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I. Businesses as Social Entities
Any business is a social entity, in the sense that its operation entails at least some interaction among people, for instance owners in relation to employees or employee-owners in relation to customers or consumers.  Not all businesses are institutions, in the way GE, IBM, and Merck, for instance, presumably are.  But all are social entities that share with institutions a roughly rule-governed structure.
  Institutional ethics thus applies to businesses.  They not only act, but act intentionally, with definite purposes.

Agency:  primary and secondary

Any genuine agent is subject to ethical standards.  But although businesses (unlike chemical agents that act on other substances) are genuine agents, they are secondary agents. They act by virtue of the role-conduct of individuals who play certain institutional parts in them.  A business donates services for earthquake relief, for instance, when a person in the business with sufficient authority orders that these be carried out.  The donation is a social act though its agent, the business, is not a person, or at any rate not more than a legal person.
Are the executives in a business, then, merely agents of the owners when they perform “corporate acts,” or do they have personal responsibility for these acts?  I would argue that they retain personal responsibility for what they do, though moral wrongs executives commit under orders may be mitigated (even if not excused) to the extent to which they are under compulsion in performing the actions in question.  In any case, those with ultimate power in operating a business are ethically accountable for the social acts the business performs.  Whether they are legally accountable is a different matter and varies with different social conditions.  But even a strong legal protection from responsibility does not imply a moral protection from it.
Managerial obligations

If executives—management, in the broad sense—should be considered ethically accountable, are there managerial imperatives, ethical standards that managers should realize in their business conduct?  Surely there are such ethical standards, both internal and external.  What these standards call for depends on who the stakeholders of the business are—its constituents, in a terminology I prefer—and what their needs are.  Consider employees.  Safety and fairness for employees are internal imperatives in any business.  Service to customers and profit for investors are external imperatives.  Such imperatives are strong, but not absolute.  For one thing, the obligation to make a profit can conflict with the obligation to remedy dangerous working conditions and can be overridden by it.  No one business obligation is absolute.  Still, it is essential in business ethics to see that an obligation need not be absolute to be inalienable, i.e., incapable of being renounced.
The scope of institutional obligations
  
How wide are the institutional obligations I am calling managerial?  I see no reason not to take them to have the same wide scope that ethical obligations have regarding individuals.  Why should this be, if institutions are not genuine persons?  There are various possible explanations.  One is that institutional actions must be grounded in actions of individuals and they are obviously accountable to ethical standards.  This is not an issue fruitfully pursued here.  But just as we can agree on theorems without agreeing on the best axiom set to explain them, we can agree on the existence of certain obligations without agreeing on some principle or set of values that ground them.  It is also possible that—as I suggest below—a grounding for managerial imperatives can be found in both religious and secular sources.
 (Natural reason can be both a gift from God and capable of finding divinely sanctioned moral principles without relying on knowledge of God.)
Creation of value

 
As a context for understanding the ethics of creating and managing wealth, we might consider the idea of creation of value.  To create value, I suggest, is not to create basic categories to which things of value belong; it is to create things that have value and hence belong in those categories; things like fuel-efficient cars and effective medications.  Granted, if one creates an utterly new kind of thing having value, one might be said to create a kind of value; but this terminology is still misleading insofar as it implies that the creative activity produces the abstract concept which subsumes the thing created, rather than that thing itself.  In my view, wealth, in the sense in which we want to create it, has value, at least instrumental value; but, in business activities, our eye should be on the things—goods and services—of value, not on the abstract concept of value it instantiates.  Even this emphasis on the practical, however, may be to abstract.  The value in question is not an abstraction; it is value in the life of living beings.
Indeed, on my view, value itself is life-dependent, and wealth in turn is desirable in virtue of its value.  Granted a beautiful painting would have a kind of value in itself even in an otherwise empty world; but this kind of inherent value is not the basic kind.  The good of the painting consists in being appropriately viewed; a painting never viewed, like a good product that languishes in a warehouse, has its chief value unrealized.  The good of a beautiful painting is a life-dependent value.  It seems even clearer that the value of what is most commonly produced by businesses—from technological inventions to human services—is life-dependent.

By contrast, profits are not even good in this way; they are good as a means to better lives. They are not, like artworks, worth experiencing for their own sake.  To be sure, excellent work may be manifested in profits; but they would be a sign of something of value, not in themselves something of inherent value.  In saying, then, that the creation of wealth is a worthy aim of business, we should not assimilate that point to the idea that making a profit is good in itself.  Even proponents of neo-classical economics such as Milton Friedman need not hold this.  Their view of managerial ethics does, however, differ from mine in that they tend to conceive managers as, in their business ethics, obligated above all to serve as agents of the owners of the business they direct.
II. Some Elements of a Christian Approach to Wealth Management
I propose to consider only some quite general elements in Christian ethics, indeed only some that might claim the allegiance of people in other major religions and secular peoples as well.  I begin with a probably uncontroversial background assumption:  that Christianity is a religion of love.
The love commandments

Consider Jesus’s love commandments as central in Christian ethics.  We might take the commandment to love God with all one’s heart more theological than ethical, but there is no question that the commandment to love our neighbors as ourselves is broadly ethical and is seen by Jesus as consistent with its theological counterpart.   
The centrality of the love commandments in Christian ethics suggests that Christianity calls for an overall virtue ethics of love, but we need not go this far. Other kinds of ethical view, including Kantian ethics seen as centering on the idea of treating persons as ends and never merely as means, can accommodate the love commands.
 We can see much simply from applying this.  It is of course similar to—but should not be assimilated to—the principle that we should do unto others as we would have them do unto us.  For one thing, that presupposes what might be called normal desires.  It is not framed in a way that allows ruling out masochism and love of risk-taking as bases of, or undue influences on, its use.  In those cases it might be used to license unethical results.  By contrast, the very notion of love implies a perception of the kind of things that is good for those who are its object.  This implies that the application of the love commands require a notion of human good, but it also indicates that they cannot be used to sanction treatment of others that is simply of the kind a misguided people may want for themselves.

What happens to secular ethics if we start by giving a central role to love in roughly the sense in which it is understood in the Christian tradition?  An ehic of love is a virtue ethics, so virtue ethics is clearly compatible with the ethics of love.  Utilitarianism, however, is ruled out, since (at least in classical or welfarist forms) it does not treat either love itself or any other non-hedonic value as a basic kind.  Kantian ethics and intuitionist pluralism are compatible with the view at the level of directives as opposed to the level of theoretical explanation.  For in practice the acts required under the Categorical Imperative, or by overall obligation understood in terms of all the relevant moral responsibilities affecting a situation, might be the same as those required by a virtue ethics of love.

In addition to placing love at the center in human relations, Christian ethics puts special emphasis on the importance of the care of children, the poor, and the sick.  This is evident in much of Jesus’s teaching.  Does this qualify the egalitarianism that seems to go with everyone’s being a child of God?  Perhaps the answer is that we are all equal before God and in basic moral status, but that very equality calls for differential treatment of persons depending on their needs.  The poor, then, are not intrinsically more important than the prosperous; but to give no greater emphasis to their greater material needs would fail to do justice to that very fact.  Similarly, a prosperous person’s medical needs demand care as much as a poor person’s.  The idea is roughly that the basic equality of persons calls for equal concern to make a good life possible for them.  This is consistent with special responsibilities in close relationships like those of parent to child, but those relations should not be the exclusive concern of ethical persons.

A wider conception of wealth

If the love commandments are taken as ethically central, the conception of wealth we will be guided by is wider than it would be on many other views.  It will certainly be people-oriented, in the sense that the imperative to create wealth will be understood as subordinate to serving people’s needs and, in particular, to contributing to their flourishing in the way one wants to do for those one loves.  Profit-making, then, cannot be an end in itself; profits will be for the good of people.  More broadly, they will be sought in a way that benefits not only shareholders but those a company serves as customers.  Profits will also not be pursued in ways that degrade the environment and harm human beings and animals.
Economically, we contrast wealth with poverty.  If, however, we think of spiritual poverty, we get a contrast that is not economic.  I suggest that one way to think of wealth as an object of business activity is in contrast to spiritual poverty.  Here, then, wealth is roughly human flourishing.  As Aristotle saw, flourishing is not possible without some resources; but it is more a matter of realizing our distinctively human capacities than of enhancing our material prosperity.  Businesses can contribute to it in two ways:  instrumentally and intrinsically.  The former point is obvious: businesses can provide the means of comfortable living.  The latter point is clear enough once we reflect on the matter:  businesses can create a culture and working environment in which those it employs flourish in their work.  This is the kind of business one wants to work in, and it may be the only kind sustainable over an indefinite time.

Social capital  

This brings me to another aspect of wealth, and one to which business can contribute in both ways:  instrumentally and intrinsically.  In recent years we have seen much discussion of a kind of wealth not usually considered under that heading.  I refer to social capital (a notion central in Robert D. Putnam’s Bowling Alone and, more recently, Better Together).  Particularly from the point of view of Christian ethics, but also from the wider point of view of the broad conception of wealth I consider desirable in business ethics, social capital should be considered a kind of wealth.  I take it to be roughly the value of social networks, both for members and, to a lesser degree, for bystanders.  It is highly correlated with connectedness and trust.  If I trust you, you have a certain power over me.  If we all trust each other, we all have certain powers over all others. Social capital, then, implies a kind of power to get things done by people with whom a person or group has that capital.

Is this really capital, or do we merely have a suggestive metaphor? Social capital could be rich enough to enable one to start a business.  It could yield credit, and with that one could start a business and produce goods and services.  This is a very important kind of capital.  To be sure, it may be difficult to gain social capital without having some capital of another kind; but that qualification does not undermine the main point:  that social capital is a kind of wealth and that it is a quite different goal in doing business than the material wealth commonly taken to be the central or even exclusive aim of business.
Social capital does not develop without relationships and it supports coordination, cooperation, and communication.  This makes it an ethically desirable end.  It also tends to support equality as a standard for the treatment of people.  If our coworkers do not treat us roughly as equals, we tend neither to trust them nor to give them the kind of support that conduces to success in business and other activities.

To be sure, we can also trust those who are superior to us in socio-economic status, as in the case of rank-and-file workers in relation to management.  But we do not trust those who tend to use us merely as means to material profits; and we are most likely to trust those who recognize us as equally persons with autonomy, with sensitivities, and with the potential for constructive contributions.  These points should guide management insofar as it seeks to produce and maintain social capital.  
III. Regulatory Versus Voluntary Approaches to the Ethics of Wealth Management
The broad conception of business I have been suggesting treats it as a real of activity aimed at creating more than material wealth.  This is not to imply that business activity has only instrumental value.  I have not meant to suggest that the human relationships and the productive activities of business life are merely means to contributing to other ends. Indeed, one reason to stress the need to produce social capital is that doing so is valuable in itself and the resulting relations of trust can enrich business as well as those outside it who are served by it—customers and consumers, for instance.
The role of regulatory agencies

To enhance the emphasis on creating wealth in the broad ethical sense I have been outlining, must we institute more governmental regulation?  No doubt there are cases in which this is so, but to say that does not solve the ethical problems facing business. Regulation is answerable to ethics, not conversely.  We must articulate the standards that are ethically reasonable before determining regulation.  This is not to downplay the technical side of determining reasonable regulation.  But just as ethics can oppose certain kinds of regulation by affirming rights to economic and other liberties, it can favor regulation aimed at bettering the plight of humanity.
 
In suggesting that strengthening ethics is essential whatever we do in regulating business activities, I do not mean to underestimate the value of international authoritative bodies.  Indeed, I believe that nationalism should be restrained in favor of a cosmopolitan perspective that leads nations to give up some measure of sovereignty in international matters.  These include environmental protection and safety standards in the workplace.  International legislation itself, however, must be guided by ethical standards of justice, autonomy, and human flourishing if it to be morally acceptable and effective in practice. 
The special responsibilities of business schools
In a sense, our topic is not just the notion of wealth and the ethics of its creation but the purpose of business as an element in human life.  It would be a great misfortune if the value of business activity were of necessity purely instrumental, say purely aimed at providing remuneration to businesspeople and material products for consumers.  It is very sad when most of a person’s waking life is devoted to taking means to ends and is of no value in itself.  This common plight of many human beings is not inevitable.  Creation is a process, and creation of wealth is no exception.  The more valuable the thing created, the higher the potential for inherent value in the process of creating it.  This applies to business, and the process of creating wealth can be seen as, for many, beginning in schools of business.

Where social capital and related elements of human flourishing are viewed as crucial in the wealth we seek to create, business education can be seen as richer and more widely directed.  In my view, we should view business education as aimed at making business enjoyable as well as materially successful.  Business activity is not as a mere means to profits but a realm of human potential with its own standards of excellence.

Corporate culture

Both general ethics, with its emphasis on the paramount importance of persons in human life, and certainly Christian ethics, with its stress on love as the most important motivational force in human relations, points toward the need to integrate a wider conception of wealth into the culture of business.  The value of this does not, however, depend on any particular religion.  Religious energies can help in the task, but there are ethical reasons of a non-religious kind to move in the same direction.  With population increases in many parts of the world and diminishing natural resources, there are—even apart from the historically ineliminable conflicts leading to war—serious challenges to the maintenance of peace and order.  Governments have not succeeded in meeting these challenges.  International cooperation is essential, and stronger international bodies seem more needed that ever.  Here the Global Compact is a beginning, but clearly individual businesses have powers that, collectively, transcend those of any international body and probably those of any individual nation.  Business ethics, including the standards for wealth creation, have never been as important. 
If we are to achieve a change in corporate cultures in the direction of a wider and more ethical conception of the creation of wealth, we need not only more emphasis in the business schools on the proper function of business, but also the help of the media.  The media play a huge role in influencing people, and with the expansion of the internet their role may be even greater.  The media are, of course, businesses.  Their leaders, s well as leaders in business and faculty in business schools, should be approached with the idea that they are essential in achieving the kind of social change we need to enlist the power of business toward peace and prosperity of all peoples.
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Endnotes
� The notion of an institution and the scope of institutional ethics are discussed in chapter 4 of my (2007).


� Wide-ranging discussions bearing on the grounding of corporate obligations as viewed from the point of view of this paper can be fond in Enderle (forthcoming) and Webley (1999).


� A case for the life-dependence of intrinsic value is made in Audi (2003a).  Instrumental value, if it is more than a causal power of one thing to produce another, is arguably also life-dependent.


� For discussion of the ethics of love in relation to the love Christian commandments see Howard-Snyder (forthcoming) and Audi (2003b).


� For an indication of how many religious traditions employ some version of the Golden Rule and what some of the significant variations are among them, see Murphy (2005), 35-40. 


� For a detailed account of how we can determine what is obligatory in a pluralistic ethics and how an intuitionist version of such an ethical view is related to Kantian and to virtue ethics, see Audi (2004), esp. ch 5.


� The balance between special obligations and our obligations regarding humanity in general is difficult to achieve.  Here utilitarianism seems overdemanding in requiring maximization of goodness for persons.  An approach to dealing with this beneficence problem is provided in chapter 3 of Audi (2004). 


� Cf. the point made by White (2006) that “A Great Transition world cannot co-exist with a corporate culture that is built on the pillar of capital domination as an intrinsic good and shareholder enrichment as the core purpose” (p. 7).


� Acknowledgments





PAGE  
2

