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Introduction

In the field of business ethics one account of the socid responsbility of corporations stands
out as under extensve scrutiny if not reentless criticiam. | 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 legd system, nothing else’ Despite some recent analytic work on Friedman'sidess,
there dill 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 mord
responsbility of corporations. | believe that it is and wish to argue for this. In particular, | want to
sketch apogtion | cal "dasscd individudism' and show that it can address the socid responsihility of
corporations issue better than the position Friedman defends. Y, classicd individualism does not
yield to the position advanced by those who wish to limit the freedom of action of corporationsin the
effort to further responsible corporate conduct.”

Classical Individualism

Classcd individudism or individudism is the view that everyone ought to benefit himsaf or
hersdf, firg of dl (thought not exclusvely) and that an objective human nature provides standards of
guidelines as to what benefits someone. Furthermore, it is by reference to such standards that privete,
professond, and political conduct ought to be carried out. According to this form of individuaism,
contrary to Marx's clam that "the human essence is the true collectivity of man,” the human essence is
the true individudity of every human being® without the implication, however, that the human individua
is df-aufficient, capable of living afull life cut off from others.

How does this pogtion differ from what is commonly referred to in ethics texts as "ethica
egoism"? This latter position is that, as one business ethics texts dates, "adl choices either do involve
or should involve sdf-promotion as their sole objective. Thus a person's only goa's and perhaps only
mord duty is sdf-promotion; one owes no sacrifices and no obligations to others™ Classcad egoiam
may be compatible with this statement but by spelling out the meaning of "sdf" in line with a robugt,
Arigtotelian conception of human nature, classical egoism does not imply, eg., that "one owes ... no
obligations to others” Since by nature we are socid beings, snce 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 classcd egoist does trest
prudence as a mora virtue - unlike, say, do Beauchamp and Bowie who digtinguishes "mord rules
from roles of prudence,”™ thus tregting prudence, dong Kantian lines, as mordly irrdlevant - the highest
of the mord virtues is identified by reference to the fact that human beings are rationa animas and
depend for their sdf-development and sdlf-fulfillment upon the choice to use their minds, to focus on
their lives conceptualy, thoughtfully. In essence, then, the difference between classical and what might
be cdled modern (neo-Hobbesan) egoism concerns the way the human sdf is understood within the
two positions.”

Classicd individudism is an ethics of sdf-development, self-perfection, only with agreeter role
for individudity than amilar views espoused, mainly because of the discovery of the fundamentd
individudity of human nature. Accordingly, wheress it is often argued that from an Arigtotelian virtue
ethics acommunitarian theory of politics could be inferred, classica individuaism rgects this and holds



that the politics that is judtified is libertarian. The reason is that in classical individudism the task of
sdf-perfection must be chosen by theindividua. There is here a greaster emphasis on individua choice
and respongbility, following the Kantian siress on the fact that "ought” implies"can.” Since if someone
or some group of persons ought to act in certain ways, thisis of mord significance only if the option of
not so acting is actud and not foreclosed (even by the punitive measures of the law), conduct cannot
be regimented or impaosed by force? Thisishow dasscd individuaism gives support to the libertarian
polity. Yet it is dso important to notice that classcd individudism provides such a libertarian polity
with its digtinctive rationde, not with the sandard cdlassicd liberd or homo economicus support that
stresses the grester efficiency of free action for purposes of securing public prosperity.

Classical Individualism and Cor por ate Responsibility

Seeing that the centrd features of the free market system may be defended on the basis of this
more robugt individuaism, Friedman's position on the socid responsbility of corporations could now
be amended without entaling any compromise of his libertarianism, thet is; his laissez-faire economics.
Nevertheless, as will be evident presently, corporations can be seen to have a broader range of
respong bilities than Friedman ascribes to them.

The essentid task of businesses -firms, partnerships, companies, enterprises, and other
establishments - need to be defensble by reference to the generd tenets of whatever turns out to be
the ethicd theory that is most successful, most suited to the task of guiding us most congstently,
coherently and completely in our conduct. Needless to note, it would be difficult to demongrate here
that classca individuaism is this ethicd theory. What can be achieved here, | think is to show that
classcd individudism is aricher ethicd framework from which to identify the ingredients of a systlem
of generd and professiond ethics than that presupposed in Friedman's often discussed theory of the
socid respongbility of corporations.

Let me define "professiona ethics' as a code of conduct pertaining to a specidized fidd of
activity - law, medicine, educeation, diplomacy, or business - judtified in terms of a sound ethics® By
"business’ | have in mind an organized human endeavor that has economic enhancement or prosperity
or wedth as its dominant end. Business are, that is, profit making indtitutions®. Whereas physicians
hedl, attorney's make a case before the law, educators, develop and impart knowledge, the business
professond has as his or her centrd task to increase wedth.*

IsBusiness Morally L egitimate?

Any profession, whether very generdly concelved, eg., as medicing, or highly specidized,
such as plagtic surgery, can be subjected to ethica scrutiny.  Those who embrace the mordity of
pacifiam argue that the military professon is mordly misguided if not outright vicious. Those convinced
that Chrigtian Scientism preaches the mord truth argue that physicians do the wrong thing. Most
Roman Catholics argue that abortionists are moraly corrupt. And there are utilitarians who condemn
the use of animals for purposes that support our pleasures and medical needs. Whether we judge
from anarrow or broad moral perspective, we often hold professions up to such criticd scrutiny. And
even from a rather common sense mora perspective, some professions seem to be at the brink of
immordity. Espionage comes to mind here and just that aspect of the professon is exploited to full
measure by John LeCarre in his numerous novels, most notably The Soy Who Came In From The
Cold.

In common sense mordlity or the ethics that tends to guide most people within a given culture
and which requires philosophica assistance only when dilemmas arise, the professon of busness may
be viewed as based, ultimately, on the virtue or prudence. Prudence has been identified a onetime as



the first of the cardind virtues. And it requires that we take conscientious care of ourselves. Itisa
virtue to do so, whereas dothfulness, recklessness, cardessness, inatentiveness, etc., are al deemed
mord failings™

The fact that prudence is a virtue does not settle the matter of the mora 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 saf to be taken care of. An idedist and even dudist idea of the sdf will lead us to
underdand by prudence ag(less focused upon prosperity here in life than would a naturdist
conception.  If human beings are essentidly divided into two parts, one tied to this world the other
reaching for a superior supernaturd dimension, prudence will have different implications from a view
that conceives of the self as part of the naturd world aone.

The second question is whether we can rank the familiar mord virtues when they seem to bein
conflict from the viewpoint of common sense® Here is where we need an ethica 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 mora viewpoint a hand. Classcd individudism is a candidate for
success a serving this purpose and one plusinits favor would be if it managed the hard cases well and
could be gpplied readily within the fields of professond ethics such as business.

Classical Individualism and Business Ethics

Assuming for now that there is some promise in dassicd individudism, what are its implica:
tionsfor professond ethics and for business ethicsin particular?

A sgnificant part of what a person ought to do in life is to secure economic vaues, objectives
that enable one to obtain worldly goods, pleasures, joys ddights, etc. But unlike with the
individualism of many textbooks in ethics®, in cdlassca individudism one ams to make of onesdf a
good human being as the individud oneis, and that involves many capacities to be realized outside
economic ones. While it is vitd to serve one's economic or, more broadly, prudentid gods, even
these can extend far beyond the mere satisfaction of ones desres. Thus, given the classcd
individudist outlook, one's desires should be shaped by the vision one creates of onesdf as the human
being one can and would idedly or optimally become.

Professional vs. Social Responsibilities

And there are - to focus on the digtinction between this and Friedman's thesis concerning the
socid respongbility of corporations - vitd community and politica dimensions of onesdf that may
require enhancement even in the course of conducting one's professond tasks. In the case of
corporate business, for example, one may be moraly responsble to not only reach one's economic
objectives - which ae mord in ther own right - but also various objectives associated with being a
member of ones community.

Professond ethics involves determining the respongbilities and restraints one needs to observe
in relationship to the professon one has chosen to pursue. Of course, there are pre-professond
ethics in terms of which one is to be guided in determining what oné's professon will be. So it is
assumed that the choice of profession is itslf capable of being mordly judtified. 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 professon one has chosen.

It was Friedman's thesis that no other mora clam may be made on those in corporate bus-
ness than to fulfill their implied promise to their dients, 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 ethica custom.™ This view is consgent with the radica individuaist conception of the human



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 abusiness professond.

Critics see that this is an impoverished conception of what a human being ought to do a
professond role. Often, however, they go to the other extreme and argue that business should nearly
be sacrificed for whatever dternative need is evident in the community. Furthermore, busnessisto be
tamed 0 that it is not pursued with the kind of rapaciousness that one associates with an innate drive
for sdfidness or profiteering.

The cdasscd individudig postion understands professiona ethics to require that on€'s
dominant yet not exclusive objective is the conscientious performance of one's professona tasks, to
fulfill on€'s job description, as it were, to carry out what one has embarked upon in one's capacity as a
professond. In business this amounts, indeed, to what Friedman bdievesis the exclusive or sole task
of business, namdly, the pursuit of profit. To the contrary, one's professiona responshilities are not dl
one has the respongbility to carry out. They are fully consastent with paying heed to other gods,
including, fulfilling parenta duties, being a good friend, enhancing the qudity of ones community,
improving the environment and developing and maintaining sound political inditutions. Frg, one has
obligations to achieve goas other than those one takes up professondly, and some of these take
priority over ones job, as it were.  Second, even in the course of fulfilling one's professona
responghbilities, attention might have to be paid to gods that do not directly bear on profit
maximization. Thusthe totdity of one's mora tasks, combined with those arisng from the fulfillment of
professond tasks within the physica and politica setting of one's place of work, oblige one who isin
the world of businessto go beyond what Friedman clams he or she out to pay exclusive heed to*.
Ethicsand Choice

There is a dimengon to dasscd individudism that recalls a certain feature of deontologica
ethics. This is the importance of mord sovereignty, the role of the choices of the mord agent in the
determination of conduct. This is where fundamental individudity or sefhood enters the mord
Stuation, to wit, by recognizing, as | have dready noted, that it is the person who chooses moraly
significant conduct, not others for that person. Ingtead of atomigtic individuaism, this view embraces
mord individudism, namey, the view that the individudity of a human beings is centrd and emerges
through everyone's morad agency - in baing the initiator of mordly sgnificant conduct.

Accordingly, the scope of legdly enforcesble mord respongbility within the classcd
individuaigt ethics is the respect of other's mord agency, nothing more. This framework does not
identify individuals as being naturdly 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. Socid ties in adulthood, even if they
are essentid and proper, must in classca individualism be left to choice, not imposed by law. And
law enters only when citizens are intertiondly or negligently caused by othersto lose their sovereignty.

So, while the mord demands of classcd individudism on those in various professons,
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, athough
business ought to support the neighborhood so as to give it better quality, they may not be forced to
do so.”
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