Business and Environmental Ethics

W. MicHAEL HOFEMAN

W. Michael Hoffman argues that business has
an obligation to protect the environment beyond
what the law requires and that it must creatively
find ways to become part of the solution to our
environmental problems. Protecting the envi-
ronment can be compatible with profitability,
but there is a risk, Hoffman argues, in wooing
business to the envirommental cause solely on
the basis of self-interest. Likewise, even though
enlightened human self-interest may dictate
environmental preservation and protection,
Hoffman advocates approaching environmental
ethics from a biocentric, rather than human-
centered, perspective.

... (1) What obligation does business have to
help with our environmental crisis? (2) What
is the proper relationship between business
and government, especially when faced with a
social problem of the magnitude of the environ-
mental crisis? And (3) what rationale should
be used for making and justifying decisions
to protect the environment? Corporations,
and society in general for that matter, have
yet to answer these questions satisfactorily. In
the first section of this essay I will briefly
address the first two questions. In the final two
sections I will say a few things about the third
question.

I.

... Norman Bowie [has] offered some answers
to the first two questions.

Business does not have an obligation to pro-
tect the environment over and above what
is required by law; however, it does have a
moral obligation to avoid intervening in the
political arena in order to defeat or weaken
environmental legislation.’

[ disagree with Bowie on both counts.

From Business Ethics Quarterly 1 (April 1991). Copyright ©
1991 Business Ethics Quarterly. Reprinted by permission. Some
notes omitted.

Bowie’s first point is very Friedmanesque.?
The social responsibility of business is to pro-
duce goods and services and to make profit for
its shareholders, while playing within the rules
of the market game. These rules, including
those to protect the environment, are set by the
government and the courts. To do more than
is required by these rules is, according to this
position, unfair to business. In order to per-
form its proper function, every business must
respond to the market and operate in the same
arena as its competitors. As Bowie puts this:

An injunction to assist in solving societal prob-
lems [including depletion of natural resources
and pollution] makes impossible demands on
a corporation because, at the practical level,
it ignores the impact that such activities have
on profit.?

If, as Bowie claims, consumers are not willing
to respond to the cost and use of environmen-
tally friendly products and actions, then it is
not the responsibility of business to respond or
correct such market failure.

Bowie’s second point is a radical departure
from this classical position in contending that
business should not lobby against the govern-
ment’s process to set environmental regula-
tions. To quote Bowie:

Far too many corporations try to have their
cake and eat it too. They argue that it is the
job of government to correct for market failure
and then they use their influence and money to
defeat or water down regulations designed to
conserve and protect the environment.*

Bowie only recommends this abstinence of cor-
porate lobbying in the case of environmenta!
regulations. He is particularly concerned thas
politicians, ever mindful of their reelection sta-
tus, are already reluctant to pass environmen-
tal legislation which has huge immediate costs
and in most cases very long-term benefits. This
makes the obligations of business to refrais
from opposing such legislation a justified spe-
cial case.

I can understand why Bowie argues thess
points. He seems to be responding to two extrem:



approaches, both of which are inappropriate.
Let me illustrate these extremes by the follow-
ing two stories.

... Harvard Business School Professor
George Cabot Lodge told of a friend who
owned a paper company on the banks of
a New England stream. On the first Earth
Day in 1970, his friend was converted to
the cause of environmental protection. He
became determined to stop his company’s
pollution of the stream, and marched off to
put his new-found religion into action. Later,
Lodge learned his friend went broke, so he
went to investigate. Radiating a kind of ethi-
cal purity, the friend told Lodge that he spent
millions to stop the pollution and thus could
no longer compete with other firms that did
not follow his example. So the company went
under, 500 people lost their jobs, and the
stream remained polluted.

When Lodge asked why his friend hadn’t
sought help from the state or federal govern-
ment for stricter standards for everyone, the
man replied that was not the American way,
that government should not interfere with busi-
ness activity, and that private enterprise could
do the job alone. In fact, he felt it was the social
responsibility of business to solve environmen-
tal problems, so he was proud that he had set
an example for others to follow.

The second story portrays another extreme.
A few years ago Sixty Minutes interviewed
a manager of a chemical company that was
discharging effluent into a river in upstate
New York. At the time, the dumping was
legal, though a bill to prevent it was pending
in Congress. The manager remarked that he
hoped the bill would pass, and that he cer-
tainly would support it as a responsible citi-
zen. However, he also said he approved of his
company’s efforts to defeat the bill and of the
firm’s policy of dumping wastes in the mean-
time. After all, isn’t the proper role of business
to make as much profit as possible within the
bounds of law? Making the laws—setting the
rules of the game—is the role of government,
not business. While wearing his business hat
the manager had a job to do, even if it meant
doing something that he strongly opposed as a
private citizen.

Both stories reveal incorrect answers to the
questions posed earlier, the proof of which is
found in the fact that neither the New England
stream nor the New York river was made any
cleaner. Bowie’s points are intended to block
these two extremes. But to avoid these extremes,
as Bowie does, misses the real managerial and
ethical failure of the stories. Although the paper
company owner and the chemical company
manager had radically different views of the
ethical responsibilities of business, both saw
business and government performing separate
roles, and neither felt that business ought to
cooperate with government to solve environ-
mental problems.

If the business ethics movement has led us any-
where in the past fifteen years, it is to the posi-
tion that business has an ethical responsibility
to become a more active partner in dealing with
social concerns. Business must creatively find ways
to become a part of solutions, rather than being
a part of problems. Corporations can and must
develop a conscience, as Ken Goodpaster and oth-
ers have argued—and this includes an environmen-
tal conscience.” Corporations should not isolate
themselves from participation in solving our envi-
ronmental problems, leaving it up to others to find
the answers and to tell them what not to do.

Corporations have special knowledge, exper-
tise, and resources which are invaluable in
dealing with the environmental crisis. Society
needs the ethical vision and cooperation of all
its players to solve its most urgent problems,
especially one that involves the very survival
of the planet itself. Business must work with
government to find appropriate solutions. It
should lobby for good environmental legisla-
tion and lobby against bad legislation, rather
than isolating itself from the legislative process
as Bowie suggests. It should not be ethically
quixotic and try to go it alone, as our paper
company owner tried to do, nor should it be
ethically inauthentic and fight against what it
believes to be environmentally sound policy,
as our chemical company manager tried to
do. Instead business must develop and demon-
strate moral leadership.

There are examples of corporations dem-
onstrating such leadership, even when this has
been a risk to their self-interest. In the area



of environmental moral leadership one might
cite DuPont’s discontinuing its Freon prod-
ucts, a $750-million-a-year business, because of
their possible negative effects on the ozone
layer, and Procter and Gamble’s manufacture
of concentrated fabric softener and detergents
that require less packaging. But some might
argue, as Bowie does, that the real burden
for environmental change lies with consumers,
not with corporations. If we as consumers are
willing to accept the harm done to the environ-
ment by favoring environmentally unfriendly
products, corporations have no moral obliga-
tion to change so long as they obey environ-
mental law. This is even more the case, so the
argument goes, if corporations must take risks
or sacrifice profits to do so. . . .

Activities that affect the environment should
not be left up to what we, acting as consumers,
are willing to tolerate or accept. To do this would
be to use a market-based method of reasoning to
decide on an issue which should be determined
instead on the basis of our ethical responsibili-
ties as a member of a social community.

Furthermore, consumers don’t make the
products, provide the services, or enact the
legislation which can be either environmen-
tally friendly or unfriendly. Grassroots boy-
cotts and lobbying efforts are important, but
we also need leadership and mutual coopera-
tion from business and government in setting
forth ethical environmental policy. Even Bowie
admits that perhaps business has a responsibility
to educate the public and promote environ-
mentally responsible behavior. But I am sug-
gesting that corporate moral leadership goes
far beyond public educational campaigns. It
requires moral vision, commitment, and cour-
age, and involves risk and sacrifice. I think
business is capable of such a challenge. Some
are even engaging in such a challenge. Cer-
tainly the business ethics movement should do
nothing short of encouraging such leadership.
I feel morality demands such leadership.

If business has an ethical responsibility to the
environment that goes beyond obeying envi-
ronmental law, what criterion should be used

to guide and justify such action? Many corpo-
rations are making environmentally friendly
decisions where they see there are profits to be
made by doing so. They are wrapping them-
selves in green where they see a green bottom
line as a consequence. This rationale is also
being used as a strategy by environmental-
ists to encourage more businesses to become
environmentally conscientious. . . . The highly
respected Worldwatch Institute published an
article by one of its senior researchers enti-
tled “Doing Well by Doing Good” which gives
numerous examples of corporations improving
their pocketbooks by improving the environ-
ment. It concludes by saying that “fortunately,
businesses that work to preserve the environ-
ment can also make a buck.”

In a recent Public Broadcast Corporation
documentary entitled “Profit the Earth,” several
efforts are depicted of what is called the “new
environmentalism,” which induces corporations
to do things for the environment by appealing
to their self-interest. The Environmental Defense
Fund is shown encouraging agribusiness in
Southern California to irrigate more efficiently
and profit by selling the water saved to the city
of Los Angeles. This in turn will help save Mono
Lake. EDF is also shown lobbying for emissions
trading that would allow utility companies that
are under their emission allotments to sell their
“pollution rights” to those companies that are
over their allotments. This is for the purpose of
reducing acid rain. Thus, the frequent strategy of
the new environmentalists is to get business to
help solve environmental problems by finding
proﬁtable or virtually costless ways for them to
participate. They feel that compromise, not con-
frontation, is the only way to save the earth. By
using the tools of the free enterprise system, they
are in search of win-win solutions, believing that
such solutions are necessary to take us beyond
what we have so far been able to achieve.

I am not opposed to these efforts; in most
cases I think they should be encouraged. There
is certainly nothing wrong with making money
while protecting the environment, just as there
is nothing wrong with feeling good about
doing one’s duty. But if business is adopting
or being encouraged to adopt the view that
good environmentalism is good business, then



I think this poses a danger for the environmen-
tal ethics movement—a danger which has an
analogy in the business ethics movement.

As we all know, the position that good eth-
ics is good business is being used more and
more by corporate executives to justify the
building of ethics into their companies and by
business ethics consultants to gain new clients.
For example, the Business Roundtable’s Cor-
porate Ethics report states:

The corporate community should continue to
refine and renew efforts to improve perfor-
mance and manage change effectively through
programs in corporate ethics. . . . [Clorporate
ethics is a strategic key to survival and profit-
ability in this era of fierce competitiveness in a
global economy.”

And, for instance, the book The Power of Eth-
ical Management by Kenneth Blanchard and
Norman Vincent Peale states in big red letters
on the cover jacket that “Integrity Pays! You
Don’t Have to Cheat to Win.” The blurb on
the inside cover promises that the book “gives
hard-hitting, practical, ethical strategies that
build profits, productivity, and long-term suc-
cess.” Whoever would have guessed that busi-
ness ethics could deliver all that! In such ways
business ethics gets marketed as the newest
cure for what ails corporate America.

Is the rationale that good ethics is good
business a proper one for business ethics? I
think not. One thing that the study of ethics
has taught us over the past 2,500 years is that
being ethical may on occasion require that
we place the interests of others ahead of or at
least on par with our own interests. And this
implies that the ethical thing to do, the mor-
ally right thing to do, may not be in our own
self-interest. What happens when the right
thing is not the best thing for the business?

Although in most cases good ethics may
be good business, it should not be advanced
as the only or even the main reason for doing
business ethically. When the crunch comes,
when ethics conflicts with the firm’s interests,
any ethics program that has not already faced
up to this possibility is doomed to fail because
it will undercut the rationale of the program
itself. We should promote business ethics, not

because good ethics is good business, but because
we are morally required to adopt the moral
point of view in all our dealings—and busi-
ness is no exception. In business, as in all other
human endeavors, we must be prepared to pay
the costs of ethical behavior.

There is a similar danger in the environmen-
tal movement with corporations choosing or
being wooed to be environmentally friendly on
the grounds that it will be in their self-interest.
There is the risk of participating in the move-
ment for the wrong reasons. But what does it
matter if business cooperates for reasons other
than the right reasons, as long as it cooperates?
It matters if business believes or is led to believe
that it only has a duty to be environmentally
conscientious in those cases where such actions
either require no sacrifice or actually make
a profit. And I am afraid this is exactly what
is happening. I suppose it wouldn’t matter if
the environmental cooperation of business was
only needed in those cases where it was also in
business’s self-interest. But this is surely not the
case, unless one begins to really reach and talk
about that amorphous concept “long-term”
self-interest. Moreover, long-term interests, I
suspect, are not what corporations or the new
environmentalists have in mind in using self-
interest as a reason for environmental action.

Iam not saying we should abandon attempts
to entice corporations into being ethical, both
environmentally and in other ways, by pointing
out and providing opportunities where good
ethics is good business. And there are many
places where such attempts fit well in both
the business and environmental ethics move-
ments. But we must be careful not to cast this
as the proper guideline for business’s ethical
responsibility. Because when it is discovered
that many ethical actions are not necessarily
good for business, at least in the short run,
then the rationale based on self-interest will
come up morally short, and both ethical move-
ments will be seen as deceptive and shallow.

What is the proper rationale for responsible
business action toward the environment? A
minimalist principle is to refrain from causing



or prevent the causing of unwarranted harm,
because failure to do so would violate cer-
tain moral rights not to be harmed. There is,
of course, much debate over what harms are
indeed unwarranted due to conflict of rights
and questions about whether some harms are
offset by certain benefits. Norm Bowie, for
example, uses the harm principle, but contends
that business does not violate it as long as
it obeys environmental law. Robert Frederick,
on the other hand, convincingly argues that
the harm principle morally requires business to
find ways to prevent certain harm it causes even
if such harm violates no environmental law.*®

However, Frederick’s analysis of the harm
principle is largely cast in terms of harm caused
to human beings and the violation of rights
of human bemgs. Even when he hints at the
possible moral obligation to protect the envi-
ronment when no one is caused unwarranted
harm, he does so by suggesting that we look
to what we, as human beings, value. This is
very much in keeping with a humanistic posi-
tion of environmental ethics which claims that
only human beings have rights or moral stand-
ing because only human beings have intrin-
sic value. We may have duties with regard
to nonhuman things (penguins, trees, islands,
etc.) but only if such duties are derivative from
duties we have toward human beings. Non-
human things are valuable only if valued by
human beings.

Such a position is in contrast to a naturalis-
tic view of environmental ethics which holds
that natural things other than human beings are
intrinsically valuable and have, therefore, moral
standing. Some naturalistic environmentalists
only include other sentient animals in the frame-
work of being deserving of moral consideration;
others include all things that are alive or are an
integral part of an ecosystem. This latter view
is sometimes called a biocentric environmental
ethic as opposed to the homocentric view which
sees all moral claims in terms of human beings
and their interests. Some characterize these two
views as deep versus shallow ecology.

The literature on these two positions is
vast and the debate is ongoing. The conflict
between them goes to the heart of environ-
mental ethics and is crucial to our making of

environmental policy and to our perception
of moral duties to the environment, including
business’s. I strongly favor the biocentric view.
And although this is not the place to try to
adequately argue for it, let me unfurl its ban-
ner for just a moment. ‘
Suppose you were the last surviving
human being and were soon to die from nuclear
poisoning, as all other human and sentient ani-
mals have died before you. Suppose also that it
is within your power to destroy all remaining
life, or to make it simpler, the last tree which
could continue to flourish and propagate if
left alone. Furthermore, you will not suffer if
you do not destroy it. Would you do anything
wrong by cutting it down? The deeper ecologi-
cal view would say yes because you would be
destroying something that has value in and of
itself, thus making the world a poorer place.

It might be argued that the only reason we
may find the tree valuable is because human
beings generally find trees of value either prac-
tically or aesthetically, rather than the atoms or
molecules they might turn into if changed from
their present form. The issue is whether the tree
has value only in its relation to human beings
or whether it has a value deserving of moral
consideration inherent in itself in its present
form. The biocentric position holds that when
we find something wrong with destroying the
tree, as we should, we do so because we are
responding to an intrinsic value in the natural
object, not to a value we give to it. This is a
view that argues against a humanistic environ-
mental ethic and urges us to channel our moral
obligations accordingly.

Why should one believe that nonhuman liv-
ing things or natural objects forming integral
parts of ecosystems have intrinsic value? One
can respond to this question by pointing out
the serious weaknesses and problems of human
chauvinism.” More complete responses lay out
a framework of concepts and beliefs which
provides a coherent picture of the biocentric
view with human beings as a part of a more
holistic value system. . . . In the final analysis,
environmental biocentrism is adopted or not
depending on whether it is seen to provide a
deeper, richer, and more ethically compelling
view of the nature of things.



If this deeper ecological position is correct,
then it ought to be reflected in the environmen-
tal movement. Unfortunately, for the most part,
I do not think this is being done, and there is a
price to be paid for not doing so. Moreover, I
fear that even those who are of the biocentric
persuasion are using homocentric language and
strategies to bring business and other major
players into the movement because they do not
think they will be successful otherwise. They
are afraid, and undoubtedly for good reason,
that the large part of society, including business,
will not be moved by arguments regarding the
intrinsic value and rights of natural things. It is
difficult enough to get business to recognize and
act on their responsibilities to human beings
and things of human interest. . . .

A major concern in using the homocen-
tric view to formulate policy and law is that
nonhuman nature will not receive the moral
consideration it deserves. It might be argued,
however, that by appealing to the interests and
rights of human beings, in most cases nature
as a whole will be protected. That s, if we are
concerned about a wilderness area, we can
argue that its survival is important to future
generations who will otherwise be deprived
of contact with its unique wildlife. We can
also argue that it is important to the aesthetic
pleasure of certain individuals or that, if it is
destroyed, other recreational areas will become
overcrowded. . . .

In most cases, what is in the best interests
of human beings may also be in the best inter-
ests of the rest of nature. After all, we are in
our present environmental crisis in large part
because we have not been ecologically intelli-
gent about what is in our own interest—just as
business has encountered much trouble because
it has failed to see its interest in being ethically
sensitive. But if the environmental movement
relies only on arguments based on human inter-
ests, then it perpetuates the danger of mak-
ing environmental policy and law on the basis
of our strong inclination to fulfill our immedi-
ate self-interests, on the basis of our consumer
viewpoints, on the basis of our willingness to
pay. There will always be a tendency to allow
our short-term interests to eclipse our long-term
interests and the long-term interest of humanity

itself. Without some grounding in a deeper envi-
ronmental ethic with obligations to nonhuman
natural things, then the temptation to view our
own interests in disastrously short-term ways
is that much more encouraged. The biocentric
view helps to block this temptation.

Furthermore, there are many cases where
what is in human interest is not in the interest
of other natural things. Examples range from
killing leopards for stylish coats to destroying
a forest to build a golf course. I am not con-
vinced that homocentric arguments, even those
based on long-term human interests, have much
force in protecting the interests of such natural
things. Attempts to make these interests coin-
cide might be made, but the point is that from
a homocentric point of view the leopard and
the forest have no morally relevant interests to
consider. It is simply fortuitous if nonhuman
natural interests coincide with human interests,
and are thereby valued and protected.

Let us take an example from the work of
Christopher Stone. Suppose a stream has been
polluted by a business. From a homocentric
point of view, which serves as the basis for
our legal system, we can only correct the prob-
lem through finding some harm done to human
beings who use the stream. Reparation for such
harm might involve cessation of the pollution
and restoration of the stream, but it is also
possible that the business might settle with the
people by paying them for their damages and
continue to pollute the stream. Homocentrism
provides no way for the stream to be made
whole again unless it is in the interests of human
beings to do so. In short it is possible for human
beings to sell out the stream."’ . . .

Finally, perhaps the greatest danger that bio-
centric environmentalists run in using homo-
centric strategies to further the movement is
the loss of the very insight that grounded their
ethical concern in the first place. This is nicely
put by Lawrence Tribe:

What the environmentalist may not perceive
is that, by couching his claim in terms of
human self-interest—Dby articulating environ-
mental goals wholly in terms of human needs
and preferences—he may be helping to legiti-
mate a system of discourse which so struc-
tures human thought and feeling as to erode,



over the long run, the very sense of obligation
which provided the initial impetus for his own
protective efforts.!!

Business ethicists run a similar risk in couching
their claims in terms of business self-interest.

The environmental movement must find
ways to incorporate and protect the intrinsic
value of animal and plant life and even other
natural objects that are integral parts of eco-
systems. This must be done without constantly
reducing such values to human interests. This
will, of course, be difficult, because our con-
ceptual ideology and ethical persuasion are so
dominantly homocentric; however, if we are
committed to a deeper biocentric ethic, then it
is vital that we try to find appropriate ways to
promote it. Environmental impact statements
should make explicit reference to nonhuman
natural values. Legal rights for nonhuman
natural things, along the lines of Christopher
Stone’s proposal, should be sought. And natu-
ralistic ethical guidelines, such as those sug-
gested by Holmes Rolston, should be set forth
for business to follow when its activities impact
upon ecosystems. '

At the heart of the business ethics movement
is its reaction to the mistaken belief that busi-
ness only has responsibilities to a narrow set of
its stakeholders, namely its stockholders. Cru-
cial to the environmental ethics movement is its
reaction to the mistaken belief that only human
beings and human interests are deserving of our
moral consideration. I suspect that the begin-
nings of both movements can be traced to these
respective moral insights. Certainly the signifi-
cance of both movements lies in their search
for a broader and deeper moral perspective. If
business and environmental ethicists begin to
rely solely on promotional strategies of self-
interest, such as good ethics is good business,
and of human interest, such as homocentrism,
then they face the danger of cutting off the very
roots of their ethical efforts.
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