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B: Business Ethics Teaching
University of Iowa, 1997
Preliminary Reading List:

The Ethics of Business

Week 1: The Problem

The limits on Christian theories of ethics.

Reading: Matthew 5-7, The Sermon on the Mount.  


A business case study to be chosen.

Jonsen and Toulmin (1988), "The Revival of Casuistry," Chp. 16 in The Abuse of Casuistry: A History of Moral Reasoning
Week 2: Philosophy as a Solution?

The limits of Kantian theorizing in ethics.

Reading: Kant on the categorical imperative.

Selection from MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics
Week 3: History of Business under capitalism

Its success in raising average income.

Reading: McCloskey, "The Industrial Revolution"

T. B. Macaulay (1830), "Southey's Colloquies"

Week 4: Economics as a Solution?

The limits of utilitarianism.

Reading: Fragment of Jeremy Bentham on utility

A criticism of utilitarianism.

Applications to business.

Week 5: The Great Conversion

How intellectuals turned against the market.

Reading: Charles Dickens (1853), Hard Times
G. B. Shaw (1900), "The Great Conversion."

T. S. Ashton, "Capitalism and the Historians"

Week 6: Aristotle on the Virtues

Virtue theories as a solution.

Reading:  Aristotle, parts of Nichomachean Ethics
Application to business practice.

Week 7: Bourgeois Virtue

The case for the townsperson's virtues

Reading:  McCloskey, "Bourgeois Virtue"

First half of Thomas Mann (1900), Buddenbrooks.

Week 8: A Case Study in the Bourgeois Virtues

A sympathetic portrait of the bourgeoisie, rare in European literature after the Great Conversion.

Reading: Second half of Buddenbrooks 

Week 9: The Moral Basis of Tort Law

Utilitarian or rights-based?

Reading: Richard Posner on torts

Jules Coleman on torts.

Week 10: Leadership and Morality

What persuasion is acceptable?

Reading: David Lodge (1989), Nice Work
Week 11: The Ethics of Advertising

What selling is acceptable?

Reading: McCloskey on "Rhetoric" for Toulmin, ed.  Common Ground
Case study of advertising: e.g. the Joe Camel campaign.

Week 12: Environmentalism

Do trees have rights?

Reading: Wendell Barry on environmentalism

Economic attacks on environmentalism.

Weeks 13, 14, 15: Other detailed studies of ethical issues: employment relations, discrimination, insider trading.

Exercises throughout:

Divide up the class into disputing moral positions.  Five minutes to prepare.  Then a trial, with the instructor as judge.

After some of them: reverse the positions and retrial the case.

Reports on case studies gathered by the students, preferably from their own experiences.

What's in the Course

Week 1: The Problem   

Is it enough to obey the law?  Show that obeying the law is neither necessary nor sufficient for ethical behavior.  Can the laws be changed?  Affirmative action, laws against sexual harassment.  Is it enough to follow ethical rules derived from religious tradition?

The limits on Christian theories of ethics.

Reading: A business case study to be chosen.

Jonsen and Toulmin (1988), "The Revival of Casuistry," Chp. 16 in The Abuse of Casuistry: A History of Moral Reasoning
Week 2: Philosophy as a Solution?

The limits of Kantian theorizing in ethics.

Reading: Kant on the categorical imperative.

Selection from MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics
Week 3: History of Business under capitalism

Its success in raising average income.

Reading: McCloskey, "The Industrial Revolution"

T. B. Macaulay (1830), "Southey's Colloquies"

Week 4: Economics as a Solution?

The limits of utilitarianism.

Reading: Fragment of Jeremy Bentham on utility

A criticism of utilitarianism.

Applications to business.

Week 5: The Great Conversion

How intellectuals turned against the market.

Reading: Charles Dickens (1853), Hard Times
G. B. Shaw (1900), "The Great Conversion."

T. S. Ashton, "Capitalism and the Historians"

Week 6: Aristotle on the Virtues

Virtue theories as a solution.

Reading:  Aristotle, parts of Nichomachean Ethics
Application to business practice.

Week 7: Bourgeois Virtue

The case for the townsperson's virtues

Reading:  McCloskey, "Bourgeois Virtue"

First half of Thomas Mann (1900), Buddenbrooks.

Week 8: A Case Study in the Bourgeois Virtues

A sympathetic portrait of the bourgeoisie, rare in European literature after the Great Conversion.

Reading: Second half of Buddenbrooks 

Week 9: The Moral Basis of Tort Law

Utilitarian or rights-based?

Reading: Richard Posner on torts

Jules Coleman on torts.

Week 10: Leadership and Morality

What persuasion is acceptable?

Reading: David Lodge (1989), Nice Work
Week 11: The Ethics of Advertising

What selling is acceptable?

Reading: McCloskey on "Rhetoric" for Toulmin, ed.  Common Ground
Case study of advertising: e.g. the Joe Camel campaign.

Week 12: Environmentalism

Do trees have rights?

Reading: Wendell Barry on environmentalism

Economic attacks on environmentalism.

Weeks 13, 14, 15: Other detailed studies of ethical issues: employment relations, discrimination, insider trading.

Exercises throughout:

Divide up the class into disputing moral positions.  Five minutes to prepare.  Then a trial, with the instructor as judge.

After some of them: reverse the positions and retrial the case.

Reports on case studies gathered by the students, preferably from their own experiences.

In Fogel's style, a course in the B-Schl about Business Ethics.

Utilitarian:

Readings from Bentham.  Criticism.

National income analysis: What goes into the accounts.  The money measure.  

Harburger.

The increasing size of the pie.

Cost/Benefit analysis.  Show that poor are often screwed.

Hirschman The Rhetoric of Reaction.

Neo-utilitarian

Two-term analysis: income and distribution.

Facts of income distribution.

The Uneasy Case for Progressive Taxation
Rawls and his critics, especially Nozick.

Most sophisticated utlitarianism: Hardin, Morality within the Limits of Reason.

Ethos and Ethics: The Character of the Businessperson.

In fiction: 

Defoe, Moll Flanders.

The Beggar's Opera.

Austen, Persuasion.

Dickens, Hard Times.

Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge.

In business history:

Chandler

Aids to thought:

Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics
John Casey, Pagan Virtue
Wayne Booth, The Company We Keep
MacIntyre

Feminist Ethics

Nel Noddings, Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education (1984).

Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice (1982).

Develop in the course a chapter on Bourgeois Virtue in Business.  Papers from students?  Anyway, my chapter.

Catalogue-type copy:

"Business" and "ethics" are usually taught in different parts of the university, as though they were not connected.  Any businessperson knows that the connection is close.   The new course examines cases and theories, but takes the view that spectacular moral dilemmas and grand ethical principles are not the crux.  The crux of ethics is character, expressed continuously from starting time to quitting time and beyond.  The course looks at modern business as narrative, examining the controversies over how the story of capitalism past and present is told.  Is it a tale of greed against a homely Christian virtue, or a tale of heroic enterprise, or a third, untold story better suited to industrial life?  Is there a businessperson's virtue?  Some of the business issues examined are the ethics of leadership, ethical and unethical persuasion (the Joe Camel campaign), environmentalism, insider trading, discrimination in hiring.  Philosophically the course examines the Judeo-Christian theme of justification by works, the Kantian categorical imperative, utilitarianism as expressed in modern economics, and the rediscovery in recent decades of Aristole's ethics of the virtues.  

News story:

Ethics in business?  Some would claim it's a contradiction in terms.  "Not so," replies Associate Dean and Professor of Management Sciences Colin Bell.  "Business depends on ethics daily, even minute-by-minute."  Bell, with Murray Professor of Economics and Professor of History Donald N. McCloskey, is launching an undergraduate course (open to both Business and non-business majors) on Business Ethics.  It's the first time such a course has been given in the College.  



Business and ethics are usually taught in different parts of the university, as though they were not connected.  "They're connected all right," says Bell.  "And not just in the Big Crisis, such as an environmental catastrophe or a massive labor dispute.  Ethics is character, the kind of person you want to be in treating the community, the customers, the competitors, the person in the next office."  



McCloskey points out that the "character" definition of ethics is a new one in philosophy, related to what is called the ethics of the virtues.  "It's as new as old Aristotle," he says.  "For centuries in the West we've been trying to devise overarching moral rules to replace the absolutes of a traditional society.  Cost/benefit analysis in economics, for example, is a `utilitarian' ethical rule: watch the bottom line."  McCloskey doesn't recommend neglecting the bottom line.  "It's like the temperature: part of the weather but not all of it."  Aristotle's approach was to look at the whole character.  



Bell and McCloskey plan to discuss the ethical stories of business, ranging from early capitalism to the Joe Camel campaign.  "Having `good character,'" McCloskey argues, "is telling an ethical story about yourself and your job."  The stories told about capitalism, he points out, were favorable only for a brief time in the late 1700s and early 1900s.  "Since 1848--you can be that precise about the turning point--most leading thinkers have told hostile stories about the business world."  In an article in The American Scholar last spring McCloskey argued for what he called "bourgeois virtue."  Wrote McCloskey: "we should stop sneering at the bourgeoisie, stop being ashamed of being middle class, and stop defining a participant in an economy as an amoral brute.  The bad talk creates a reality."  



Bell thinks that a new discussion of ethics in business schools is inevitable.  "It's happening all over the country," he says.  The Harvard Business School received $22 million recently to study ethics.  "All the ethics money could buy," quips McCloskey.  Here at Iowa the faculty are starting this fall a discussion group on business ethics, co-organized by Nancy Hauserman (Management and Organizations) and John XXXXX (         ).  "Not all our colleagues are comfortable about thinking in ethical terms," says McCloskey.  "They regard it as preaching, something non-scientific.  On the contrary, ethical thinking is as important to science as it is to business: very."

