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Introduction

In August Pegasus, we have two essays that may seem different, but are in fact highly
complementary.

In the first, Steve Young focuses on the emerging socialist vibe among the U.S. electorate. In
his essay, “The Democratic Socialists of America: Not Moral Capitalism or Moral Government,
But Petulance and Poor Judgment,” Steve makes the striking point that the DSA is not really
Marxist, but Gramscian — the theory that the elite should rule and make choices for the
people. It is not a proletarian revolution, but rather a revolt that places a self-selected cohort
in power.

Michael Hartoonian offers historical depth to Steve’s essay.
“Steve asks, “Where are the adults?”

“Many philosophers, theologians and people of common sense have answered that question.
Aristotle held that an adult is, by nature, social, rational and aesthetic. Without these
qualities, one remains either childlike or irrational — unfit for the polis. He also argued that
the polis should not be governed by a small elite, but by the many. In matters of public policy,
990 citizens are more likely to reach a sound judgment than 10 who assume they know best.
Cicero, too, understood adulthood as rooted in natural law and in justice as impartial reason.”

“Another difference between children and adults is that adults possess a tragic sense of
history. They understand that both citizens and societies need built-in resilience to continue
the struggle for individual agency and cultural flourishing. Much is given to the child, but
much is expected of the adult. A person unwilling to bear the burden of adulthood will remain
diminished, expecting from others what he or she refuses to do or give: serve the country, act
as a public servant, strengthen morality and understand friendship as an end in itself,
requiring no reward. Those who can embrace both the joys and hardships of life bring grace to
themselves and to others. A democratic republic has no place for those who refuse to grow
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up.

Michael and Steve note that many leading DSA voices come from wealth, live in expensive
homes and are well-educated. This underscores that Gramscian rather than Marxist nature of
the movement. It bears some relationship to the progressive movement championed by
President Woodrow Wilson in the early 20th century.

Michael’s essay, “The Contemporary Hunger for Honor,” somberly acknowledges that, in our
present age, we are lacking in honor. Energy behind a Gramscian political movement, which
preens to win some form of honor, emphasizes that point.

“Understand that honor is not in the collecting of honors — trophies, money, etc. — but in the
giving of self to who and what you love,” he writes. “We may live in a post-truth world, but
today, we also live in a post-honor age.”



As Michael notes, honor has an ancient and decisive history in how communities have grown,
succeeded or fallen and failed. We’ve moved from “your word is your bond” to “we better call
the lawyers before we sign anything.” Trust is fleeting. Honor vanishing.

“At its simplest, honor refers to a person’s moral worth as acknowledged by others and
sustained by the person’s own conduct,” Michael writes. “Honor is a storehouse of respect
that an individual builds every day — or not. It is a social form of morality, a way communities
identify those who can be trusted and those who have failed to meet shared standards.”

Lastly, Michael amplifies the real marker of honor — acting with honor even when nobody is
looking. My son, for instance, was a candidate to become captain of his high school sports
team. It was a private ballot for the team. Even though nobody would know, he felt it would
be dishonorable to vote for himself. Others made a different choice. He ultimately won the
vote and did so with honor.

“The most enduring form of honor is integrity,” Michael writes. “It’s what true leaders are
made of.”

Dave Kansas
Editor-at-Large
Pegasus
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The Democratic Socialists of America: Not Moral
Capitalism or Moral Government, but Petulance and Poor
Judgment

Stephen B. Young

In recent months and with electoral victories, the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) have
drawn much attention in the press and among political commentators asking are they
America’s future?

Nick Popoli in TIME magazine just wrote:

“The organization’s membership has surged past 120,000. Its candidates and allies have
toppled establishment-backed Democrats in congressional primaries from New York to
Colorado to Florida. Zohran Mamdani, a longtime DSA member, is running New York City.
Socialists have captured or are poised to win mayoralties in Seattle and Washington, D.C.,
while Nithya Raman is headed for a November runoff in Los Angeles. DSA could enter the next
Congress with its largest contingent ever. Abdul El-Sayed won Michigan’s Democratic Senate
primary with the backing of prominent socialists and a platform that mostly mirrors DSA’s,
though he told TIME he doesn’t claim the movement’s mantle. DSA member Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez is a way-too-early favorite in the notional 2028 Democratic presidential primary,
according to prediction markets. ... DSA member Angie Nixon defeated establishment favorite
Alex Vindman for the Democratic Senate primary in Florida, despite being outraised more than
16 to 1.

Yet, DSA is ascendant inside a Democratic Party that needs what the movement is producing:
volunteers, enthusiasm, disciplined organizing and a message that connects with the economic
anxieties of young voters. A third of Democrats and Democratic-leaning voters now identify as
democratic socialists, according to a CNN poll released July 30.”

Stephen D. Cook wrote for Commentary:

“... woke 1.0 and woke 2.0 share the same toxic foundation: the systematic destruction of
individual agency. Both frameworks insist that a citizen’s destiny is dictated by external
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forces rather than personal choices. Both teach Americans to view themselves not as self-
determined actors, but as perpetual victims of systemic oppression. In doing so, both phases
offer a cowardly cultural off-ramp — an invitation to surrender personal accountability,
cultivate grievance and demand that an ever-expanding state step in as the sole provider of
fairness.

This defeatist mindset directly threatens the core of the American experiment. The vast
center of this country still believes in a simple, enduring truth: individual initiative, hard work
and character ought to determine a person’s path. Reclaiming that truth requires exposing
how radical movements weaponize division, understanding how real wealth is created,
heeding history’s warnings on ideological drift and reaffirming that the American dream is
still very much alive.”

The sociology of DSA members places them as well-educated middle-class Americans, not as
proletarians consigned to an under-privileged lower class of workers. Over 80% of DSA
members aged 25 and older hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, according to internal
organization surveys, working in fields like education, non-profits, public administration or
tech, who experience lower-to-middle incomes relative to their level of formal education.

In the U.S., only some 37.5% of Americans hold a bachelor’s degree or higher.

DSA podcast star, Hasan Piker, was raised in an affluent family, has a degree from Rutgers
University and lives in a $2.7 million not very proletarian house in West Hollywood. He self-
describes as “... I would much rather be someone who’s not super well put-together, someone
who doesn’t abide by civility, but is on the right side of
history.” His calling is to promote social conventions that
privilege his choices but, simultaneously, restrict the
personal freedom of others.

The goal of socialism, since its birth in the writings of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, is to end oppression, be it
economic, political, social or psycho-social. Rousseau
proposed a theory of inequality (the insufferable and
impermissible lack of diversity, equity and inclusion as the
modern woke movement expresses it) and then demanded
freedom for each individual with each having a right to live
their “truth.”

“If we look at human society with a calm and disinterested
eye, it seems, at first, to show us only the violence of the
powerful and the oppression of the weak” (Discourse on
the Origin of Inequality).

Jean-Jacques Rousseau



“Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains” (The Social Contract). That chaining down
of each individual, that theft of personal freedom, Rousseau wrote, is only a social order
founded but on conventions, not on any respectable law of nature. Those invented
conventions give privileges to some, which then work to the disadvantage of others. Abolish
the conventions, Rousseau thought, and immediately freedom will replace oppression.
Abolish the conventions and each person’s right to enjoy a safe space within which to be fully
free from others will be honored.

Thus, does New York City Mayor Mamdani speak so glowingly about “the warmth of
collectivism.”

But note: according to Rousseau, freedom is a gift to the individual from society, not
something that individuals can create for themselves. Freedom, too, depends on social
conventions, just better ones. In socialism, individuals have little agency and much
dependency on the will of those who rule them.

“... the less relation (personal) wills have to the general will (of the government), that is,
morals and manners to laws, the more should be the repressive force (police power) be
increased” (The Social Contract).

In this context, consider the manifesto of the DSA:

“Democratic socialists know that ... If we lived in a classless society and governed ourselves,
we could freely build a world without war or poverty. We could build a world where no one
suffers for their race, gender or religion and everyone is free, equal and cared for. Building
this world is the guiding star of our movement. When we labor for our common good instead
of private profit, we can all have a secure and dignified life and use our time and talents how
we wish.

In the ideal Democratic world: “You have no debt. You don’t need health insurance. You
don’t pay a mortgage or have a landlord because comfortable housing is a human right. Your
retirement is publicly funded. Food, education, energy, medicine and transportation aren’t
for-profit businesses. They are common goods and utilities.”

Other DSA ideals are:
Freedom to Flourish

Expand public resources to support recreation, learning and social spaces accessible to all.
Establish paid family leave for all workers, a 32-hour work week with full pay and benefits
and a living minimum wage. Provide free, quality public education from pre-K to college and
cancel all student debt.



Healthcare for All

Guarantee universal healthcare at no cost to individuals, including complete access to
reproductive and gender-affirming care. Expand healthcare access and quality by investing in
new public hospitals and clinics. Make all medical education and training public and free.

Housing for All

Housing is a human right. Build new, publicly owned social housing, strictly regulate
investment properties, establish universal rent control and guarantee right to counsel for all
tenants.

End Mass Incarceration and Police Immunity

Demilitarize police departments, disempower police unions and redirect funding to public
services as steps towards fully abolishing the police and prison system which protects the rich
and jails the poor. Treat drug addiction and mental illness as health issues, not crimes. End
qualified immunity and empower civilian oversight bodies with real authority over the police.

Feminism for All

Socialist feminism fights for queer liberation and the freedoms of all working-class women.
Stop gender violence and end policies that oppress bodily autonomy and intimate life, including
patriarchal restrictions on abortion, childbirth and child raising, gender expression and
transition, marriage and divorce. Ban sex discrimination and ensure fair compensation and
support for all forms of labor, including care work.

Green New Deal

Workers must lead our democratic transition to a green future. Pass a federal jobs guarantee.
Implement massive investment in sustainable, publicly owned energy and transit infrastructure.
Phase out the use of fossil fuels. Reclaim and repair our earth’s resources for all.

Economic Democracy

Establish public ownership of the largest corporations and essential industries to ensure
democratic control and accountability to the people. Enact aggressive wealth taxes on the
richest individuals and corporations to spend on public goods and infrastructure.

DSA Socialism is Gramscian, Not Marxist

Antonio Gramsci’s proposed socialism gave power to intellectuals — not proletarians. Gramsci
promoted an educated elite which would impose an hegemony of right thinking on a society. He



thought that social groups created intellectuals that would set the norms of homogeneity for
the group — an esprit de corps — and define, in words, its function. Creating such a moral
hegemony was the function of intellectuals.

The elite would consist of a group of people “specialized” in conceptual and philosophical
elaboration of ideas.

Note: this was never proposed by Marx, who looked only to the means of production as
generating only two classes — workers and capitalists — for the modern era.

Gramsci wrote, “In the modern world, technical education ... must form the basis of the new
type of intellectual. ... School is the instrument though which intellectuals of various levels
are elaborated.” Following Rousseau on using the police power of the state to suppress free-
thinkers, Gramsci wrote that intellectuals exercise the functions of maintaining social
hegemony and political governance, thereby “enforcing discipline on those groups who do not
“consent” either actively or passively.”

The role of the state is to “raise the great mass of the population to a
particular cultural and moral level” with the aim of creating a
“technically and morally unitary social organism.” No democracy
here to destabilize that organic unity and cohesion with different
ideas and non-conformist feelings.

The advantage, said Gramsci, of hegemony is that it integrates
theory and practice, leaving no loose ends or loopholes, progressing
to the level of having, in actuality, “a single and coherent conception
of the world.”

Gramsci believed that a “social group” — say the 120,000 members of
the DSA — can seek domination and exercise “leadership” before
winning governmental power.

Antonio Gramsci

To profile, psychologically, members of the DSA, we might start with infantilism, recalling
Vladimir Lenin’s book of 1920 — Left-Wing Communism: An Infantile Disorder. The DSA
manifesto seems to have been formulated by spoiled brats, those living with the symptoms of
learned helplessness, seeking safe spaces and riskless, stress-free lives. The character of their
rhetoric and their protests bring to mind temper tantrums designed to blame mommy and
daddy for falling short in their trusteeship responsibilities. In temper tantrums, rage is often
not far under the surface in the child’s mind. The amygdala has been triggered and jump-
starts the fear or flight instinct of self-preservation. The hypothalamus then takes over and
tells the body to release stress hormones. Then, the sympathetic nervous system takes up the
distress signal from the brain and speeds up the heart, opens the lungs and pumps energy to
the muscles. And so, acting out distress takes center stage.
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This more infantile psycho-social dynamic exposes a person to what the Dalai Lama calls the
afflictive emotions — strong pulls which divert us from constructive decision-making and
successful life management skills. The afflictive emotions are:

1. Greed

2. Hatred

3. Delusion

4. Conceit

5. Wrong views

6. Doubt

7. Lethargic listlessness

8. Restlessness

9. Shamelessness

10. Recklessness

For DSA stalwarts, these emotions can be associated with the following beliefs:

1. Greed with free food and housing; guaranteed income.

2. Hatred with disdain for the privileged and wealthy.

3. Delusion with the proposition that society can solve all your problems.

4. Conceit with supposing that me and my truth are precious and partake of the divine.
5. Wrong views with ignorance of economics and that responsibility is not for me.

6. Doubt with anxiety over why I can’t be happy, productive and loved?

7. Lethargic listlessness with needing a safe space in which to be myself.

8. Restlessness with conviction that nothing works, nothing makes me proud to be here.
Change is necessary.



9. Shamelessness with ego centricity that only I count, so let me impose my demands on you.

10. Recklessness with putting real consequences out of sight and out of mind, believing that I
cannot be wrong, ever.

Which delusions bring to mind Shakespeare’s insight from his play MacBeth:

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,
To the last syllable of recorded time;

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!
Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player,
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more. Itis a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing.

Then, Where Are the Grown-ups?

At this point, we might ask: to the extent this correctly exposes the politics of DSA members,
where are the grown-ups?

Grown-ups, in theory, have agency. They find resilience within their character and self-
system. They work and they play. They love and they cry. They are rooted and so are
knowingly part of reality. Grown-ups make decisions and accept responsibility. They learn
from the past and plan for the future. They have internalized core values and affirmed
standards 1) giving their lives some sense of certainty coming from that individualized
meaningfulness and 2) endowing them with purpose as members of a culture and its
socialized expression in our cosmos.

The expectations of grown-ups stand behind the U.S. Declaration of Independence and the
Constitution. Adults are capable of delivering on these commitments: form a more perfect
union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defence,
promote the general welfare and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our
posterity. Such adult capabilities gave practical effect to the wisdom of the Federalist Papers
recommending checks and balances and a separation of powers as a means to balance the
scales of justice and succor the rights of individuals.

Adultness is defined in Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments and can be studied by
reading Aristotle’s Ethics, Cicero’s De Officiis, and in the Book of Mencius (those who are
truly adult can find reassurance for their psychic equilibrium in the Dao De Jing or the Book
of Wisdom in the Old Testament).
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In the introduction to my book Moral Capitalism, I tried to demonstrate adultness with these
quotations:

To see what is right and not do it is want of courage.
—Confucius, The Analects

The difficult we do at once; the impossible takes a little longer.
—U.S. Seabees, Pacific Theater, 1942—1945

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood dimmed tide is loosed and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
—W. B. Yeats, The Second Coming

We have met the enemy and he is us.
—Pogo

The Caux Round Table Principles for Moral Capitalism and Moral Government
The Caux Round Table Principles for Business and Government were written for adults.
Moral Capitalism

From the Caux Round Table Principles for Business:

The Caux Round Table’s approach to responsible business consists of seven core principles
as detailed below. The principles recognize that while laws and market forces are
necessary, they are insufficient guides for responsible business conduct.

The principles are rooted in three ethical foundations for responsible business and for a fair
and functioning society more generally, namely: responsible stewardship, living and
working for mutual advantage and the respect and protection of human dignity.

The principles also have a risk management foundation because good ethics is good risk
management. And they balance the interests of business with the aspirations of society to
ensure sustainable and mutual prosperity for all.

The principles are supported by more detailed stakeholder management guidelines covering
each key dimension of business success: customers, employees, shareholders, suppliers,
competitors and communities.
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Principle 1: Respect Stakeholders beyond shareholders

A responsible business acknowledges its duty to contribute value to society through the
wealth and employment it creates and the products and services it provides to consumers.

A responsible business maintains its economic health and viability not just for shareholders,
but also for other stakeholders.

A responsible business respects the interests of and acts with honesty and fairness towards
its customers, employees, suppliers, competitors and the broader community.

Moral Government
From the Caux Round Table Principles for Government:
Fundamental principle: Public power is held in trust for the community.

Power brings responsibility. Power is a necessary moral circumstance in that it binds the
actions of one to the welfare of others.

Therefore, the power given by public office is held in trust for the benefit of the community
and its citizens. Officials are custodians only of the powers they hold. They have no
personal entitlement to office or the prerogatives thereof.

Holders of public office are accountable for their conduct while in office. They are subject to
removal for malfeasance, misfeasance or abuse of office. The burden of proof that no
malfeasance, misfeasance or abuse of office has occurred lies with the officeholder.

The state is the servant and agent of higher ends. It is subordinate to society. Public power
is to be exercised within a framework of moral responsibility for the welfare of others.
Governments that abuse their trust shall lose their authority and may be removed from

office.
General principles:
1. Discourse ethics should guide application of public power.

Public power, however allocated by constitutions, referendums or laws, shall rest its
legitimacy in processes of communication and discourse among autonomous moral agents
who constitute the community to be served by the government. Free and open discourse,
embracing independent media, shall not be curtailed except to protect legitimate
expectations of personal privacy, sustain the confidentiality needed for the proper
separation of powers or for the most dire of reasons relating to national security.
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2. The civic order shall serve all those who accept the responsibilities of citizenship.

Public power constitutes a civic order for the safety and common good of its members. The
civic order, as a moral order, protects and promotes the integrity, dignity and self-respect
of its members in their capacity as citizens and therefore avoid all measures, oppressive and
other, whose tendency is to transform the citizen into a subject. The state shall protect, give
legitimacy to or restore all those principles and institutions which sustain the moral
integrity, self-respect and civic identity of the individual citizen and which also serve to
inhibit processes of civic estrangement, dissolution of the civic bond and civic
disaggregation. This effort by the civic order itself protects the citizen’s capacity to
contribute to the well-being of the civic order.

3. General welfare contemplates improving the well-being of individual citizens.

The state shall nurture and support all those social institutions most conducive to the free
self-development and self-regard of the individual citizen. Public authority shall seek to
avoid or to ameliorate conditions of life and work which deprive the individual citizen of
dignity and self-regard or which permit powerful citizens to exploit the weak.

From the Caux Round Table Principles for Good Citizenship:
Preamble:

The calling of the human person is to community. No one is an island unto themselves.
Each is part of the main. Our special destiny, opportunities unlike those given to any other,
and our individual gifts are in relationship with others from our birth until we leave this
life. Trust and responsibility set us apart as worthy of consideration. Showing respect for
others brings us respect and honor in return.

Our character reveals our values and our courage to live for ourselves and for others in the
right proportions and with grace and dignity. Citizenship in community makes justice
triumph over evil.

This is especially true for democracies — societies that depend on the quality of their citizens
for their success and prosperity. George Washington concluded that, “Of all the dispositions
and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable
supports. ... It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular
government.”

It is an insight common to all religions that we are called to rise above mean selfishness and

act for higher purposes. We always live by our values — be they good or bad — but it is
better for us and for those whose lives we influence that we live by good values.
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From the Caux Round Table Principles for Ownership of Wealth:

1. Wealth should be used to enhance other forms of capital: finance, physical, human,
reputational and social.

First, wealth should be used to sustain and improuve the institutions that permit the creation
of wealth. Accumulated over time, wealth can influence the future. Wise use of wealth
avoids immediate consumption and invests in the creation of better outcomes for future
generations. When wealth is invested in the creation of additional finance capital, it should
invest in those businesses and productive enterprises that adhere to the Caux Round Table
Principles for Business. In particular, the current wealth of advanced industrial countries
should be increasingly directed towards the creation of conditions for sustained economic
growth in poor, developing and emerging market nations. Wealth should be used to
enhance all forms of capital formation in nations that adhere to the Caux Round Table
Principles for Government.

2. The desires of owners for self-satisfaction should be balanced against society’s need for
robust accumulation of new capital in all forms.

Philanthropy is incumbent upon those who possess wealth. The social function of wealth is
to finance a greater good. Those who are to inherit wealth should be expected to assume the
fiduciary responsibilities of stewardship that accompany the possession of wealth.

3. Wealth must support the creation of social capital.

Social capital — the reality of the social compact incubating successful wealth creation and
permitting the actualization of human dignity — is created over time by governments and
civil society. From the rule of law to physical infrastructures, from the quality of a society’s
moral integrity and transparency of its decision-making to the depth and vitality of its
culture, social capital demands investment of time, money, imagination and leadership.
Wealth should pay its fair share in taxes to support public programs enhancing social
capital and should invest in the private creation of social capital through philanthropy.

4. Wealth should be invested in institutions enhancing human capital.

Education and culture can be funded from public budgets on a consumption basis, but
wealth should shoulder the principal responsibility in a society of providing permanent
endowments for institutions of education and culture.

5. Private wealth should supplement public expenditures for the social safety net.

Private charity and philanthropy should respond to the health and human services needs of
the less fortunate.
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6. No one is morally entitled to the use and enjoyment of wealth procured by fraud,
corruption, theft or other abuse of power.

Those who control such wealth should make restitution of such wealth to public bodies or
civil society. Use of private property rights to shelter such wealth is ethically suspect.

I concluded my book Moral Capitalism with these admonitions. Nothing in the past 23 years
has happened to cause me to question the truth of what I wrote then:

Without Personal Leadership, Moral Capitalism is Only Rhetoric

Principles and dreams share a common impotence — neither has power on its own to alter
reality. It takes people to put principles to work. Putting ideals and values into action is the
task of leadership, regardless of the position one holds in a business hierarchy. Without
principled business leadership, therefore, moral capitalism will be benched for the duration
of history.

Contemporary culture conspires against principled leadership. We are told by Hollywood
and politically correct opinion-shapers that character no longer counts, that it has become
social and cultural repression of individual freedom. We are told by multiculturalists that
character is the basis for injustice and the cultural hegemony of old ruling elites, mostly
white males. Modern culture has turned us towards a realm of relativity, where razzle-
dazzle is all you need for success. In Cole Porter’s words, “anything goes.” There are no
firm standards and no conviction that truth exists. If there is no truth anymore and reality
is whatever you can get someone else to accept it to be, why not present your company’s
financial condition as you would prefer others to see it?

Make your case and see if you can sell it — that became the code by which many American
companies were managed in the boom years of the late 1990s. And well-paid professionals
in accounting and law firms were ready at hand to spiff up and add credibility to these
stories of coming corporate triumphs.

One solution to this widespread ethical collapse is to ask for moral character once again.
Ethics is the work of leadership and character gives leadership its course headings and its
determination. Leadership brings quality to organizational life — for good or bad —
depending on the character of the person asserting power. Leadership works through
values. Values, ideals and vision create the leader’s “charisma,” which attracts others into
cohesive cooperation. Leadership acts as a field of energy, aligning individuals with
purpose by providing them with clarity through messages explicit and implicit. The leader,
it is often said, has inner authority, an authentic passion for results, integrity of values and
actions and a kind of “charisma” — all due to an ability to invoke more transcendent
perspectives on truth and virtue and the natural order.
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The Need for Character

Capitalism creates power — private power. Since abuse occurs whenever people get close to
power, capitalism expands society’s potential for making mistakes. Further, capitalism
works through competition. At times, competition checks and balances the self-seeking
actions of buyers and sellers and frustrates their temptation to abuse power by forcing them
to equilibriums of mutual satisfaction. But at other times, competition is unrestrained and
competitors do whatever it takes to win. Capitalism, by itself, cannot eliminate abuse of
power. As long as people will want to work the system for their own reasons and for their
own values, the potential for abuse will survive.

Abuse of power within capitalism can be corrected, to be sure, by laws and regulations and
by the clever design of market incentives to maximize socially responsible wealth creation.
But laws and market mechanisms can always be outmaneuvered by more clever
competitors playing on the innate greed and fear of others.

A necessary part of the solution addressing the increased risks brought about by capitalism,
therefore, must be people of character. Self-restraint counteracts and can even overcome
self-indulgence. A capacity for dignity and rectitude permits assumption of stewardship
and fiduciary responsibilities, even toward total strangers.

Stephen B. Young is Global Executive Director of the Caux Round Table for Moral
Capitalism.
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The Contemporary Hunger for Honor

Michael Hartoonian

o

“Honor is better than honors.”
-Abraham Lincoln

Introduction

I'm often surprised when people confuse honor with trophies, records or money. Barry
Bonds, for example, holds Major League Baseball’s disputed home run record with 762.
Many historians question that achievement because of allegations he used performance-
enhancing drugs. Bonds may have received honors in some circles, but Hank Aaron, who hit
755 home runs and Babe Ruth, who hit 714, hold a deeper honor within baseball. Why?

The Professional Golfers’ Association (PGA) faced a similar question when deciding whether a
professional golfer could use a cart in a major tournament. In 2001, the U.S. Supreme Court
ruled in PGA Tour, Inc. v. Martin that Casey Martin could use a cart because he had Klippel-
Trenaunay-Weber syndrome. The PGA had argued that walking was essential to golf and that
using a cart would lessen the honor of victory. But honor has never been simply about
winning. Itis about integrity. Why?

In sports, as in life, being “in the game” means accepting the rules and the umpire’s calls. You
may protest a bad call, but if winning depends on overturning it, you risk diminishing the
honor of the game. You may still win, but you have revealed yourself as something less than a
true victor. Where’s the honor?

In art, as in life, honor thyself. Understand that honor is not in the collecting of honors —
trophies, money, etc. — but in the giving of self to who and what you love. We may live in a
post-truth world, but today, we also live in a post-honor age.

Honor

Honor means keeping one’s word and recognizing the best in others by respecting their
humanity. Above all, it is the honest care and flourishing of family, firm and community
without concern for personal glory.

Honor is one of the most persistent ideas in human moral history. Long before modern legal
systems, written contracts, professional codes or formal institutions, communities depended
on honor to regulate conduct, establish trust and define what it meant to live well among
others. Because of this history and the nature of being human, even when law and
government came into being, the law would always have to be balanced with ethics or the
community failed or destroyed itself.
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What is true about living in community is that private and public trust, reputation and honor
must be the foundation of a civil society. However, the “goal” of becoming an honorable
being is never simply to be admired. It’s to be recognized as a person whose words, actions
and character deserve respect. Honor connects the inner life of conscience with the outer life
of reputation. It asked both, “What kind of person am I?” and “How am I known by others?”
Because it joins private integrity to public trust, honor has always inspired courage and
sacrifice. But it can also, at times, encourage pride, exclusion and violence.

Defining Honor

At its simplest, honor refers to a person’s moral worth as acknowledged by others and
sustained by the person’s own conduct. Honor is a storehouse of respect that an individual
builds every day — or not. It includes honesty, courage, loyalty, fairness, self-control and
fidelity to obligations. Yet, honor is more than a list of virtues. It is a social form of morality,
a way communities identify those who can be trusted and those who have failed to meet
shared standards. A person may possess private virtue, but honor usually requires visibility.
One’s promises must be kept, one’s duties fulfilled and one’s failures faced openly. In this
sense, honor is both inward and outward. It depends on conscience, but it also lives in the
eyes and hearts of others.

This dual nature makes honor complicated. If honor is only reputation, then it can become
shallow, dependent on applause, fear or public image. A person may appear honorable while
hiding corruption. If honor is only private conscience, however, it loses the social dimension
that gives it force. Honor matters because people live in relationships: families, professions,
nations, religious communities, schools and friendships. To act honorably is to accept that
one’s conduct affects the trust others can place in the world. Honor, therefore, is not self-
esteem. It is self-respect, disciplined by responsibility.

Honor in Ancient and Traditional Societies

In many ancient societies, honor served as a central measure of human value. Greek epic
poetry, for example, portrays honor as a public good earned through courage, achievement
and recognition. Heroes sought fame not merely from vanity, but because honor confirmed
their place within a moral order. In Rome, honor was tied to duty, civic service, family name
and public responsibility. The honorable person was expected to place the common good
above private interest, especially in matters of law, military service and political life. In such
worlds, honor was closely linked to shame: to lose honor was to lose standing before one’s
peers. It is also worth noting that in the years leading up to the American Revolution (1763—
1775), colonists drew on Greek democratic ideals and Roman republican history to justify
their break from the British Empire. They admired the Roman republic and its citizen
farmers and had long accepted their place within the English colonial system. But when
British policy shifted from mercantilism toward imperial control, many colonists came to
believe that England had lost its honor and respect for English men and women. As Britain
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focused increasingly on taxes, land, military power and control, separation became necessary.
Those without honor cannot withstand the truth of their own identity.

Religious and philosophical traditions also shaped the meaning of honor. In many ethical
systems, honor is owed to parents, elders, teachers, rulers and the divine. Confucian thought,
for instance, places strong emphasis on reverence, filial responsibility, proper conduct and
the maintenance of harmonious relationships. In Jewish and Christian traditions, honoring
parents and revering God are moral obligations rather than optional gestures of respect.
These traditions show that honor is not only about gaining status. It is also about giving due
respect. One can be honorable by recognizing the worth, authority or dignity of others. It is
foundational to any community.

The myths and ideals of medieval chivalry added another dimension to honor. Knights were
expected to show bravery, loyalty, generosity, courtesy and protection of the vulnerable.
Although the chivalric code was often practiced imperfectly and was tied to hierarchy, warfare
and privilege, it preserved an important truth: power requires moral discipline. A warrior
without honor becomes merely violent. A leader without honor becomes merely dominant.
Honor requires strength to be guided by restraint and service. Barbara Tuchman makes this
point in A Distant Mirror, her study of Europe in the fourteenth century, showing the
destructive gap between the language of chivalry and the actual conduct of many elites.

When those with power or privilege lose courage, respect and principle, they lose their way.

Contemporary Honor, Shame and Social Control

Because honor depends partly on public judgment, it can become a mechanism of social
control. Communities use praise and blame to encourage certain behaviors and discourage
others. This can be beneficial when the standards are just. Honesty, courage, generosity and
fidelity are worth encouraging. A society in which no one cares about honor may slide into
cynicism, where promises are treated as tactics and public trust erodes. Honor can remind
people that some actions are beneath them, even if those actions are legal or profitable.

Yet, honor can also become dangerous when the standards of a community are unjust. Ifa
society defines honor through domination, revenge, rigid gender roles or unquestioned
obedience, then the pursuit of honor may encourage cruelty rather than virtue. In some
cultures, insults have been treated as wounds that require retaliation. Duels, blood feuds and
“honor-based” violence reveal how easily honor can be corrupted into pride. When
reputation becomes more important than justice, honor loses its moral center. It becomes a
fragile performance, maintained by fear. Adding symbolism to this kind of honor forms the
makings of an oligarchy, dictator or king.

The relationship between honor and shame is, therefore, morally ambiguous. Shame can be
useful when it awakens conscience and leads a person to repair harm. But shame can also be
destructive when it humiliates, excludes or traps people in silence. A healthy concept of
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honor must distinguish between accountability and disgrace. To hold someone accountable is
to insist that actions matter and that trust must be restored. To reduce someone to disgrace
is to deny the possibility of growth. True honor requires the courage to admit faults, make
amends and change. Above all, it means an understanding between celebrity and character,
motivation and purpose and respect and trophies.

Honor and Integrity

The most enduring form of honor is integrity. It’s what true leaders are made of. Integrity
means wholeness: the alignment of beliefs, words and actions. An honorable person does not
keep promises only when watched, tell the truth only when convenient or show courage only
when praised. Such a person has an internal standard that remains steady under pressure.
This is why honor is often tested in moments of difficulty. It is easy to speak of principles
when nothing is at stake. Honor becomes visible when honesty costs something, when loyalty
is inconvenient, when courage requires risk or when justice demands sacrifice.

Integrity also means refusing to divide one’s life into separate moral compartments. A person
who is honest in public, but cruel in private, lacks honor. A leader who speaks of service
while exploiting others lacks honor. A student who succeeds through deception has gained a
result, but lost something more important: the trust that makes achievement meaningful.
Honor insists that character cannot be fully separated from conduct. What one does
repeatedly becomes who one is.

This does not mean honorable people are perfect. Perfection is not the measure of honor.
Rather, honor is shown in how people respond to imperfection. Do they hide wrongdoing,
blame others and protect appearance at all costs? Or do they accept responsibility, seek
forgiveness and work to repair the damage? In this sense, humility is not the opposite of
honor. It is one of honor’s conditions. A proud person may defend reputation, but a humble
person can defend truth.

Honor in Modern Life

My claim is that the world is hungry for honor. In the darkest moments of human history,
people — often only a few — have reached toward something more honorable and moral,
drawing from our better angels. Ideas have always helped lead humanity out of darkness, but
not just any ideas: those that lift the human spirit. Moving toward honor is difficult. If it
were easy, we would not find ourselves in this condition. Still, it is the right thing to believe
in and the better way to conduct our lives.

Michael Hartoonian is Associate Editor of Pegasus.
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