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Introduction 
 In the field of business ethics one account of the social responsibility of corporations stands 
out as under extensive scrutiny if not relentless criticism.  I have in mind, of course, Milton Friedman's 
view to the effect that what corporations have the obligation to do is make a profit within the 
framework on the legal system, nothing else.1  Despite some recent analytic work on Friedman's ideas, 
there still remains the questions as to whether the libertarian economic philosophy Friedman himself 
embraces might not be compatible with the different, let us say richer, conception of the moral 
responsibility of corporations.  I believe that it is and wish to argue for this.  In particular, I want to 
sketch a position I call "classical individualism" and show that it can address the social responsibility of 
corporations issue better than the position Friedman defends.  Yet, classical individualism does not 
yield to the position advanced by those who wish to limit the freedom of action of corporations in the 
effort to further responsible corporate conduct.2 
Classical Individualism 
 Classical individualism or individualism is the view that everyone ought to benefit himself or 
herself, first of all (thought not exclusively) and that an objective human nature provides standards of 
guidelines as to what benefits someone.  Furthermore, it is by reference to such standards that private, 
professional, and political conduct ought to be carried out.  According to this form of individualism, 
contrary to Marx's claim that "the human essence is the true collectivity of man,"3 the human essence is 
the true individuality of every human being4 without the implication, however, that the human individual 
is self-sufficient, capable of living a full life cut off from others. 
 How does this position differ from what is commonly referred to in ethics texts as "ethical 
egoism"?  This latter position is that, as one business ethics texts states, "all choices either do involve 
or should involve self-promotion as their sole objective.  Thus a person's only goals and perhaps only 
moral duty is self-promotion; one owes no sacrifices and no obligations to others."5  Classical egoism 
may be compatible with this statement but by spelling out the meaning of "self" in line with a robust, 
Aristotelian conception of human nature, classical egoism does not imply, e.g., that "one owes ... no 
obligations to others."  Since by nature we are social beings, since our own fulfillment is possible only 
when we are involved with many other persons surrounding our lives, virtues such as generosity, 
liberality, and even charity must be part of our character.  And while a classical egoist does treat 
prudence as a moral virtue - unlike, say, do Beauchamp and Bowie who distinguishes "moral rules 
from roles of prudence,"6 thus treating prudence, along Kantian lines, as morally irrelevant - the highest 
of the moral virtues is identified by reference to the fact that human beings are rational animals and 
depend for their self-development and self-fulfillment upon the choice to use their minds, to focus on 
their lives conceptually, thoughtfully.  In essence, then, the difference between classical and what might 
be called modern (neo-Hobbesian) egoism concerns the way the human self is understood within the 
two positions.7 
 Classical individualism is an ethics of self-development, self-perfection, only with a greater role 
for individuality than similar views espoused, mainly because of the discovery of the fundamental 
individuality of human nature.  Accordingly, whereas it is often argued that from an Aristotelian virtue 
ethics a communitarian theory of politics could be inferred, classical individualism rejects this and holds 
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that the politics that is justified is libertarian.  The reason is that in classical individualism the task of 
self-perfection must be chosen by the individual.  There is here a greater emphasis on individual choice 
and responsibility, following the Kantian stress on the fact that "ought" implies "can."  Since if someone 
or some group of persons ought to act in certain ways, this is of moral significance only if the option of 
not so acting is actual and not foreclosed (even by the punitive measures of the law), conduct cannot 
be regimented or imposed by force.8  This is how classical individualism gives support to the libertarian 
polity.  Yet it is also important to notice that classical individualism provides such a libertarian polity 
with its distinctive rationale, not with the standard classical liberal or homo economicus support that 
stresses the greater efficiency of free action for purposes of securing public prosperity. 
Classical Individualism and Corporate Responsibility 
 Seeing that the central features of the free market system may be defended on the basis of this 
more robust individualism, Friedman's position on the social responsibility of corporations could now 
be amended without entailing any compromise of his libertarianism, that is, his laissez-faire economics.  
Nevertheless, as will be evident presently, corporations can be seen to have a broader range of 
responsibilities than Friedman ascribes to them. 
 The essential task of businesses -firms, partnerships, companies, enterprises, and other 
establishments - need to be defensible by reference to the general tenets of whatever turns out to be 
the ethical theory that is most successful, most suited to the task of guiding us most consistently, 
coherently and completely in our conduct.  Needless to note, it would be difficult to demonstrate here 
that classical individualism is this ethical theory.  What can be achieved here, I think is to show that 
classical individualism is a richer ethical framework from which to identify the ingredients of a system 
of general and professional ethics than that presupposed in Friedman's often discussed theory of the 
social responsibility of corporations. 
 Let me define "professional ethics" as a code of conduct pertaining to a specialized field of 
activity - law, medicine, education, diplomacy, or business - justified in terms of a sound ethics.9  By 
"business" I have in mind an organized human endeavor that has economic enhancement or prosperity 
or wealth as its dominant end.  Business are, that is, profit making institutions10.  Whereas physicians 
heal, attorney's make a case before the law, educators, develop and impart knowledge, the business 
professional has as his or her central task to increase wealth.11 
Is Business Morally Legitimate? 
 Any profession, whether very generally conceived, e.g., as medicine, or highly specialized, 
such as plastic surgery, can be subjected to ethical scrutiny.  Those who embrace the morality of 
pacifism argue that the military profession is morally misguided if not outright vicious.  Those convinced 
that Christian Scientism preaches the moral truth argue that physicians do the wrong thing.  Most 
Roman Catholics argue that abortionists are morally corrupt.  And there are utilitarians who condemn 
the use of animals for purposes that support our pleasures and medical needs.  Whether we judge 
from a narrow or broad moral perspective, we often hold professions up to such critical scrutiny.  And 
even from a rather common sense moral perspective, some professions seem to be at the brink of 
immorality.  Espionage comes to mind here and just that aspect of the profession is exploited to full 
measure by John LeCarre in his numerous novels, most notably The Spy Who Came In From The 
Cold.  
 In common sense morality or the ethics that tends to guide most people within a given culture 
and which requires philosophical assistance only when dilemmas arise, the profession of business may 
be viewed as based, ultimately, on the virtue or prudence.  Prudence has been identified at one time as 
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the first of the cardinal virtues.  And it requires that we take conscientious care of ourselves.  It is a 
virtue to do so, whereas slothfulness, recklessness, carelessness, inattentiveness, etc., are all deemed 
moral failings.12 
 The fact that prudence is a virtue does not settle the matter of the moral basis of commerce.  
Two questions need to be addressed so as to be sure whether that is so.  For one, what exactly is the 
nature of the self to be taken care of.  An idealist and even dualist idea of the self will lead us to 
understand by prudence  as(less focused upon prosperity here in life than would a naturalist 
conception.  If human beings are essentially divided into two parts, one tied to this world the other 
reaching for a superior supernatural dimension, prudence will have different implications from a view 
that conceives of the self as part of the natural world alone.   
 The second question is whether we can rank the familiar moral virtues when they seem to be in 
conflict from the viewpoint of common sense.13  Here is where we need an ethical theory that succeeds 
in placing our common sense ideals and ethics in a coherent framework.  Hard cases in ethics aren't 
decidable without a systematic moral viewpoint at hand.  Classical individualism is a candidate for 
success at serving this purpose and one plus in its favor would be if it managed the hard cases well and 
could be applied readily within the fields of professional ethics such as business. 
Classical Individualism and Business Ethics 
 Assuming for now that there is some promise in classical individualism, what are its implica-
tions for professional ethics and for business ethics in particular?  
 A significant part of what a person ought to do in life is to secure economic values, objectives 
that enable one to obtain worldly goods, pleasures, joys, delights, etc.  But unlike with the 
individualism of many textbooks in ethics14, in classical individualism one aims to make of oneself a 
good human being as the individual one is, and that involves many capacities to be realized outside 
economic ones.  While it is vital to serve one's economic or, more broadly, prudential goals, even 
these can extend far beyond the mere satisfaction of one's desires.  Thus, given the classical 
individualist outlook, one's desires should be shaped by the vision one creates of oneself as the human 
being one can and would ideally or optimally become.  
Professional vs. Social Responsibilities 
 And there are - to focus on the distinction between this and Friedman's thesis concerning the 
social responsibility of corporations - vital community and political dimensions of oneself that may 
require enhancement even in the course of conducting one's professional tasks.  In the case of 
corporate business, for example, one may be morally responsible to not only reach one's economic 
objectives - which are  moral in their own right - but also various objectives associated with being a 
member of one's community.  
 Professional ethics involves determining the responsibilities and restraints one needs to observe 
in relationship to the profession one has chosen to pursue.  Of course, there are pre-professional 
ethics in terms of which one is to be guided in determining what one's profession will be.  So it is 
assumed that the choice of profession is itself capable of being morally justified.  Once so, then the 
question left is what that choice implies - mostly conscientiousness toward one's professional conduct 
- and what else ought to be attended to in connection with the profession one has chosen.  
 It was Friedman's thesis that no other moral claim may be made on those in corporate busi-
ness than to fulfill their implied promise to their clients, namely, to secure for them the greatest possible 
economic benefits "while conforming to the basic rules of the society, both those embodied in law and 
in ethical custom."15  This view is consistent with the radical individualist conception of the human 



4 

being;  beyond the mere imperative of keeping a promise made in the service of one's self-interested 
goals there is nothing one ought to do in one's capacity as a business professional.  
 Critics see that this is an impoverished conception of what a human being ought to do a 
professional role.  Often, however, they go to the other extreme and argue that business should nearly 
be sacrificed for whatever alternative need is evident in the community.  Furthermore, business is to be 
tamed so that it is not pursued with the kind of rapaciousness that one associates with an innate drive 
for selfishness or profiteering.  
 The classical individualist position understands professional ethics to require that one's 
dominant yet not exclusive objective is the conscientious performance of one's professional tasks, to 
fulfill one's job description, as it were, to carry out what one has embarked upon in one's capacity as a 
professional.  In business this amounts, indeed, to what Friedman believes is the exclusive or sole task 
of business, namely, the pursuit of profit.  To the contrary, one's professional responsibilities are not all 
one has the responsibility to carry out.  They are fully consistent with paying heed to other goals, 
including, fulfilling parental duties, being a good friend, enhancing the quality of one's community, 
improving the environment and developing and maintaining sound political institutions.  First, one has 
obligations to achieve goals other than those one takes up professionally, and some of these take 
priority over one's job, as it were.  Second, even in the course of fulfilling one's professional 
responsibilities, attention might have to be paid to goals that do not directly bear on profit 
maximization.  Thus the totality of one's moral tasks, combined with those arising from the fulfillment of 
professional tasks within the physical and political setting of one's place of work, oblige one who is in 
the world of business to go beyond what Friedman claims he or she out to pay exclusive heed to16. 
Ethics and Choice 
 There is a dimension to classical individualism that recalls a certain feature of deontological 
ethics.  This is the importance of moral sovereignty, the role of the choices of the moral agent in the 
determination of conduct.  This is where fundamental individuality or selfhood enters the moral 
situation, to wit, by recognizing, as I have already noted, that it is the person who chooses morally 
significant conduct, not others for that person.  Instead of atomistic individualism, this view embraces 
moral individualism, namely, the view that the individuality of a human beings is central and emerges 
through everyone's moral agency - in being the initiator of morally significant conduct.  
 Accordingly, the scope of legally enforceable moral responsibility within the classical 
individualist ethics is the respect of other's moral agency, nothing more. This framework does not 
identify individuals as being naturally connected to society, in the fashion in which a team member is 
tied to the team or a business partner is tied to the partnership.  Social ties in adulthood, even if they 
are essential and proper, must in classical individualism be left to choice, not imposed by law.  And 
law enters only when citizens are intentionally or negligently caused by others to lose their sovereignty.  
 So, while the moral demands of classical individualism on those in various professions, 
including business, are greater than those advanced in Friedman's position, the political framework of 
business conduct implicit in this ethics is close to that advocated by Friedman.  For example, although 
business ought to support the neighborhood so as to give it better quality, they may not be forced to 
do so.17 
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