Just Politics?



      by Gary Alan Scott

As business interests increasingly come to dominate the worldwide political landscape, so too does their ethics (or lack of ethics). The corporate culture has become more shamelessly greedy and corrupt since the 1960’s when John Kenneth Galbraith professed a belief that business leaders would restrain themselves and do the right thing. In those halcyon days, corporations at least strove to remain in business. Not so today. In today’s corporate culture, one cannot even count on a particular company planning to remain in business, a goal that would seem to promote a modicum of honesty and longer-term thinking. After watching Adelphia, Tyco, Global Crossing, Enron, WorldCom, and many other companies pillaged by top management, Galbraith’s characterization is no longer operative..

For a long time now, it seems that “doing business” entails stepping on other people’s toes, attempting to gain every advantage over the competition by whatever method, with short-term profit the only apparent motive. In the 1970’s classic “The Godfather,” Al Pacino (playing Michael Corleone) utters the infamous line, “It’s not personal, it’s just business.”

This rationalization may be used to justify all kinds of illegal, immoral, or unfair behavior resulting from some business practice or other. When for several years I taught Business Ethics in an M.B.A. program, it was commonplace (seriously and in jest) to hear someone ask: “Isn’t Business Ethics an oxymoron? 

Indeed, the general public seems to accept these notions as mere truisms. It is widely believed that if one is going to make money, one has to be willing to be ruthless, to act solely in accordance with short-term self-interest, and to sully oneself for a quick buck.

What is it that endows the notion of “doing business” with a special status outside the realm of ethical, and even legal, behavior? Is it the acceptance of the old adage that “behind every fortune lies a crime”? People hardly seem to get angry when they are confronted with insider dealings, corporate malfeasance, and worse. Whence comes the special status accorded to business dealings, such that the rejoinder, “It’s just business” is understood to occur on a lower ethical register that needs no further justification, since it is understood to be de facto outside the confines of ethical principles and fair play?

Something parallel to this has happened in the realm of the political. No longer is politics the exercise of people in self-rule and legislation; no longer is it a kind of exercise that shapes and cultivates participants. And Michael Corleone’s famous line can thus seamlessly be assimilated to the realm of politics: “It’s not personal, it just politics.”

When someone says, “it’s just politics”, this is a way of acknowledging that the realm of the political is, like business, an ethics-free zone in which one is expected to do whatever one can get away with and in which ethical behavior is for wimps. 
In the case of the Bush Administration, there is a great deal of talk about moral behavior and even more talk of those whose behavior it deems less than fully moral; but the everyday conduct of this Administration suggests that ethical and moral principles are simply bludgeons to bully the base and demonize opponents.
The present administration trots out hot-button “moral” matters, such as stem-cell research, gay marriage, physician-assisted suicide, abortion rights, or Terri Schaivo when it needs to marshal its troops, but in its own conduct, both truth and ethics are victims. From the lies and the lying liars that repeated them knowing they were lies, to the character assassination of one of its critics (even when it involved risking lives, as in the Plame case), to the “privatization” of all public resources, while giving big business a free hand to pollute and endanger, while avoiding paying its fair share of U.S. taxes. 
Where is the morality in Employment-at-Will, in repealing worker-safety
protections, environmental protections, and a $5.15/hour minimum wage that has been stagnant since 1996, while the Congress voted itself $30,000 in raises over the same period? Where is the morality in incompetent cronyism, such as the whole nation witnessed in the wake of Hurricane Katrina?  Where is the morality in cutting $50 billion in programs for the poor in order to give another $70 billion to the richest Americans?
Where is the concern for the least among us, a fundamental and recurrent theme
in Jesus’ teaching, with so many of these moralizers? How many innocent people did George Bush execute while he was Governor of Texas? How many innocent Iraqis and brave young American men and women have been sent to die on the basis of hype and falsehoods?


What happened to business has now tainted politics, as if politics too can be
exempted from ethical conduct. It is not simply that different people of different political stripes hold different views of what is ethical; it is rather that ethical considerations seem foreign to the realm of the political. “It’s just politics!” As long as people can maintain a polite demeanor and remain friends after a political discussion, then one can say, “It’s not personal, it’s just politics.” 
This is especially puzzling for a philosopher who was taught that ethics and theories of ethics were once inseparable from the realm of the political. These two “branches” were originally one and the same. For Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, politics is ethics and ethics is politics. Both ethics and politics involved the conduct of one’s life with or among others. 

In ancient times, as now, politics and ethics are intertwined in myriad ways. And in ancient times, as now, political and ethical questions may be matters of life and death. So before people dismissively aver political debates and questions, saying “It’s just politics”, remember that fragile human lives are very surely at stake.
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