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hast vear, to my surp rﬁa@, the Western Australian Government
Targely escaped condemmnation for ts WA Inc activities. I had
sxpected old-school mmﬂa?ﬁgehm to be more angry than they were
about migsraepresentation and breach of the trust any ~ovcrmm9mt

&
hag to Jts taxpavers, and I had expscted nsw-laeft moralisers
sl prmtegt morae than they did about Labor dalliance with the
vary typne of big business ft Tiked Teast. True: not all that
wWe now know was believed then, but the confusion ran desper.
People were uncisar about the moral dimensions of events that
ware well known---avents about which my parents, Tor dinstancs,
wol Td have had no doubt.

And, during the prolenged attention by the madia to the
Bornd Empire I have bszen ztruck by the Tack of sopmﬁgtﬁcated
normative evaluation of matters such 3z the use to which Bell
Resourcss ' cash reserves ware put, the rights of minority
shareholders, and the moral, es opposed to the purely Tegal,
obligations of directors and auditors. It was the same with
the Quintex sagas

Libel P i . [l N ™ £ f z3WRwin] [l
Libel Taw g, no doubt, one reason for the paucity of
pthical debate. It 93 indecd difficult to discuss rea’
Australisns, In reastl situstions, Tn mormative terms.

Another, I think more Tmportant, reason why businassmen
eocape effective ethical ori FTam g that the concept of
sthics in business has becoms mush. For this I blame utopians
of svery stamp who have so successtully vilified busiress
Blayvs, soap operas, novels and songm tend to feature only the
werst sort of businessman.

Busimessmen are nobt, howsver, conﬁpﬁcumusiy prone Lo
pillage and murder. To maintain an “mage of universal
villainy, therefore, critics of capitalism “nvented moral
obligations which applied to busginegss alone———obligutions that
could uﬁtﬁmata1y apply only to the men and women who ran
business Thaese dutiss have been expanded to the point where
tha term '“uaﬂmesg sthics’ has becoms almost meaningless. More
s now axpected of the modern manager than that he do the best
g can with his shareholders’ capita’l, obeyv the Taw and
atisfy the time-~honoured persons] reguiresments of truth,
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gensrosity and courage. Instead, he s expectad to manage | ithe
good corporaste citizen ———whataver that $z.

Tois a measure of the sloppiness of current thinking
t to Tegal, Judgements are being
o)

iy

foof the men who run them-——th
1y make the proper or ﬁmpvﬁpen decﬁ$ﬁem$
off the hook. One reason why this has happened )

as 1t iz spplied to the ‘corporat@ citizen’, is bourmdless and
therefore meaningliess. To be "good' & business mﬁght have T
meat the demands of the Firm’'s own industry, Tts compstition,
Tts unions, the relevant companies offices. the NOSC, the

zrvironment, the government, charitios, th@ arts, sport, the
nti-smolking Tobby, women, and racial minorities. ObvwmugTy E0
alled 'good' activities will conflict, and in any cass the
gmands of the more powerful vested interests are not, 90
hemselves, sthical oriteria.
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themselves are Far from blamnele
. Through sheer intellectual laz: =
Tow their olearly avowed opponaents to
ch after corporate executive's speec
Tlectiviem, giving away ths
g2 ownarship In a market sconomy. It
honour among some execv”*vew At ES
thically based-—--Tlet alone seriously
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ot overtly acknowlsdge that the rights and

i as of businessmen, gus bugﬁﬁe$%mmh, are derived
From inalienable rights and inescapable responsibilities that
apply to everyons and which are the mor&! foundation of our
Tihersl society. Inevitably, n these circumstances, the
knowable, Timited frame of reference by which businessmen
might reasonably Judge their own actions and be Judged ia
Tost.

Ttodoes not matter, sthically, $F they run high-risk
ises oF cautious ones. £ doas not matter, ethically,
gome businesses should Tose money and fold---norporate
nessmen are reguired o try, not nacessaryly 1o sucossd
oes matter, however, f they do not maks every reasonable
avour to honour their fresly-contracted undertakings,
uding the contract with their shareholders. It matters,
auss it 15 2 breazch of that contract, Ff they use
sreholders’ funds to feather their ocwn or friends' and
o tives’ nests, overpay sscaretaries from whom they expsat
sexual favours, or Tive high at company expense. It mattaers
when they cheaat thedr staff or customsrs. It also matiter whean
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they are not framk with people-——zguch as shareholders and
bankars-—-with whom they have contracted to be frank.

To better snsure that the obligations of truth and
sontract-—-including the spacial contractual arrangement that
gives some people trusteseship of others' capital--—~are
honoured, many second-order obligations, such as the
obligation to aveid conflict of interest, have been developsad



se have been given the force of law. The principles
Wite simple. aAnd they work.

Capitalism channels man’'s natural cupidity into
productive activity. It was not Jnvented but gradually grew
out of attempts to satisfy mankind's nesds. Lap taligm iz
potentially a very efficient human arrangement, but one which
depends for fts sucoess upon P%%pm”“ For fts own ethic of
truth and contract-——and uporn sanctions for breaches of that

v also depends on certein mechanisms. For f¢ to work
best, megans by which rizsk may be spread, such as Timited
Tiability, are reeded. Mistakes must dncur losses which
gnoourage correction of the errors and, except where the

his. There must be

government interferses, the market does t

gochanisms to change the poor management
we have bankrupteies and tskeovers. MHigh risk activ
in dtself, a bad thing, however.

W

He tend to balisve bankruptoy causes the unemployment of
paople and assets, wut In doing so we confusge causs with
sffect. So far as the economy s concerned, bankruptoy s not
a big deal. If the Bornd companies should fall over, the beer

will still taste as good, Channel Nine will still brosdosst
and "TThe West Australian’ will 84917 publish. AT] thag will
nave happenad to the physica’l economy s that some over-valued
assets will have been decapita Tiged and new managemsnt
introduced. If, orn the other hand, we allow the sthices of the
markaet to be undermined, the damage to Tiberal society could
aventuslly be terminal,

John Hyde Te Freoutyee Dicector of She Austra ] fan
Institute For Public Policy

ENDE



