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Perhaps John Stuart Mill best captured why some people find the ideal of attaining satisfaction

repugnant. Said Mill, "It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be

Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.'" Worlds collide when Total Quality Management, with its

agenda of creating a population of satisfied customers; comes to the university with a population

presumably of dissatisfied Socrateses.3

However much one can imagine these entities being permanently at odds, one can also inquire into

what their proper domains are and how they might coexist. In this regard, I wish to establish two

claims. My first claim is that TQM's goal of attaining customer satisfaction is inadequate generally

as a Jroral philosophy and hence unable to guide the university in its efforts to contribute to the moral

education of its students. My second claim is that TQM, which strives for quality and guages it with

customer ~atisfaction, can learn something from universities which demonstrate well that we secure

quality as a byproduct ofa complex network of values and value-laden activity. Put differently, TQM

cannot assist universities with moral education, but TQM does have something to leam from the

university about quality ana its connection with activity in a moral community.

I.

Certainly TQM addresses a primary problem of ethics and moral education, namely, how we

should treat people. And TQM offers a clear and unambiguous solution; we should satisfy them.

Although this advice is usually stated in terms of customer satisfaction, with "customer" understood

in the usual business sense: it is often qualified by broadening the notion of customer to include



those people whom our work affects.' So let us think in these more general tenns for the moment

This approach of satisfying people does rectify some of the ill treatment which people encounter. In

the university, students are dissatisfied when someone at the cashier's office or the cafeteria treats

them rudely or with disrespect. They are likewise dissatisfied when professors treat them in these

ways or when professors simply fail to take account of their interests, like those of having their

assignments graded in a tindy fashion or ofhaving the significance of the subject for their lives made

clear. If we satisfy these students, we correct these problems.

So, with a geoera\ commitment to satisfying people, TQM instructs the university on the correct

treatment ofpeople. But as soon as the university embarks on fulfilling its responsibility to contribute

to the moral education of its students with this teaching of TQM, the university abdicates its

responsibility. The university in effect adopts for purposes of moral education and development an

ideology of the business world for effective marketing. (TQM is predicated on the notion that, if we

aim to satisfy customers, we must rely on the marketers to ascertain the wants of customers.) And

the university, through its unreflective endorsement of TQMs teaching, provides not a moral

education but, in effect, an indoctrination; TQM ofiers no alternatives for how we should treat people

and known deficiencies with the only alternative of satisfying people are not countenanced.

Put differently, an essential ingredient of the educational process is an ongoing presentation and

critical examination ofviews 'about rroral right and wrong.6 Moral philosophy investigates how such

considerations as happiness, fairness, equality, dignity, and utility figure into an adequate approach

to rrorality. The university either fails to fucilitate this process and investigation when it adopts TQM

complete with its rroral teachings. or the university puts inself in an absurd position when it rightfully

opens its doors to inquiring about the nature of morality and at the same time adopts TQM which
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closes the door to considering further how we should treat people.

And there are other good reasons why universities should not adopt TQM in so comprehensive

a fashion that it offers a glib answer to all of the central issues of ethics. Many of these criticisms

hinge on our using "customer" in its normal business sense but sometimes apply with equal force to

the bloated generic use which we have focused on to this point Whether or not purveyors of TQM

intend us to use "customer" in some very general sense, they cannot control the ways in which its

standard meaning influences how we think about people whom we call customers. Our normal and

usual discourse about customers is exclusively about people who are buying goods and services in

the business world, so this use will always tug strongly for exclusivity. It is therefore relevant to

investigate the shortcomings of a moral theory which seeks customer satisfaction in this narrower

sense.

Let us tum now this next batch of considerations about why a university should not turn to TQM

for the moral dimension ofits educational mission. When we draw on the business model of treating

people like customers, we obscure a primary goal of fostering the development of mature, moral

agents. This obfuscation can take a number offorms all of which are objectionable. If we draw on this

business model without realizing that ultimately what we are seeking is moral treatment of others, we

are criticizable for our ignorance. Ifwe draw on this business model by thinking that we can best get

people to become a little more moral by not telling them that that is what we are trying to accomplish,

then we are criticizable for manipulating others which itself is wrong. If we draw on this business

model because we believe that people like to think of themselves as agents whose primary reality is

the business world and to identify with business types rather than with moral agents, we are

criticizable not only for making this assumption without evidence but also for pandering to the
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interests ofpeople who putatively have 1ittle regard for their identity as moral agents. And if we draw

on this business model thinking that the people with whom we deal at work are identical with

customers because they share common features, we are criticizable for committing the logical error

of false analogy. Although we can find simi1arities between customers and, say, patients, for example,

the comparison fails to guide our thinking in an adequate fashion given very significant dissimilarities.

In the matter of the analogy's defect, John R. Silber brings out that ..... the professor, if he has the

knowledge and character to merit his position, has some notion about what students will need and

is prepared to offer his students guidance in the professor's area of competence that will contribute

to the student's greatest development The professor guides and aids the students, but he does not

try to please the students by giving them what they want. Instead the professor encourages students

to develop in the direction they need. There are similarities between the relation of the professors to

students as between shopkeepers and customers, but there are also very important differences."7

Let us explore further aspects of this last observation about how the notion of a satisfied customer

fails to guide us in our disparate work settings. The professor - student relationship is a paradigm case

of how the business model of relationships falls far short of capturing the nature of specific roles and

the obligations and responsibilities associated with them. Professors provide guidance and counseling

for students who seek advice in selecting who and what they become.s As representatives of a

community which is dedicated to reason, professors serve as models for ordering one's life with

reason as they instill an appreciation for the discovery and creation in their respective fields. They

represent the intellectually and morally mature as much as the students represent the ruaturing.9

Edward Long offers an especially good account of this relationship and how it differs from other

models of interaction which vary according to the degree to which people must become involved with
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the provider of the good or service. Merchants and entrepreneurs strive to give customers what

customers want. This relationship occupies one end of a spectrum where involvement is at a

minimum, a simple purchasing and dispensing of goods or services. The next level of involvement is

illustrated by the relationship between health clubs and their members, where the members must take

some responsibility for acquiring the benefits which the club offers. Long designates such people

participating members to distinguish them from consumers. The relationship which people have with

professionals represents the next level of interaction. According to Long, this relationship is

characterized by mutual cooperation with both parties acting responsibly. The good doctor is one

who does not merely diagnose and prescribe but one who develops in the patient an understanding

of the problem; this understanding enables the patient to participate fully in the treatment. We come

now to the student - teacher relationship. Says Long: "... learning involves a still more crucial level

of interaction.... In order for teaching to function well, the student must become the agent of

learning, one who acts not only in response to the gnidance and stimulation of mentors, but who

basically takes full responsibility for accomplishing what is desired. This means that the relationship

between teachers and students involves covenant, the highest form of interaction. Teaching is not

directly dependent upon fees for services (although it has sometimes been), but upon tuition that is

paid to establish a special corrmunity to which both teachers and students belong. This suggests why

we shouldn't speak of students as 'clients,' let alone as 'consumers,' nor think of our relationship to

them as merely commercial or contractuaL"!O

These concerns which surround the professor-student relationship are not the concerns which

marketers and salespeople have with customers whose wants are of paramount concern. Conversely,

as customers we have no expectation that salespeople have any regard for our personal growth and
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developrrent, for the cultivation of our intellects, or for holding themselves out as models for leading

the good life. On the contrary, we expect from salespeople, and indeed usually receive from them,

onesided staterrents and claims geared toward promoting and inducing us to purchase their product

or service. If this treatrrent is of the essence of the salesperson's conduct, this treatment is essentially

not worthy of imitating as a model for how we treat other people.

What about cigarette companies adding nicotine to cigarettes to augment the addiction of their

customers? What about fast food companies cooking french fries in beef tallow or movie theaters

popping corn in tropical oils all to the ill-health of their customers. These scenarios call out to us fUJt

to treat people as businesses have treated customers whether it be because of manipulative practices

or because of practices which gratify only narrow ranges of consumer interests and appetites; each

practice demonstrates a lack of concern for the overall well-being of the customer. Even in more

benign circumstances, we do not want to be treated merely as customers, since this treatment can

diminish an aspect of our identity which is more important to us. When the hospital refers to its

patients as customers, it frightens us with its suggestion that our money means more to it than our

health.

I focused above on the professor-student relationship to illustrate clearly how these roles entail

behaviors that the business model cannot account for. Similar illustrations could be developed for the

other roles which I rrentionell, but let us press on to the next claim, since our primary concern, to this

point, has been one of revealing TQMs inadequacy for assisting universities with contributing to the

moral education of their students. A study of the professor-student relationship is no less relevant

for establishing my second major claim, that universities can infonn TQM about the nature of quality

and its connection with activity in a moral community. As we address this issue, we fill a lacuna which
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some commentators observe to be quite evident: "We have never found a quality company (school,

hospital) that was not also an ethical company. We do not know precisely which comes first or how

they are related; indeed there is no proof that they are related, and if they are, we do not know what

the relationship is." 11

II.

In the university the interaction of students and faculty gives rise to a connectedness oflives

which takes on a vitality ofits own.12 The myriad of ways in which students and faculty organize for

interaction and for discovering and creating -- seminars, tutorials, lectures, labs, studios,

performances -- all develop their own distinctive characters. But whether one seminar has as its

nature a quiet and contemplative manner and another class, a contentious way, and yet another

characterized by gaiety or wonderment, however different their complexions, the university, these

organizations within it, and the participants are all of a like nature. The essence of their vitality is a

network ofvalues13 including those ofinquiry and creation and the knowledge and art which result.

Another part of this system is the value of communityl4 and of organizing in ways which promote

these primary activities of inquiry, discovery, and creation. These activities presuppose honesty,

toleration, cooperation, and sincerety. No knowledge comes from falsified or fabricated data any

more than it does from indoctrination or the unwillingness to consider that things might be otherwise
,

than one has always believed to be the case. That openness and tolerance are the stuff of which

cooperation within our organizations is made becomes evident when we try to imagine people

cooperating when they are intolerant of each other or when candor gives way to legerdemain and

skullduggery. And sincerety is a necessary companion to honesty, tolerance, and cooperation; for it

tells us that the person or institution indeed values those values which are essential for the functioning
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of the university. 1be person who is insincerely tolerant is the same as the person who does not really

value toleration and that person is none other than the person who has rejected a value which is

essential to the vitality of the university. So, a whole nexus of values is essential to the normal

operation of the university.

What happens when this normal operation proceeds? Truth and knowledge emerge in part by

weeding out error as much as beauty does by eliminating sour or wrong notes or by editing

cwnbersome locutions. This process has not worked its course when error and confusion are present

any more than it has when manuscripts still need editing or lines are still unlearned for a performance.

But when these activities at last culminate in the production of knowledge or beauty, they have

secured for us quality and excellence. This analysis shows that quality and excellence are the naturaI

outcome of the inquiry and creation which is carried out in a work setting which is thoroughly infused

with values. These people, their activity, and their environment, the university, are the ingredients for

a complete vision of how quality and excellence enter human experience.

A few more points are in order about these interconnected values. Universities serve their students

fIrst by making them a part of their communities where behaviors tied to these values are modeled

and where opportunities for aquiring them are thereby afforded. They also do so by drawing attention

explicitly to what is occurring in this process through such mechanisms as value credos, mission

statements, and freshman serllinar and orientation programs. In effect, as universities conduct business

as usual, they contribute to their students' moral development; and universities can augment this

development as they highlight the specifIc nature of this process.

Further, the values which are essential for the emergence of quality in the university are no less

important for other work settings; the analysis renders not just a restricted example of how quality
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is connected with other key values but serves as a paradigm for understanding the connection. One

can readily imagine how any work environment lacking one of these features would improve with its

introduction. What would it mean to say that we can reach higher levels of quality in manufacturing

furniture, dispensing drugs, marketing food, cleaning clothing, repairing cars, or making touchdowns

by reducing the honesty, tolerance, cooperation, sincerety, or sense of community among the

workers?

This analysis is also instructive for the framework it provides for evaluating certain business

practices. Consider the current and popular practice of downsizing when it entails the involuntary

termination of workers. Proponents of this innovation can readily connect it with efforts to secure

quality; it allows for a more efficient use of resources. But a management which first adopts a view

that certain members of its workforce are expendable in the name of securing quality, and then

proceeds to delTXlnstrate the cogency of this maxim with layoffs and the elimination of positions, ends

up constructing a work setting which is inimical to the production of quality. For the maxim conflicts

with and undermines values which foster quality. The threat of expulsion from a job tugs at a

community's cohesiveness as much as it turns any apparent cooperation on the part of the workers

into a pretense bred by fear. Any claims about management's valuing its workers ring hollow and

serve to undermine community as much as sincere statements, verified by a secure environment,

promote it.

We now have a deeper understanding of the shortcomings of any universal push to pursue

quality by aiming for satisfied customers. We first observed how this teaching interferes with the

universitity's role in the lTXlral education of its students. Now we have seen how such a view not only

isolates quality and excellence from the complex system of values of which they are a part, but it also
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conceives quality and excellence as independent objects toward which we strive rather than

identifying them as byproducts of value-laden work. Universities can thus assist these programs

which purport to have universal application for the human pursuit of quality by demonstrating how

quality should be understood and attained in connection with other significant values.
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