where it has no authority. In other words morality can overreach itself. But in the context of the present discussion virtue ethics should be seen not as a moral system bearing specific prescription but as an ethical dimension to the idea of public service.

    Virtue ethics may be open to another charge - that it relies too heavily upon individual agency. Peter Hennessy (1995, p. 187) derides what he calls the ‘good chap’ theory of government. To rely upon human agency seems to be leaving too much to chance in the conduct of public affairs. There is no doubt that something of the ’good chap’ approach existed in days gone by as the touchstone in the British higher civil service. Sir William Armstrong, head of the home civil service 1968-74, famously claimed: ‘I am accountable to my own ideal of a civil servant’ (Chapman 1970. P. 141). Another top mandarin opined that it was important for officials to have ‘a respect for his or her own ethical values’ (Chipperfield 1994, p. 8). This may seem somewhat indulgent. What, it may be asked, if the ‘good chaps’ are not as good as they think they are or less good than once they were? It may then no longer be possible to rely upon the virtuous agent, especially where the public servant is called upon to weave a fine line amidst fiercely competing demands. Compromise is often the order of the day. Sir Kenneth Stowe (1992) posed the question – can good piano play bad music? He was no longer confident that the good piano (public servant) could be relied upon to resist the bad music. The response, though, must surely be not to abandon but to strengthen and elevate the virtuous agent, while acknowledging the necessity for a more propitious climate.
     It is important not to make virtue ethics do more work than it is capable of doing.  Lebar (2013, pp. 278-79) says that virtue ethics fails to deal with the ‘Lockean question’ about the justification for political authority.  Again, few if any virtue ethicists would make such a claim. It simply does not speak to such issues. Virtue ethics nevertheless has traction for the idea of public service so long as ‘the personal values of public servants are the most important element in public service ethics’ (Chapman 1993, p. 168). That leads to consideration about the extent to which virtue can be taught.
    Teaching virtue 
Is it possible to teach virtue ethics – or, more precisely, to make public servants more virtuous on account of teaching?  And if it is not possible, are there other less direct moves that will help, albeit more obliquely, to enhance the capacity of the virtuous to live the idea of public service? Plato thought that it was not possible to teach people to be virtuous. Socrates concludes his dialogue with Meno by proclaiming that ‘excellence cannot be a natural endowment and cannot be teachable either’ (Plato 2005, p. 142). That is not to say that virtuous public servants are born not made. Aristotle (2009, p 23) thought that while intellectual virtue owes both its birth and its growth to teaching, moral virtue comes about from ‘habituation’.
    Environment is a critical factor, both in the nurture of virtue and in its sustenance. No matter how virtuous the individual, an environment that is inimical or is not conducive to the practice of virtue will not be one in which the idea of public service can easily be sustained. An environment conducive to the idea of public service is likely to ensue only where there is the right kind of leadership, both at the political and administrative levels – and also, perhaps, where there is a virtuous citizenry. A virtuous citizenry need not be an active citizenry, though it may be; but it must be a citizenry in which there is a prevailing public spiritedness. These are among the chief requirements for a culture that will sustain the idea of public service. Where such a culture does not exist, it should be nurtured; where it does exist it needs to be strengthened and sustained. It is in the space between nurture and environment that teaching holds its promise.
    According to Jackson (1993, pp. 32-33) the first step in teaching ethics is to recognise the ethical dimension in administration and policy; and to encourage people to ‘capture and articulate the ethical implications of public administration and policy’.  How is that to be done? Jackson thinks that what is needed is ‘not the recitation of a textbook definition of “ethics” or a digest of the history of moral philosophy but some ability to identify ethical implications in daily situations’ (Ibid. p. 36). Yet we should not deprecate the extent to which ethics can be taught as a subject in which learning can follow from historical and other text book example. This is teaching ethics rather than teaching people to be ethical. Just as the eye can take in the dim star against a dark sky by looking slightly away from the object, so teaching about ethics rather than teaching people to be ethical may have the greater purchase.  If there is one thing that can be taken from the earlier discussion about virtue ethics and about the idea of public service, it is that morality and virtue cannot, by their nature, be drummed into people. Moreover, the more one tries to disaggregate or to reduce it to a series of maxims and component elements the more elusive it becomes.
     It would be folly not to teach about virtue simply because it is difficult and because there is a dimension to it that cannot be taught.  To do so would be detrimental to the idea of public service. As Alton (2000, p. 179) says: ‘Virtue must be promoted; vice can make it on its own’. How can this translate into something more concrete? The Committee on Standards in Public Life acknowledges that ‘People’s awareness of rules does not necessarily make them more motivated to follow them’ (Kelly 2013, p. 29, para. 4.11). Under a new chair the committee has since called for an explicit ethical component in induction programmes for public servants (including MPs) to ‘signal that active steps are being taken to address ethical failures’ (Bew 2014, p. 29, para. 3.9). It notes with apparent approval evidence suggesting that case study and role play exercises are more likely to translate into the workplace than compliance or rule based approaches (Lewis and Gilman 2012, p. 211). But virtue ethics is more about education than vocationally orientated training. Beyond the short term, there may be some mileage in the scheme formulated by Leicester Moise (1993) at the University of Louisville. There are five components: classical political democratic ethics; ethics and the individual – ethical egoism; utilitarian ethics and the theory of justice; the consequences of dirty hands/moral responsibility of many hands; applied ethics in public policy. The strength of such an approach lies in its abstract generality and in its focus upon the development of the individual human being, rather than the training manual approach. Something along these lines could be a starting point. As suggested above, it will need to go further than the nurture of functionaries, embracing leadership and wider notions about education for citizenship.
Conclusions

There was no golden age of public service. But there was perhaps a gold plated age in which a more high minded public morality prevailed. It often did so by dint of elite groups. What is now needed is the idea of public service for the age of democracy, or at any rate the age of counter-elitism. It is here that virtue ethics comes into play.
    Virtue ethics has much to offer to the idea of public service provided that its claims are not overstated.  Its emphasis upon human agency and ‘inner morality’, upon character and good motive grounded in classic virtues such as courage and wisdom speak directly to the characteristics of public service outlined in this paper – other orientation, incorruptibility, duty and extra-contractualism for the common good. Such ought to be common ground almost regardless of political touchstone. To the extent that there has been a loss of vocation and a decline in the idea of public service it is important to rekindle and sustain the human virtues. Virtue ethics does not and should not claim too much. It would be unrealistic, indeed inappropriate, to rely on human agency as an answer to all the perceived difficulties in upholding the idea of public service. Mechanisms of public accountability at all levels across the range of public services remain vital to the conduct of responsible representative democracy and to good governance within the rule of law. Beyond that, rules (in the broadest sense) will be needed to ensure the efficient and responsible discharge of functions. But rules cannot solve all problems. Where taken to excess, they may become not only self defeating but also detrimental to the idea of public service. There can develop a distrust of human agency and the qualities of the ‘virtuous agent’. Yet it is these qualities that are ever more necessary if the idea of public service is to flourish. Rules can help to drive out the bad; people – virtuous ones – are needed to aspire to the good, or better. They need ‘space’ and freedom from excessive regulation in order to ply their virtues, to exercise judgement and to uphold the highest moral standards.  People can be taught about ethics and they should be taught about ethics. But in the nature of things teaching alone cannot make people virtuous. There should be well grounded institutions together with political and administrative cultures conducive to the virtuous agent and sustenance of the idea of public service.  Then and only then will the Bishop of Liverpool be able to rest more easily in his retirement!   
© Peter Barberis, 2014
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