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ABSTRACT. Opening with Ford Motor Company as a
case in point, this essay develops a broad and systematic
approach to the field of business ethics. After an analysis
of the form and content of the concept of responsibility,
the author introduces the “principle of moral projection’
as a device for relating ethics to corporate policy. Pitfalls
and objections to this strategy are examined and some
practical implications are then explored.

The essay not only defends a proposition but exhibits
a research style and a research program. Philosophical
ethics and organizational management are joined in the
process.

I. Introduction
1. A case in point

The subject of corporate responsibility is both
difficult and complex. It will help in the discus-
sion that follows to have before us a case illus-
tration in order to anchor various general remarks
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that will be made about it in particular and the
topic of corporate responsibility in general. The
following story from the Washington Star
(March 9, 1980) nicely provides such a case illus-
tration:

INDIANA’S PINTO TRIAL MAY ALTER
CORPORATE RESPONSIBILITY IN U.S.}

Legal history could be made this week in the sleepy
hamlet of Winamac, Ind., if the powerful Ford Motor
Co., on trial in the tiny Pulaski County court, is
found guilty of reckless homicide.

The landmark trial stems from a 1978 crash in
which three girls died when their Ford Pinto car was
rear-ended and exploded. The state charged Ford
with reckless homicide, alleging that the company
knowingly manufactured and marketed an explosion-
prone car, and accusing the No. 2 automaker of
failing to warn Pinto owners of the dangers.

Although Ford currently faces numerous civil law
suits arising from Pinto explosions, the Indiana
prosecution has broken new legal ground by bringing
criminal charges to bear. Never before in U.S. legal
history has a company faced criminal prosecution for
homicide.

In a long, complex and bitterly fought court battle,
part-time prosecutor Michael Cosentino, aided by a
volunteer band of university professors and their
students, has sought to prove that Ford, under pres-
sure to produce a small, fuel-efficient car, recklessly
rushed the subcompact onto the U.S. market in 1971,
knowing it to be unsafe in rear-end collisions.

Prosecution witnesses claimed during the trial that
design faults in early models of the Pinto, including
the 1973 Pinto, involved in the Indiana crash, made
the gas tank vulnerable in low-speed, rear-end colli-
sions and the car liable to explode as a result.

Witnesses further claimed that Ford engineers
knew of the dangers but decided for cost reasons
against’ modifying Pintos on the production line or
recalling those already on the roads.
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In its defense, Ford has sought to show that no
subcompact comparable to the Pinto could have
survived the 1973 crash without fuel leakage and
risk of explosion.

Ex-Watergate prosecutor James F. Neal, who has
led the auto company’s defense team throughout
the trial, told the court that the Pinto in which Judy,
Lynn and Donna Ulrich died in August 1978 had
been rammed while stationary by a Chevrolet van
travelling at least 50mph. .

Neal asked the court to reject the argument that
Ford acted recklessly in failing to construct the Pinto
to be capable of withstanding such a high-speed,
rear-end collision.

Following closing statements by both sides to-
morrow, the jury will decide whether Ford is guilty
of the criminal charge. If convicted the auto company
will be liable to fines totalling $30,000.

Those who have followed the trial closely since it
began nine weeks ago believe that Ford’s lawyers have
succeeded in establishing sufficient “reasonable
doubt” for a “not guilty” verdict to be returned. But
this trial has been full of surprises and if a guilty ver-
dict is reached, the shock waves will ripple through
U.S. industry.

Legal experts claim that a successful prosecution
in Winamac will pave the way for similar criminal law
proceedings against companies in other states. At
present 38 other U.S. states possess statutes that
would allow companies to be prosecuted under
criminal law for serious offenses. So far they have
shied away from using them but a precedent in
Indiana could change attitudes dramatically.

if Ford is found guilty, the decision would also
have a major impact on the civil, product-liability
cases involving the Pinto now pending in courts
throughout the country. Punitive damages could be
substantial and that could hurt Ford financially at a
time when the automaker is hard pressed by rising
production costs and plunging profits on the domes-
tic car market.

Other companies are keeping a close eye on the
Winamac trial, for the product liability implications
of the Pinto case extend well beyond the auto indus-
try, Manufacturers of faulty products in other sectors
could find themselves facing criminal charges which,
ultimately could be extended to include company
officials.

Business claims that the introduction of criminal
liability will destroy the so-called ‘corporate veil’ and
expose U.S. industry and businessmen to costly and
burdensome restrictions. But those in favor of making
companies answerable for their actions in the criminal

courts are confident that this will reinforce the often
inadequate civil law constraints on corporate
behavior.

Ultimately, it is argued, the Pinto case is about the
rule of law and whether companies and their officials
should be above it.

2. The point of a case

As most readers are aware, Ford Motor Com-
pany was found innocent of the charges brought
against it in this case. And it is not the purpose
of this essay to second-guess the appropriateness
of the verdict or the legal complexities involved.
But it will be useful to have this case in mind as
we try to clarify the concept of corporate res-
ponsibility, especially as it might be contrasted
with individual responsibility, since it was Ford
as a corporation that was on trial. It should be
added that the choice of a case in which the
moral issue is harm to the consumer or the
general public is not meant to suggest that there
are not other, equally important areas of moral
concern, for example, worker safety, affirmative
action, environmental protection, truth in adver-
tising, and questionable foreign payments. Cor-
porate responsibility can and should be exercised
in any context in which moral values and obliga-
tions are relevant, and this usually means any
context in which the interests or rights of
persons are significantly affected by the corpora-
tion. Whether these persons are employees of
the firm or ‘outsiders’ would seem to make little
difference. The case of the Ford Pinto is simply
a convenient port of entry for an inquiry with
more general application.

II. Defining moral responsibility
3. Business ethics

Analyzing the concept of corporate responsibility
is a central part of the larger area of inquiry
known as business ethics. Under the more
general heading, topics as wide as the ethical
legitimacy of capitalism and as narrow as the
personal moral dilemmas of business executives
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in day-to-day decision making (for example,
whether or not to break a promise in order to
obtain a contract) are discussed and debated
with great enthusiasm. But between the wide
and the narrow lie questions that have to do
with the management of the modern business
corporation as a unit: questions about the
policies and competitive strategies adopted by
corporations, and questions about how such
policies and strategies are to be implemented. In
our opening case, Ford Motor Company con-
fronted a long series of difficult policy questions,
starting with competitive response to foreign
imports and including engineering safety,
product liability, and public relations. Issues of
corporate responsibility therefore, are of larger
scope than the issues at stake in personal exe-
cutive choices. Individuals make corporate
policy decisions, of course, but these decisions
are not merely personal — they are choices made
for and in the name of the corporation. The
notion of corporate responsibility finds its home
in this larger context. At the same time, issues of
corporate responsibility are of smaller scope
than the ethical foundations of capitalism,
since they presuppose to a great extent the
fundamental legitimacy of capitalism — private
property, for example, and free enterprise.

Since business ethics is a part of philosophical
ethics generally, we expect and find that its
divisions correspond to the divisions most
frequently made in philosophical ethics, namely,
descriptive ethics, normative ethics and analytical
ethics (sometimes called metaethics). Each
division may be briefly described in the order
Jjust given.

It is possible to describe the values and moral
obligations that business persons or business
organizations subscribe to, the values and obliga-
tions they accept and seek to foster, as part of a
neutral portrait of their beliefs and attitudes.
The portrait is neutral because it does not itself
favor or oppose the moral beliefs and attitudes it
describes. It merely states that members of the
business community generally, or of a particular
company, have these beliefs or attitudes. To
offer such a portrait would be to work in the
area called descriptive business ethics.

Normative business ethics, in contrast, would

involve the articulation and defense of basic
principles or frameworks of right and wrong,
good and bad, virtue and vice, as they apply in a
business setting. Normative business ethics
would concern itself not with describing values
and obligations as perceived in the business
world, but with prescribing (and, presumably,
defending) values and obligations, sometimes in
very general terms, sometimes in very specific
terms. Unlike descriptive business ethics, which
neither favors nor opposes the moral beliefs and
attitudes it describes, normative business ethics
is not morally neutral.

Analytical business ethics, finally, would deal
with questions of meaning and justification, that
is, questions having to do with the use of moral
discourse in the business environment, the
appropriateness of applying moral categories to
institutional actors (and not simply to individ-
uals), and the problems presented by moral dis-
agreement both within and between different
societies. Most of the discussion in this essay will
fall under the two headings of normative and
analytical business ethics, though near the con-
clusion we shall give some attention to descrip-
tive issues. (See Figure 1.)

In summary, the analysis of the concept of
corporate responsibility involves primarily nor-
mative and analytical inquiry into the middle
range of questions posed in business ethics, the
range of questions dealing with the formulation
and implementation of corporate policies, goals,
and constraints. This range of questions is dis-
tinguished both from questions of personal
ethics among business managers and from ques-
tions about the legitimacy of business enter-
prise in the first place. In the next section, we
shall take the first step in our inquiry by dis-
tinguishing among several senses of the word
‘responsibility’ in order to focus attention on
the most important sense for our purposes.

4. Senses of ‘moral responsibility’

Let us begin by focusing on the semantics of the
phrase ‘moral responsibility’ as it is applied to
individuals in their daily lives. Once we have
articulated the shape and substance of the
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Fig. 1. Wide and narrow issues in business ethics
related to divisions of ethical inquiry

central idea for such ‘personal’ applications, we
can then turn to the context of the modern busi-
ness corporation to see what parallels, if any,
obtain. By proceeding in this way, we are taking
some sound advice from Christopher D. Stone,
law professor at the University of Southern Cali-
fornia, who remarks:

If people are going to adopt the terminology of ‘res-
ponsibility’ (with its allied concepts of corporate
conscience) to suggest new, improved ways of dealing
with corporations, then they ought to go back and
examine in detail what ‘being responsible’ entails —
in the ordinary case of the responsible human being.
Only after we have considered what being responsible
calls for in general does it make sense to develop the
notion of a corporation being responsible.?

The justification of the basic strategy behind
this way of approaching corporate responsibility
will be sketched in §§ 7—10. For now we shall
simply treat it as a useful expository device,
rather than as a special principle or method in
business ethics.3

Three distinctions must be made to sort out
the relevant semantic aspects of the concept of
moral responsibility as it applies to individuals.
First, we must distinguish among three uses of
the term ‘responsible’ as it is used without the
modifier ‘moral’. T shall refer to those uses of
the term as causal, rule-following, and decision-
making, respectively. In the causal use of the
word, we say of an individual that he or she is
responsible if we mean to draw attention to the
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fact that a certain action or event was brought
about by the individual in question, wholly or in
part, in contrast to some other individual or to
some other explanation of how things happened.
Thus, for example, we might ask who was res-
ponsible for a broken window, secking to estab-
lish whether praise or, more likely, blame was
appropriate and to identify the individual or
individuals in question. In the causal sense, we
speak of ‘holding’ persons responsible, and we
are concerned with determining such matters as
intent, free will, degree of participation, as well
as reward and/or punishment.

We also speak of an individual’s ‘responsibili-
ties’ as a parent or as a citizen or in other roles.
This use of the term reflects the rule-following
sense, not the causal sense. Here the focus is not
on determining who or what brought about a
certain action or event, but on the socially
expected behavior associated with certain roles.
Parents have responsibilities for their children,
doctors for their patients, lawyers for their
clients, and citizens for their country. To speak
of a person as responsible in such contexts is
essentially to commend him or her for following
the rules or meeting the expectations of his or
her station.

But there is a third use of the word ‘respon-
sible’ that is distinct from both the causal and
the rule-following uses. Because it relates to the
way in which an individual thinks about and res-
ponds to situations, we.can call it the decision-
making sense of the word. When we say of Bill
Jones that he is a responsible person, we convey
that he is reliable and trustworthy, that he can
be depended upon to interpret situations and
take actions that manifest both integrity and
concern for those affected by them. The
emphasis is not on Bill Jones as the agent who
brought about a certain result (the causal sense),
or on his following rules or role-expectations
(the rule-following sense) but on his indepen-
dent judgment and the ingredients that go into
that judgment. It is this third sense of ‘responsi-
bility’ that will be of primary concern in what
follows.

The second distinction relates not to the
senses or uses of ‘responsibility’ so much as to
the function of the modifier ‘moral’. When we

speak of an individual as ‘morally responsible’,
our usual intention, when the phrase is not
simply redundant, is to contrast moral responsi-
bility with other possible interpretations of res-
ponsibility. Most frequently, the contrast is
with ‘legal responsibility’. We acknowledge a dif-
ference in the causal sense when we distinguish
between individuals being legally responsible
(“liable”) for an event and their being morally
responsible for it. Similarly, we understand the
difference (rule-following sense) between a
person’s legal responsibilities and his or her
moral responsibilities in a certain role. The latter
are often said to include but go ‘beyond’ the
former. For example, the legal responsibilities of
parents to their children are part of their moral
responsibilities, but their moral responsibilities
do not stop at the boundary of the law. It is not
illegal for a parent to criticize a child to the
point where the child loses any sense of self
worth, but a parent who did this would act in a
morally irresponsible manner. In general the
modifier ‘moral’ is used to signal a broad con-
text in which the notion of responsibility is to
be situated, a context that validates attributions
of responsibility to individuals according to
criteria distinct from, e.g., law, religion, etiquet-
te, and custom. Sometimes philosophers unify
the special criteria at work in this context as
stemming from ‘the moral point of view’, — an
idea discussed more fully below (§ 6).

The third distinction has to do with the force
of attributions like “She is morally responsible
in her decision-making”. That is, once we are
clear about which sense of ‘responsible’ is at
issue (in this case, the decision-making sense),
and once we recognize that it is moral responsi-
bility rather than, say, legal responsibility that is
meant, the question arises: In saying that an
individual is morally responsible, are we merely
describing certain of his or her cognitive,
emotional or decision-making characteristics or
are we instead (or also) commending and recom-
mending them? Put another way, is the concept
of moral responsibility, as we are pursuing it, a
normative concept or a descriptive concept or
some mixture of the two?

The answer to this question is that it is a
mixed concept. That is, though it can be used
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purely normatively as an expression of praise
with no ‘content’, (perhaps as some people use
the word ‘nice’) and though it can be used
purely descriptively with no implication that
being morally responsible is somehow desirable,
we usually use the concept of moral responsi-
bility with both a descriptive and a normative
force. We use it to say something about indi-
viduals that could be said in purely ‘neutral’
language (e.g., he or she sees the world in certain
ways), but we also use it to recommend the
characteristics referred to as characteristics that
individuals should have, not simply as charac-
teristics that they might or do have. Tracing
some of the elements of descriptive and nor-
mative force in the concept of moral responsibi-
lity is our next task. Up to this point we have,
through three distinctions, clarified the main
quarry: decision-making responsibility (vs causal
and rule-following); moral responsibility (vs legal
and other types); and moral responsibility with
a mixed force (vs. purely descriptive and purely
normative). And it should be noted that we have
restricted ourselves only temporarily to the attri-
bution of moral responsibility to individuals.
Later we shall train our attention on organiza-
tions (corporations) as the key entities for such
attributions.

5. Responsible thought and action

In the previous section we saw that the concept
of moral responsibility, at least as we plan to use
it, has both descriptive and normative parts. It is
our purpose in this section to elaborate further
on those parts, in an effort to discern more
clearly what the concept of moral responsibility
means in practice. It should be stated at the out-
set, however, that this effort does not represent
a full-dress analysis in the form of necessary and
sufficient conditions. The more modest goal of
uncovering ‘elements’ of our idea of moral res-
ponsibility is all that is sought. What a precise
analysis might involve, and indeed whether a
precise analysis is possible, are questions we shall
leave to one side. Aristotle was perhaps the first,
but certainly not the last, to note that in matters
of ethics, one must be satisfied with the level of

precision that the subject matter allows.*

As we move toward a more reflective under-
standing of the elements of the concept of moral
responsibility, two observations should be kept
in mind. First, to say of an individual that he or
she is morally responsible is to say something
directly about the person and only indirectly
about the actions or behavior of the person. To
say that individuals are morally responsible, in
the decision-making sense distinguished earlier,
is to say something about them, about the
cognitive and emotional processes that precede
and accompany their actions; it is not to issue a
verdict about the rightness and wrongness of
their actions in every case. We can imagine at-
tributing moral responsibility to a person in a
commendatory way while nevertheless dis-
agreeing with the decision made by that person
in a particular case even to the point of believing
that the action taken was morally wrong. Some
philosophers would characterize this feature of
the concept of moral responsibility by saying
that it refers to ‘subjective’ rightness (or in the
case of irresponsibility, wrongness) while ‘objec-
tive’ rightness and wrongness are the central
concerns of ethics. But this would be too hasty.
For the fact is that though moral responsibility
may be a virtue insufficient to insure complete
moral rectitude in what one does, it is clearly to
be thought of as an essential, even dominant,
component. Actions that are taken without it
might in some cases be ‘objectively’ right, but
more frequently they will not be. And actions
that are taken with it might in some cases be
‘objectively’ wrong, but more frequently they
will not be. Think of how uneasy most of us
would feel about someone who said I believe
in behaving honestly with people, because it
really pays off”. William K. Frankena, a leading
American moral philosopher, has perhaps put
the matter as nicely as it can be put:

Well, then, whom should a moral spectator rank
higher, a person who does the right thing from bad
motives or one who acts from good motives but does
the wrong thing? Which person should he or she
regard as morally better? In reply, the... thing to
say is that the question is wrong.’

Frankena goes on to suggest, however, that all
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things considered, we lean toward virtue and (in
our case) responsibility:

One can [ask] who is better from the point of view
of morality, the right-doing or the well-motivated
person, to which the answer is probably the latter,
because having such people around is likely to result
in more right-doing than having people around who
only happen to do what is right because it fits with
their other ends.®

Our first observation, then, is that the concept
of moral responsibility is normative with respect
to the virtues of individual decision-making more
than with respect to the rightness or wrongness
of specific actions or behavior. It is what we
might call a process-concept. This fact underlies
a certain restraint in the compliment being paid
to an individual in calling him or her ‘respon-
sible’, a restraint rooted in the gap between dis-
positions and actual behavior. But the restraint
is in no way a suspension of normative force
altogether. We are approving of the taking of the
‘moral point of view’ in decision-making when
we characterize a person as morally responsible,
even though we reserve the right to criticize the
results of the responsible exercise of that point
of view.

The second observation to be kept in mind
about the concept of responsibility supplements
the first. Attributions of moral responsibility are
not only process-oriented rather than aimed
directly at the content of behavior, they are also
generic. That is, the cognitive and emotional
processes associated with moral responsibility
are less specific than those associated with the
principles usually discussed in normative ethics.
Attributing moral responsibility to an agent is
not in itself attributing, e.g., utilitarian or non-
utilitarian reasoning to that agent. Nor is there
any other specific moral principle (e.g., egoism,
contractarianism, etc.) logically implicit in the
generic attribution of moral responsibility to an
agent. This fact should not be taken to suggest
that the concept of moral responsibility is
empty. The point is simply that the content pos-
sessed by the concept is on a higher level of
abstraction that the level of specific normative
principles — much as the notion of the ‘moral
point of view’ is ‘above’ specific ways of opera-

tionalizing it in moral rules and principles.

To attribute the normative-cum-descriptive
concept of moral responsibility to an individual,
then, is to allude to certain generic decision-
making traits (cognitive and emotional disposi-
tions) of the individual. It is not to pass judg-
ment directly on the rightness or wrongness of
the individual’s acts, nor is it to impute a speci-
fic normative ethical principle to the individual’s
reasoning.

6. Elements of moral responsibility

What, then, are the characteristic dispositions
that give descriptive, albeit generic, meaning to
the concept of moral responsibility? What makes
the morally responsible decision-maker tick?

One way to answer this question is to look at
the main components of the ‘moral point of
view’ as it is normally understood, in order to
capture the basic spirit of moral responsibility.
When we do this, with the help of philosophical
literature on the subject, we discover two princi-
pal components which we shall call rationality
and respect.” Rationality involves the pursuit of
one’s projects and purposes with careful atten-
tion to ends and means, alternatives and conse-
quences, risks and opportunities. Respect
involves consideration of the perspectives of
other persons in the pursuit of one’s rational
projects and purposes. In the words of Kant, res-
pect implies treating others, especially affected
parties, as ends and not mere means. It implies
a self-imposed constraint on rationality born of
a realization that the worth of our projects and
purposes resides in the same humanity shared by
those who are likely to be affected by them.
Taking the ‘moral point of view’ therefore, has
both a self-directed component (rationality) and
an other-directed component (respect). These,
at least, provide us with an understanding of the
spirit that underlies the concept of moral res-
ponsibility. But how does this spirit become
embodied in the actual decision-making proces-
ses of the responsible individual?

There are four main elements that most of us
would recognize as essential, elements that cor-
respond to four stages in an individual’s move-
ment from thought to action:
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(1) perception,

(2) reasoning,

(3) coordination, and

(4) implementation.
We shall examine each of these elements as they
contribute to morally responsible decision-
making.

(1) Perception. All rational decision-making
must begin with an agent’s perception of his or
her environment. Information-gathering is a
necessary first step toward thoughtful action.
But perception is not entirely a passive and
neutral process. Philosophers and scientists have
long recognized that perception has an active
dimension and that an agent structures and
packages information in accordance with both
personal and social concerns and interests. Thus
when we inquire about the moral aspects of per-
ception, we are inquiring about the way in
which and the degree to which an agent struc-
tures and categorizes the ‘moral data’ available.
And ‘moral data’ is defined with attention to the
two components of morality mentioned earlier.
A morally responsible person will gather and
take seriously as much information as practically
possible regarding the impact of his or her deci-
sions, not only on his or her goals and plans
(rationality), but also on the goals and plans of
others (respect). In the words of one writer, the
responsible person’s perception is in this way
“stamped with moral categories”.® Someone
who ran across a crowded park oblivious to the
presence of others, stepping on adults and
children as if they were part of the landscape,
would clearly exhibit a lack of moral perception.
Such a person might ‘see’ those in his or her
environment, but would respond to that infor-
mation in much the same way as to rocks or
logs, i.e., as potential hazards on a running
course, not as human beings.

Moral perception manifests itself, then, largely
in the way that an agent structures and defines
his or her decision-making environment —
whether and how moral issues are recognized as
moral issues demanding the kind of attention
discussed in (2) and (3) below.

(2) Reasoning. Once an agent has gathered the

relevant information from the environment
according to some set of moral (or amoral) cate-
gories, that information becomes ‘input’ to the
reasoning process. The morally responsible
individual not only perceives differently from
the morally irresponsible individual, he or she
also reasons differently about matters of right
and wrong. Moral reasoning is the process by
which one moves formally or informally from
premisses to conclusions about what one ought
to do. A utilitarian, for example, will reason
about right and wrong in terms of the social
costs and benefits of the courses of action
available. The utilitarian seeks to maximize the
expectable utility or happiness or pleasure
brought about by his or her conduct for all
those affected. Non-utilitarians will reason in
terms of principles or moral precepts that are
not exclusively utility-maximizing in character.
A nonutilitarian might, for example, reason that
since a certain option available involves lying to
people, it should be ruled out as unacceptable.

The important point for our present purposes
is that we expect some process of moral reasoning
from a morally responsible individual, even if
the premisses of that reasoning are unspecified.
And we differentiate moral premisses from other
kinds because they are rooted in the com-
ponents of rationality and respect for others
mentioned earlier.

(3) Coordination. We might have called the
reasoning process referred to under (2) “reason-
ing internal to the moral point of view”, in
which case what we are here calling ‘coordina-
tion’ would be ‘reasoning external to, but in-
cluding, the moral point of view’. Coordination
is the process whereby an individual’s moral
evaluation of his or her options is integrated
with various nonmoral (do not read ‘immoral’)
imperatives. Deciding on how to respond to
racism in one’s immediate social environment
requires looking at alternatives morally, of
course, but also legally, economically, and politi-
cally.

Most of us understand the coordination
process as a process of establishing some congru-
ence between our basic moral obligations and
demands that stem from other sources. These
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other sources, of course, often intersect with
morality. Simple prudence or self-interest,
employment contracts, legal requirements, and
various  role-expectations  (e.g., manager,
engineer, senator, physician) all make demands
on us that we might classify as ‘nonmoral’; yet
they are demands that we take seriously and
that we hope ultimately will not conflict with
basic morality.

The process of coordination, then, is a feature
of the morally responsible person’s character
that goes beyond both perception and moral
reasoning strictly defined. It takes the individual
a step closer to action by integrating moral
thought with the larger constellation of needs
and interests that make up his or her decision-
making ‘platform’. Some philosophers have
argued that the coordination process is really
unnecessary, since moral reasoning by its very
nature takes priority or is ‘overriding’ in relation
to other practical concerns. This is a debate that
we cannot enter upon here. We can note, how-
ever, that even if moral reasoning is or should be
somehow authoritative, there may still be more
and less effective ways of recognizing that
authority in practical affairs. The morally res-
ponsible individual presumably looks for the
more effective ways, and this is the effort we are
calling coordination.

(4) Implementation. The final stage in the
process of moving from thought to action, and
so the final arena in which moral responsibility
can be expected to manifest itself, is implemen-
tation. Here we assume that perception has given
place to reasoning about what should be done,
and that the remaining task lies in how to make
things happen. As the proverb has it, a certain
road is ‘paved with good intentions’. Moral
responsibility, most of us would agree, includes
more than perception, reasoning, and coordinat-
tion. It includes a measure of seriousness about
detail that makes the difference between wishful
thinking and actual performance, between ‘seeing
it’ and ‘seeing it through’. There are here, as
with the other three processes, numerous sub-
processes involved. Implementation in the con-
text of moral responsibility calls for an under-
standing of natural and social forces in the

vicinity of one’s proposed action as well as per-
severance in guiding one’s decision toward reali-
zation. An individual who perceived the dangers
of a romp through the crowded park, who
reasoned that others should not be hurt and who
coordinated that conclusion with his or her
desire to reach the other side as quickly as pos-
sible, might still fall short as a responsible agent,
if, in implementing the decision to follow the
less populated path, he or she ignored the com-
plexities of the chosen route, only to get lost.

II. The principle of moral projection
7. Shifting the unit of analysis

Up to this point in our discussion, very little has
been said explicitly about business ethics or
about corporate responsibility. Our main focus
has been the concept of moral responsibility as
it applies in our ordinary lives as individuals. We
have seen that the underlying spirit of the con-
cept is rationality combined with respect for
others, and that this spirit manifests itself in
four stages or processes: perception, reasoning,
coordination, and implementation.

It is now time to make a very important
theoretical shift from the individual as the
primary unit of analysis to the organization,
specifically the modern business corporation.
The motivation for this shift comes from the
widely appreciated fact that corporations play a
more significant role in the lives and livelihoods
of individuals today than ever before in history.
Private and public institutions have in many
ways become the primary actors on the human
stage, enveloping if not replacing individuals as
the loci of power and responsibility. Yet our
ethical categories and our inheritance of moral
understanding have not kept pace with this
development. They have focused almost exclusi-
vely on the individual person (abstracted from
organizational constraints and opportunities) as
the subject for moral guidance.

It might be argued, of course, that there is no
need to shift to a new unit of analysis (the cor-
poration) in order to do justice to ethical issues
in business. Individuals, it might be said, are the
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proper subjects for moral guidance, whether
they be within or outside corporate roles and
offices.

Such an argument has merit, but it fails to
take seriously enough the fact that organizations
are more than simple collectivities or groups of
persons without structure, like passengers on a
train. The actions and decisions of corporations
are not usually a simple function of any single
manager’s values. Even the chief executive
officer of a corporation often must, in his or her
leadership role, work indirectly in efforts to
guide the large organization toward its goals.
Internal factors like management incentives,
research and development, labor relations, and
production processes combine with external fac-
tors like resource availability, government regu-
lation and competitive pressures to condition,
if not determine, the decisions of even the
strongest top executives. The point is that
having a conscience in the running of a large
corporation does not translate automatically
into running a conscientious corporation. The
latter requires an ‘institutionalization’ of certain
values, not simply the possession of those values
in one part of the organization (even if that part
is at the top of the hierarchy). Similar remarks
would apply to other organizational characteris-
tics like competence, intelligence, conservatism,
aggressiveness, and innovativeness. The traits of
individuals in all of these areas are critical, but
managing their joint force demands a larger
perspective and a larger unit of analysis than is
afforded by concentrating exclusively on indi-
vidual values. Add to this the ‘personhood’
imputed to the corporation by both law and
generally accepted accounting principles, as well
as the ‘personality’ imputed in recent discussions
of corporate ‘culture’, and the case for shifting
our unit of analysis (from the individual to the
organization) becomes very hard to set aside.

8. Statement of the principle

Once the shift to the organizational unit of
analysis becomes intelligible, i.e., once we ac-
knowledge the sense that can be given to seeing
the organization itself as an agent in society,

analogous to the individual while made up of
individuals, we are then in a position to press
two questions: (a) What is it for an organization
(like a corporation) to be morally responsible?
And (b), Do we really want to encourage cor-
porate moral responsibility once we understand
its implications?

We shall have more to say later about negative
answers to (b) in §§ 11—12, but for now we can
simply use the affirmative answer as a way of
defining ‘the principle of moral projection’. The
principle of moral projection (MP) may be for-
mulated in this way:

(MP) It is appropriate not only to describe
organizations (and their characteristics)
by analogy with individuals, it is also
appropriate normatively to look for
and to foster moral attributes in organi-
zations by analogy with those we look
for and foster in individuals.

Put in simplest terms, the principle of moral
projection says that we can and should expect
no more and no less of our institutions (taken as
moral units) than we expect of ourselves (as
individuals). In particular, moral responsibility,
as we have analyzed it earlier in our discussion,
is an attribute that we should look for and try
to foster in individuals. The principle of moral
projection, therefore, invites us to explore the
analogues of moral responsibility for organiza-
tions. The concept of corporate responsibility
could then be seen as the moral projection of
the concept of responsibility in its ordinary
(individual) sense.?

Ford Motor Company, as noted in the case
illustration at the beginning of this essay, was
brought under indictment as an organic unit.
Neither Henry Ford nor Ford’s top managers
nor other individuals were defendants in the
Pinto trial. And though it is true that Ford’s
legal responsibility was, by definition, the
issue in the eyes of the court, moral res-
ponsibility was just as surely the wider issue
(as it very often is in legal proceedings).

But then what characteristics was the ‘moral
defendant’ supposed to have exhibited — as an
organization? This brings us to question (a)
above. In the next section we shall trace (for the
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corporation) the elements of moral responsibility
outlined earlier for the individual.

9. Tracing the elements

We saw in our earlier discussion (§4 and §5)
that the concept of moral responsibility could
be understood in terms of two main compo-
nents, rationality and respect. We also saw that
these components become operational in four
stages or processes of decision-making: percep-
tion, reasoning, coordination, and implementa-
tion. If the principle of moral projection (§ 8)
is to provide the conceptual linkage that we
seek, then we must ask ourselves what organiza-
tional counterparts there might be to the four
stages or processes. Let us now turn to this task.

First, perception. Just as individuals faced
with the ongoing demands of rationality and res-
pect must gather information from their environ-
ments about resources, opportunities, risks and
potential impacts of alternative courses of
action, so too organizations of individuals must
‘perceive’. Whether the term ‘perception’ is used
or not is, of course, unimportant. The fact is
that an organization like Ford Motor Company
is constantly monitoring its environment,
gathering data relevant to marketing, accounting,
finance, production, personnel, government
regulations, etc. This data, once gathered, is
processed through various parts of the organiza-
tion, purified, clarified, simplified, and ultimately
either ‘forgotten’ or stored for use in decision-
making by line management. And like all forms
of perception, organizational perception is
inevitably ‘selective’. Not all available data, let
alone all potentially relevant data, is gathered.
Moreover, even the information that is gathered
is frequently lost in processing and transmission
within the organization, sometimes happily and
sometimes unhappily. ‘Perceptual selectivity’,
then, is an ongoing characteristic of organiza-
tions as it is of individual persons, and it lies as
often at the root of an organization’s competen-
ce as it does at the root of an organization’s
incompetence.

In the moral realm, perception becomes
crucial because it is the beginning of responsibi-

lity. As we saw in our earlier discussion, it is pos-
sible for someone to be perceptive in various
nonmoral ways but relatively ‘blind’ or ‘insensi-
tive’ when it comes to morality. This can happen
because certain data is simply not gathered at all
(e.g., data about worker safety, health effects of
products on consumers, environmental or social
impacts), or because even though data is gath-
ered, it is ‘forgotten’ or ‘lost’ in the system. The
result is selectivity in moral perception on the
part of the organization as a unit. Important
information for responsible decision-making by
management is simply unavailable.

Thus a central characteristic of a morally res-
ponsible organization will be what one writer
refers to as its ‘information net’ in those areas
of its operation that significantly affect the lives
of others (consumers, the general public, future
generations, workers, shareholders, managers
themselves, etc).10 If an organization’s informa-
tion net is woven so as to capture, store, and
eventually use morally important feedback
regarding the organization’s impact on others,
that organization manifests ‘respect’ for others
(and so moral responsibility) more than an
organization that fails to do this.

In our case example, Ford was charged with
‘reckless’ behavior because, it was alleged, the
company had “knowingly manufactured and
marketed an explosion-prone car”. If this were
true, then the organization’s perception was
probably not in question. In order for Ford to
have ‘knowingly’ done what was alleged, it
would presumably have had to have ‘perceived’
the hazards of the fuel system before the deci-
sion to start or continue production. On the
other hand, the allegations might have been
aimed at some kind of culpable ignorance on
Ford’s part — ‘perceptual selectivity’ regarding
test data or test procedures. If so, then lack of
moral perception might well have been the key
to the criticism of irresponsibility.

In sum, the first of the four elements of moral
responsibility seems clearly to apply to organiza-
tions as a necessary (not sufficient) condition
just as it applies to individuals. And it applies on
two levels: information gathering and informa-
tion processing. As with individuals, moral
‘blindness’ can afflict organizations as actors in
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their environments.

The second element of moral responsibility
is moral reasoning, the introduction of moral
principles or norms to the relevant data in an
effort to arrive at (‘derive’ may be too strong) a
normative conclusion. In the context of organi-
zational decision-making, the process or activity
of moral reasoning might take place either
formally or informally. If informally, it may
often be simply a matter of an understood but
unwritten set of values or principles that make
up the ‘culture’ of a corporation.ll Moral
reasoning in its informal aspect would amount
to the weighing of alternatives in decision-making
with attention to both potential injustice and
potentially harmful consequences of corporate
activity. Such considerations would find their
way into corporate strategies and choices largely
through the ‘private’ values of key managers to-
gether with whatever selectivity might be exer-
cised in appointing key managers in the first
place.

Moral reasoning becomes a more formal
organizational characteristic when explicit provi-
sion is made in the decision-making process for
the introduction of moral premises. This can
happen in a number of ways: corporate ethical
codes, along with guidelines for internal com-
pliance; specific incentives for middle manage-
ment regarding morally motivated goals like
affirmative action, worker health, product
safety, truth and taste in advertising; board com-
mittees mandated to oversee general or specific
areas of moral significance; and even top officers
and staff charged with primary responsibility for
corporate ethics in both policy and management
development.

The organizational (corporate) analogue to
the moral reasoning that we expect of responsible
individuals lies in precisely those areas of organi-
zational structure and style that contain and
moderate key economic decisions. To the extent
that the decision-making processes of the organi-
zation in the economic realm are systematic and
self-conscious, we might expect a similar
phenomenon in the moral sphere, not as a diver-
sion from or dilution of corporate purposes, but
as an indispensable safeguard for the humanity
of those purposes.

To return to our case example, Ford Motor
Company was charged, implicitly, with not
exercising its capacities for moral reasoning.
Mechanisms and voices that might have been
expected to modify or even prevent the mar-
keting of the Pinto fuel system were alleged not
to have been effective. Ford’s reasoning, it was
claimed, was purely economic when it could or
should have included greater concern for
consumer safety. The corporation’s reply was
that moral considerations did in fact enter the
decision process and did in fact control it. The
accidents were not, it was said, the result of
cither absent or faulty moral reasoning on
Ford’s part, but of factors in the collision situa-
tions for which Ford could not reasonably be
held accountable.

The ‘mind’ of the corporation, of course, is at
least as inscrutable as the mind of an individual
when it comes to moral reasoning, so it should
not come as a surprise that such matters are hard
to ascertain after the fact. One thing that is
clear, however, .is that moral reasoning can be
enhanced in an organization by efforts of upper
management and boards of directors to under-
stand the formal and informal frameworks that
do and those that should guide decision-making.
If furthering corporate self-interest is the only or
the dominant imperative in an organization, or if
significant principles like social justice are seen
to take a back seat to less important moral con-
siderations, mechanisms could be devised that
would correct the imbalance. Like individuals,
organizations can evolve and develop to more
mature stages of moral reasoning as they become
aware of inadequacies.

Turning now to the third element of moral
responsibility discussed eatlier, coordination, we
confront a character trait whose organizational
analogue is all-too-often sorely lacking. Essen-
tially, coordination consists in creatively man-
aging multiple nonmoral imperatives as they
relate to and sometimes press against the conclu-
sions reached by moral reasoning. Instead of
interpreting the decision-making environment as
a tangle of ‘trade-offs’ and moral compromises,
the responsible organization, like the responsible
individual, aims at congruence among moral and
nonmoral aspirations. By its very nature the
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modern business corporation seeks economic
objectives like return on investment, market
share, and growth. It must be responsive to
government regulation and competitive pressures.
Skillfully orchestrating the joint fulfillment of
these objectives and various moral imperatives,
both in the short run and in the long run, is no
easy task. Yet it is a task that in many ways
epitomizes the role of management. It is often
easier to talk of inevitable moral compromises in
the name of corporate ‘survival’ or the need for
jobs than it is to generate options that are
simultaneously responsive to both economic and
noneconomic values. A measure of idealism is
often a necessary ingredient in the operating
procedures of organizations who take coordina-
tion and thus moral responsibility, seriously.

In our case example the central business chal-
lenge for Ford Motor Company seems to have
consisted in meeting jointly the imperatives
posed by foreign fuel-efficient imports, tough
domestic competition, and engineering safety
demands. The charge against Ford was that it
‘traded-off’ the last of these out of concern for
the first two. If this were true (the corporation
denied that it was true and won), it would have
represented a failure in coordination and thus a
failure in moral responsibility. The task of coor-
dination lies in avoiding such ‘trade-off’ situa-
tions by devising alternatives that make the
multiple objectives involved congruent or jointly
achjevable. Institutionalizing such coordination
is, of course, not simple. It consists of integrating
the formal and informal mechanisms of moral
reasoning with the wider set of organizational
needs and goals. And as with the individual, the
happy path on which virtue is rewarded often
proves elusive.

The fourth, and final element of moral res-
ponsibility is what we have called implementa-
tion. For the individual, implementation consists
in the passage from intentions to action through
self-monitoring, matching appropriate means to
ends, and sustaining motivation and control. For
the organization, similar factors come into play.
Corporate strategies are no more than words
without careful attention to the complexities of
their implementation. Corporate management
must constantly use its sources of influence to

motivate and facilitate effective organizational
responses to plans and policies. This is achieved
through such things as adjustments in the struc-
ture of the organization, the degree of auto-
nomy given to various divisions, incentive (and
disincentive) systems for management and labor,
and even occasional direct intervention by top
management.

Just as we might have doubts about the res-
ponsibility of an individual who was morally
perceptive and who reasoned carefully about the
rights and wrongs of his or her conduct, but who
paid no attention to the steps necessary to bring
thought into action, so too we would have
doubts about the responsibility of an organiza-
tion that gathered and processed morally
relevant information only to let it atrophy in the
executive suite.

Recalling Ford’s handling of the Pinto, we
can imagine circumstances in which the com-
pany’s perception and reasoning might have
been unimpeachable, but in which implementa-
tion fell short. Suppose, for example, that the
engineering or product testing branch of the
corporation  discovered dangerous impact
characteristics in the Pinto design and commu-
nicated this to upper management (perception).
Suppose further that management concluded
that the implied risks to consumers were unac-
ceptable and that the fuel system could and
should be made safer (moral reasoning and coor-
dination). The implementation of a decision to
redesign the fuel system would still require care-
ful attention to such things as:

(a) effectively communicating the decision to
the production center of the organization, pos-
sibly through several layers of management:

(b) cost controls and retesting during the
redesign process:

(c) recall and replacement of any fuel sys-
tems already produced; and

(d) fostering a general understanding down

the line of what was being done and why.
In the absence of such concern for ‘making
things happen’, an organization’s moral responsi-
bility, like an individual’s, would be open to
question.

Summarizing the discussion thus far, we can
say that the four stages or processes identified as



14 Kenneth E. Goodpaster

elements of individual moral responsibility have
reasonably clear organizational counterparts.
This fact, illustrated by means of the Ford Pinto
case, provides us with a richer understanding of
the concept of corporate responsibility. The res-
ponsible corporation is, in general, both rational
and respectful of others in the conduct of its
business affairs. More concretely the responsible
corporation manifests in its organizational struc-
ture, its control systems, its manufacturing and
marketing practices and its management
development efforts, the four elements that we
have seen to be characteristic of responsibility:
moral perception, moral reasoning, coordination,
and sensitivity to implementation.

The progressive clarity that such an analysis
offers for understanding both the normative and
descriptive aspects of corporate responsibility
should be encouraging. And though further
analysis and more clarity is possible (and
desirable), we can at least begin to appreciate
the power of the principle of moral projection in
taking us this far.

10. ‘Conceptual thermodynamics’

We mentioned earlier that the principle of moral
projection would be used as a helpful expository
device until the main elements of corporate res-
ponsibility were traced. Now that we have done
this, it behooves us to reflect more carefully on
some of the methodological assumptions of the
principle and to air some possible objections.

One of the basic physics lessons of the turbu-
lent decade of the seventies was that to do use-
ful work requires sources of energy more ‘con-
centrated’ than the energy thrown off after the
work has been done. The second law of thermo-
dynamics tells us that the use of energy (either
renewable energy or nonrenewable fossil fuels)
exacts a price, and that in nature, as in economics,
there is ‘no such thing as a free lunch’. If one
seeks to power an engine, turn a turbine, or
simply pedal a bicycle, there must be more con-
centrated energy at the input than at the output.
Work is done by diverting some of the flow from
well-ordered material to less well-ordered
material. Entropy (disorder) increases.

This physics lesson, which is now understood
by a wider public than ever before, has an
interesting analogue in the realm of concepts
and theories. If one is pursuing not physical
work, but intellectual work — if one seeks to
render a phenomenon more intelligible than it
was before — then one’s resource must have
more ‘intelligibility’ to it than whatever it is one
would like to explain. In the world of ideas and
explanations, the ‘resources’ are theories or what
are sometimes called ‘models’. Just as we cannot
do useful work by trying to get a waterfall to
flow upward, so we cannot get useful explana-
tions by using theories or models that are less
intelligible than the phenomena they are con-
structed to illuminate.

Plato understood this principle of ‘conceptual
thermodynamics’ very well. He applied it to
ethics in the second book of his Republic
where he was seeking a ‘model’ for explaining
justice or virtue in the life of an individual:

Imagine a rather short-sighted person told to read an
inscription in small letters from some way off. He
would think it a godsend if someone pointed out that
the same inscription was written up elsewhere on a
bigger scale, so that he could first read the larger
characters and then make out whether the smaller
ones were the same.

...We think of justice as a quality that may exist
in a whole community as well as in an individual, and
the community is the bigger of the two. Possibly,
then, we may find justice there in larger proportions,
easier to make out. So I suggest that we should begin
by inquiring what justice means in a state. Then we
can go on to look for its counterpart on a smaller
scale in the individual.!?

In a way, Plato is here using the principle of
moral projection in reverse: the macrocosm (the
community) is being suggested for use as a
model of the microcosm (the individual soul).
Our own use of the principle moves from the
individual to the macrocosm (the corporation).
But as Harvard philosopher Robert Nozick
points out, the direction of the arrow is relative,
He is speaking of justice and the state, as Plato
was, but the application to individual and cor-
porate responsibility is natural:

Since we may have only weak confidence in our
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intuitions and judgements about the justice of the
whole structure of society, we may attempt to aid
our judgement by focusing on microsituations that
we do have a firm grasp of... Since Plato, at any rate,
that has been our tradition; principles may be tried
out in the large and in the small. Plato thought that
writ large the principles are easier to discern; others
may think the reverse.!3

The point is simply that the work of a model
is to make the less intelligible more intelligible.
For Plato, the ‘bigger’ inscription was easier to
read. For those of us embarking on the twenty-
first century, the reverse seems true. Qur organi-
zations and institutions seem harder for us to
understand than ourselves. Sometimes smaller
‘inscriptions’ are aids to reading bigger ones.
Think of the person unable ‘to see the forest for
the trees’.

The ‘conceptual thermodynamics’ of our
quest for understanding corporate responsibility,
and for grounding business ethics in the process,
leads us to apply the principle of moral projec-
tion from the level of individual thought and
action to the level of organizational ‘thought’
and ‘action’. We do this on the basis of two
reasonable assumptions: (1) that morally res-
ponsible individuals are easier to ‘read’, and (2)
that the analogy between persons and organiza-
tions of persons will sustain our efforts.

Some might argue that assumption (2)
presents problems. Organizations and persons,
they might say, are not at all similar. A full res-
ponse to such doubts would take us beyond the
scope of this essay into biology, organization
theory, and even into that branch of philosophy
known as metaphysics. We shall have to be con-
tent here with a less than complete discussion of
the main issues. First of all, it must be kept in
mind that the principle of moral projection does
not depend on the claim that organizations are
moral persons in a literal sense, even though
some might be tempted to argue for such a view.
The idea of ‘analogous predication’ has been with
us at least since Thomas Aquinas (1224—-1274)
applied it to our human discourse about God.
The principle of moral projection invites us to
predicate moral characteristics (e.g., virtues,
obligations, duties, etc.) of corporations by

analogy with their application to human indi-
viduals. Obviously, as with any analogy, there
will be (indeed, must be) respects in which the
items being compared are not similar. Corpora-
tions do not, for example, have feelings or pas-
sions, while individuals do. Nor do certain rights
of individuals have clear corporate counterparts
(e.g., the right to worship, vote, or draw social
security) — though some rights do (e.g., the
rights to property, free speech). These asym-
metries and others are to be expected and do
not constitute a serious threat to the strategy we
have been using.

The issue is not whether there are asymmetries,
but whether such asymmetries as there are
undermine the analogy to a point where it no
longer sustains our quest for understanding. If
corporations were as unlike persons as, say auto-
mobiles are unlike persons, then it would not be
clear what the point of the comparison could or
would be. The fact that corporations are much
more like persons than not only automobiles but
even animals, is therefore significant. And this
fact is doubtless rooted not only in the intelli-
gibility of attributing intentions, decisions, and
actions to organizational bureaucracies, but in
the intelligibility of attributing rationality (or
lack of it) to those intentions, decisions, and
actions. The psychological underpinnings of
moral discourse about individuals will have an
analogue in the quasi-psychological (organiza-
tional) underpinnings of moral discourse about
corporations. And though both structural and
environmental features of individuals will differ
from those of corporations, sufficient similari-
ties remain to suggest that the differences are
either differences of degree, or if differences of
kind, then differences of the right kind.

A further, and more positive, indication of
the appropriateness of assumption (2) should
also be mentioned. The similarity between
persons and organizations has been remarked
historically from Plato through Hobbes to
Freud, and it is assumed in contemporary mana-
gement and organization theory, law, and
accounting as a matter of course. The conviction
appears to be not only that human organizations
have characteristics that are relevantly similar to
their human architects, but that those human
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architects have some things to learn about their
own inner lives by looking to the dynamics of
larger organizations. From all of these considera-
tions we may conclude that doubts about assump-
tion (2), though they deserve our attention, can
be met when sufficient care is taken in the inter-
pretation of the central analogy.14

With respect to assumption (1), doubts might
also arise. We cannot ‘project’ the concept of
moral responsibility to corporations if we do not
have a clear and agreed upon vision of what we
mean when we call ourselves (as individuals)
morally responsible. Since, it might be claimed,
we lack the necessary vision at the individual
level, we cannot have it at the corporate level
either.

Such a challenging question deserves a strong
reply. For it rightly focuses on the core of our
earlier argument. If it could be shown, as some
philosophers have maintained,!5 that we live in
an age of moral incoherence, an age in which it
is virtually impossible to define a unified ideal of
moral responsibility, then the projection
strategy would in fact break down. Without a
model of the morally responsible individual,
there can be no moral projection. The search for
corporate responsibility either would have to
find some new strategy or, more likely, would
have to be abandoned.

But our earlier analysis gives us the frame-
work for a reply to this kind of skepticism. We
have seen that the foundations of moral judg-
ment and action lie in the moral point of view
and that this point of view derives its guiding
spirit from rationality and respect. The fact that
moral disagreement is possible, even frequent,
among those who take or try to take the moral
point of view does not show that we lack a
coherent moral vision. At most it shows that the
demands of our shared vision are profound. As
each of us seeks to develop and improve his or
her capacities for perception, reasoning, coor-
dination and implementation, not only our
moral vision, but even our moral judgments
should tend to converge. To claim that such
convergence is inevitable may be too strong,
but to wager that moral dialogue must terminate
in impasse is to let either cynicism or discourage-
ment overtake reason.

Our method in this essay, therefore, rests on
something of a wager: that even if twentieth
century man finds consensus on specific ethical
principles difficult to attain, a sufficient measure
of agreement about the shape and substance of
their source, the ‘moral point of view’, can be
found. Since we can map the contours of moral
responsibility from this source in categories that
are intelligible and functional, the criticism
raised against (1) can be met.

Let us turn now from methodological ques-
tions to questions about the advisability of
recommending corporate responsibility, however
it may be defined. Here we must confront several
alternative views regarding the role of ethics in
business.

IV. But should corporations be morally respon-
sible?

11. Dissent from left and right

The principle that has been defended in this
essay, together with the illustrations of its appli-
cation, point toward a model for the corporation
and its management that might be resisted. The
resistance might stem from either of two impli-
cations of the model: (i) the implication that
corporate responsibility is, like individual res-
ponsibility, a matter of self-imposed require-
ments rather than externally imposed require-
ments; or (ii) the implication that corporate
responsibility, like individual responsibility,
requires departures from (or at least extralegal
constraints on) purely economic, profit-oriented
decision-making.

Resistance based on (i) tends to come from
those who would prefer to see the state provide
whatever ‘conscience’ the corporation might
need — through the courts, the legislature, and
the regulatory process. The thought is that
organizations, especially corporations, are essen-
tially amoral entities — engines of profit or
bureaucracies contrived for special purposes,
driven by special interests — and that the
guidance of these entities for moral purposes
must be external. Law and the political process,
it would be added, are the appropriate sources
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for this external guidance. ‘Moralizing’ the
behavior of the corporation is best achieved not
by modeling its decision-making processes on
those of the responsible individual, but by using
whatever legal sanctions are available to make
wrongdoing unprofitable. Government regula-
tion is the key to business ethics, not corporate
self-regulation.

The viewpoint (only slightly) caricatured here
is fairly widespread and it obviously deserves
consideration. In this writer’s opinion, however,
it cannot be sustained. For one thing, the exter-
nal moral guidance being proposed is itself insti-
tutional: the legislative, judicial, and regulatory
arms of the state. Presumably these moral guides
are thought of as capable of moral responsibility.
Why then, should it be assumed that corpora-
tions are somehow inherently amoral while
other organizations are not? It is hard to see
how the expediency that is assumed to drive the
‘engines of profit’ is any less amenable to moral
responsibility than other forms of expediency,
e.g., those often associated with the engines of
politics and government appointments. It is true
that the functions of the state in a democratic
society include safeguarding certain basic rights
and overseeing basic levels of welfare. Thus it is
not inappropriate to suggest that government
has a moral purpose. But such an observation is
far from the claim that the state must be the
source of conscience in the private sector, either
for individuals or for organizations.

But there is another problem with the view-
point under discussion. The law is seldom, if
ever, an effective substitute for self-regulation
in the moral realm. It is slow, primarily reactive
rather than proactive in its operation, and (if
unsupplemented) it often encourages rule-
following to the letter rather than to the spirit
of its directives. Few of us would think of the
government and its laws as substitutes for indi-
vidual moral responsibility, even though we
might see them as necessary constraints. Why
should we think differently in the case of cor-
porate responsibility ?

In sum, the view that corporate responsibility
rests or should rest in the domain of external
political institutions both underestimates the
capacities for moral responsibility in the private

sector and overestimates the capacities of
government for moral guidance.

We mentioned above that resistance might
come not only from those who are skeptical
about the selfregulatory dimensions of our
model, but also from those who are skeptical
about a second of its implications: that cor-
porate responsibility requires departures from
purely profit-oriented decision-making. Histor-
ically, this form of skepticism is rooted in the
economic philosophy of Adam Smith (1732—
1790), whose reliance on the ‘invisible hand’ to
write morally through self-interested competi-
tion in the marketplace forms much of the basis
of our contemporary business ideology. The
basic idea is fairly simple. If markets are kept
competitive, i.e., if monopolies are prevented,
the forces of business competition will generate
the most efficient use of economic resources and
ultimately the greatest social good. The role of
the state, on this view, must be kept to a mini-
mum. The state should serve as umpire of the
competition, keeping it fair. It should perhaps
also see to certain basic redistributions of wealth
through progressive taxation. What it should not
do is usurp management’s role in the economy.
The implication for the corporation, then, is
that morality is not its business. The concept of
corporate responsibility is viewed either as out
of place, or, what comes to the same thing, as
exhausted by the obligations of market competi-
tion. As does the view from the left, the view
from the right resists the idea that corporations
should model their decision-making on the res-
ponsible individual.

Again, in this writer’s opinion, the resistance
cannot be sustained. Like the view that corporate
responsibility is sufficiently provided for by the
visible hand of government, the view that it is
sufficiently provided for by the invisible hand of
the market simply does not do justice to reality.
Just as the law is a crude instrument for fostering
moral character in the citizenry, the market is a
crude forum for encouraging attention to non-
economic values that most of us consider essen-
tial, values like consumer protection, worker
health and safety, racial justice, truth in mar-
keting, etc. To be sure, there are significant
economic pressures for corporations to avoid
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gross improprieties. A company that ignored
product safety and quality or that treated its
employees with contempt would presumably
not survive in a competitive environment. But
the pressures on the other side are also signifi-
cant, pressures for single-minded pursuit of
profits and even for relatively short-term gains
that run rough-shod over moral convictions. Too
often the very structure of market competition
tends to foster dilemmas in which participants
dare not take the larger view for fear that others
will not and that the costs will be impossible to
bear. The results of such market ‘imperfections’
are evident around us: environmentally, socially,
and on the international front.

There is another, perhaps more subtle reason
why the slogan made popular by economist
Milton Friedman, ‘“the social responsibility of
business s to increase its profits”, is inadequate.16
It has to do with a troublesome asymmetry
noted by many observers between the moral
demands made of corporate managers as indi-
viduals and the decision-making imperatives that
a purely market-based ethic imposes on them in
their work life. Philosopher John Ladd refers to
this phenomenon as ‘moral schizophrenia’ and
argues that it is endemic to capitalism.l7 An
influential psychoanalyst, Michael Maccoby, less
convinced of the inevitability of the phenome-
non, nevertheless describes it as a dominant
characteristic of corporate culture, a characteris-
tic that takes a high toll on the emotional lives
of executives.18

If it is plausible to trace the source of this
‘double standard’ to a present lack of functional
congruence between our concepts of individual
responsibility and corporate responsibility, and
if it is desirable to aim at removing the problem,
then the principle of moral projection offers the
most promising path. The resolution of the
tension between the demands of corporate suc-
cess and the demands of individual moral res-
ponsibility lies in reforming our concept of cor-
porate success. If the responsible organization
is modeled on the responsible person, we no
longer face the intimidating prospect of ‘serving
two masters’. Or if we do, we have some con-
fidence that the ‘masters’ are of one mind, born as
they are of one moral ideal. It is false to say that

capitalism precludes such convergence. The flaw
lies not with capitalism, but with the mistaken
belief that organizations enjoy moral immunity.

We can conclude, then, that resistance to the
model of corporate responsibility sketched ear-
lier in our discussion, whether it be from the left
or from the right, is not sufficient to undermine
the power of the model and the principle
that underlies it.

12. Worries from the center too

Defending the principle of moral projection
against resistance from the left and the right —
resistance from two alternative schemes for
‘moralizing’ corporate conduct — is an impor-
tant task. But no less important is defending the
principle from the very ground beneath our feet
— what we might call the ‘center’. Here the con-
tours of the issue change. The dissent is no
longer from political and economic theory. It
springs from some of the deepest debates in
philosophical ethics, debates that concern them-
selves with the coherence of the moral point of
view itself.

Philosophers have pursued the nature of the
‘grip’ that morality does or does not have on our
mental and emotional lives. At issue is a ques-
tion about our capacities to direct our lives by
the moral principles we so often defend. The
rationality and respect that lie at the core of the
‘moral point of view’ (§5) are sometimes
thought to generate inconsistent demands, either
because they are opposed in their own right, or
because the principles to which they give rise,
e.g., promise-keeping, honesty, prudence, etc.,
occasionally come into conflict. The latter type
of conflict can be and has been addressed by
philosophical systems in which obligations are
treated as provisional or ‘prima facie’ duties, to
be weighed in actual decision situations accord-
ing to some faculty of moral perception or
conscience. Though the philosophical issues that
make their home here are important, the former
type of conflict is even more so, since it claims
to find an opposition within the faculty of
moral perception or conscience itself. The
grounds for this claim deserve our critical, even
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if incomplete attention.

What is at issue is the nature of rationality.
Some insist that what we call rationality is essen-
tially a matter of efficiently organizing and
pursuing the satisfaction of whatever constella-
tion of desires, goals, and needs happens to
characterize the actor in question. If among
those desires, goals, and needs is something like
‘concern for others’, or if the efficient pursuit of
them makes concern for others useful, then
rational decision-making will tend in the direc-
tion of altruism, or at least respect for the well-
being of others. But if concern for others is not
among the desires (etc.) of an agent, or if its
contribution to the efficient pursuit of desires
(etc.) is not considered great, then such concern
is not something that rationality asks of that
agent.

Opponents insist that this is an overly narrow
view of rationality, that the recognition of the
moral relevance of others’ independent desires,
goals, and needs is a requirement of reason (i.e.,
part of what it is to be a rational person). These
two conceptions of rationality (and hence of
morality) reflect two perspectives that an agent
can take on his or her own conduct: one
‘interested’, and the other ‘disinterested’. In the
former case, reason is seen as the final arbiter of
each person’s individual needs and interests. In
the latter, reason is seen as an arbiter among a
community of needs and interests, one’s own
and those of others.

This polarity between internal and external
perspectives is not, in this writer’s opinion, a
polarity that can be resolved by either pole
achieving some overriding authority for all cases.
And in this fact we find the key to turning back
the objection. The polarity is itself a feature of
the moral life. The morally responsible individual
is inevitably, and perhaps not lamentably,
caught up in managing the creative tension
between internal and external perspectives on
his or her conduct.!® Whether we understand
the rationality and respect that we earlier
claimed to be the central features of the moral
point of view as independent imperatives or
simply as two forms of rationality, the result is
the same: each of us lives out his or her life
under their joint authority.

These all-too-brief reflections on the tensions
that characterize the moral point of view,
although they are of interest in their own right,
have special bearing on the subject of corpoarte
responsibility because of the method of inquiry
we have adopted: the principle of moral projec-
tion. It is not hard to see how the tensions we
have alluded to will manifest themselves when
they are ‘writ large’ in the modern corporation.
Once one takes seriously the suggestion that
corporations embrace the moral point of view as
an integral part of their operating philosophy,
one must also take seriously the tensions that
such a point of view brings with it. An organiza-
tion, like an individual, can be and often is
caught up between an ‘interested’ and a ‘dis-
interested’ perspective on its own decisions.
Ford Motor Company, in our case example, may
well dramatize the policy difficulties that arise
when an interest in profit and competition runs
up against an interest in public safety in such a
way as to make the situation seem like a ‘trade-
off’. Such difficulties, however, are not a signal
that moral responsibility is an impossible ideal
and that therefore one of the competing per-
spectives must be abandoned in favor of the
other. We certainly are reluctant (and rightly so)
to draw such a conclusion in the case of the
individual. The point is that corporate moral
responsibility, like its analogue in the individual,
requires management: management of people
and resources, but most importantly what we
might call self-management. The modern
challenge for the professional manager lies not
with the growing number of tasks associated
with the growing complexity of the role.
Though formidable, the quantitative dimensions
of the challenge can be met by more sophisticated
approaches to control, production, and organiza-
tional structure. The most dramatic challenge
lies in the qualitative domain — the domain in
which management must exercise judgment and
self-understanding.  The  competitive and
strategic rationality that has for so long been the
hallmark of managerial competence must be
joined to a more ‘disinterested’, community-
centered rationality. Gamesmanship must be
supplemented with moral leadership.

The signal to be read from whatever tensions
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may be within the moral point of view is that
responsibility is an extraordinary virtue, com-
bining internal and external perspectives on
action. And the primary obstacle to achieving
such a virtue is a myopic insistence that either
perspective must displace the other.

The burden of the argument in this essay has
been that organizations, like individuals, can and
should accept the challenge.

13. Summary and conclusion

In this essay we have taken only the beginning
steps toward a comprehensive account of cor-
porate responsibility. Using the Ford Pinto
example, we have attempted to trace the con-
ceptual parallels between the individual and the
corporation. In addition, we have examined the
assumptions underlying the method used in our
inquiry and have taken account of objections or
resistance from left, right and center. Much
more remains to be done, and the interested
reader will want to carry the task forward. This
will require both more detailed analysis of our
concept of responsibility (in terms that admit
of functional organizational counterparts) and a
more thorough, case-by-case look at corporate
decision situations.

The first of these two tasks mobilizes the
analytical and normative parts of ethics as a
philosophical discipline. The second task forces
us into what we earlier referred to as descriptive
ethics, and the importance of this more empirical
side of the inquiry can hardly be overstated.
Armchair reflections about business ethics are
no longer sufficient (they never were) for those
who are serious about the central issues. The
complexities of corporate decision-making
generate corresponding complexities for res-
ponsible corporate decision-making. Without the
understanding of such complexities that comes
from case study research, the quest for moral
understanding in modern business life is empty.
But without a philosophical framework and a set
of norms reflectively reached, the study of cases
is blind.

The implementation of the vision set out in
our discussion, disciplined both conceptually

and practically, leads to a social agenda of con-
siderable magnitude:

— In the educational domain, it calls for a
thorough integration of the humanities with the
curriculum in business administration. Such an
integration must reach beyond courses on ethics
to include the moral aspects of functional spe-
cialities like marketing, production, finance,
control, and human resources management.

— In the management development programs
of corporations themselves, a parallel effort is
needed to extend and supplement an integrated
academic formation. Encouragement must be
provided to sustain internal dialogue about the
moral aspects of the firm’s performance.

— Boards of directors, often if not always the
custodians of the longer-range values of corpora-
tions, must increase both their vigilance and
their effect as they participate in governance.
They must contribute directly to the legitima-
tion of moral discourse in long-term planning
and evaluation.

— Most importantly, top corporate managers
must mobilize the powerful sources of influence
available to them toward the goal of institution-
alizing moral responsibility. Such sources of
influence include setting goals, modifying orga-
nizational structures, and introducing measure-
ment and reinforcement criteria for business
subunits and for individuals. Top managers must
come to see themselves not only as stewards of
large concentrations of material and human
resources, but also as architects of responsible
institutions. They must understand that their
influence extends to the processes of perception,
reasoning, coordination and implementation dis-
cussed earlier, whether the issue be product
safety, worker health, environmental protection
or truth in advertising.

— Finally, the posture of government, in its
legislative, regulatory, and judicial functions,
must be made congruent with the aspirations of
our model. Beyond government’s obvious and
necessary enforcement roles, it must permit
enough corporate freedom for the exercise of
moral responsibility. This does not mean laissez
faire. On the contrary, it implies new forms of
partnership between the public and private sec-
tors. What is crucial, however, is that decision-



making responsibility (in contrast to what we
have called rule-following responsibility) requires
a measure of autonomy for corporations as it
does for individuals. A regulatory environment
that would seek to replace corporate decision-
making responsibility is also an environment
that would suffocate corporate moral initiative.

No claims are made for the completeness of
this agenda. The items mentioned need to be
developed at length and we should probably add
items (e.g., items relating to labor relations and
the management of multinational enterprises).
Our agenda does, however, point us down a
path toward action, completing the reflection in
our discussion of corporate responsibility the
pattern that has been traced for the concept
itself, namely a progression from perception,
through reasoning and coordination, to imple-
mentation.
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