THE LIBERAL AND CONSERVATIVE VIEWS OF BUSINESS AND GOVERNMENT:

Competing Pressures or Actual Trade-Offs?

Business and Government - Ideological Approaches

We have started to consider how ideology - beliefs about a preferred-state-of-the-world - can have a tremendous influence on decision-making in business and management.  Arguably, the area of business which receives the greatest amount of ideological attention is the relationship between business and government.  In short, we have all seen countless contentious debates between Democrats versus Republicans and ”Left Wing” Academics versus Ultra Conservatives on the simple question - “What role should government have in business (and vice-versa)?”  If one did not know better - one might think that liberals and conservatives are bipolar - meaning that they have completely different viewpoints on every single issue.  Rather than take this bipolar view, let us step-back and try to objectively characterize and assess the two main “ideologies” (Liberal and Conservative) on this issue - so that we may understand their similarities and differences.

The Liberal Ideology

First and foremost, we must be reasonable in our assessment of the liberal ideology of the business and government relationship by recognizing the limiting stereotypical criticisms of this view.  The liberal view is often mindlessly characterized as “the idea that the government forces business to give underprivileged people handouts,” and the idea that “everything and everyone is relative - meaning that government can arbitrarily force business to pay attention to causes such as affirmative action, environmental protection and free trade - without having to consider how these demands affect business activities.”

The problem with these mindless characterizations is that they miss the main point of the liberal ideology, namely that society is a system of universal cooperation between individuals - who mutually accept one another as free and equal persons.  As such, individuals are both unique personal entities who ought to be able to pursue their own desires and needs, as well citizens who have been influenced tremendously by the social forces in their environment which have shaped their personal development and life experiences.  The liberal ideology is based on the idea that society should be organized so that its citizens can pursue the greatest amount of individual freedom and choice - while still accounting for the fact that social forces in society (such as race, gender, class, etc.) affect its citizens in countless different (i.e. relativistic) ways.       

Thus, a liberal view of the business-government relationship is that “government ought to work to ensure that business actors act to provide individuals who are part of business (employees, customers, suppliers, communities, etc.) with the greatest amount of freedom and choice - while accounting for the various social factors (race, gender, class) which make these individuals different.”   As such, the liberal view of the business-government relationship tends to advocate policies such as affirmative action, environmental regulation, and, generally, legislation which specifically safeguards the rights of individuals or groups (NAFTA).  Is the liberal ideology, government works in conjunction with business in the pursuit of a society which advances the greater good of all.

The Conservative Ideology

First and foremost, we must be reasonable in our assessment of the conservative ideology of the business and government relationship by recognizing the limiting stereotypical criticisms of this view.  The conservative view is often mindlessly characterized as “the idea that the government should stay out of business - thus allowing rich business people to accumulate as much wealth as they can - at the expense of everyone else,” and the idea that “conservatism is inherently reactionary - meaning that the conservative view of the world leads business to care only about itself and the bottom line - regardless of what negative impacts business is having on the rest of society.”

The problem with these mindless characterizations is that they miss the main point of the conservative ideology, namely that society is a system in which arguments and disputes ought to be resolved in the interest of the individual rather than the collective.  Thus, individual self reliance and personal responsibility are paramount - clear standards of judgment based on personal responsibility are preferable to relativistic considerations of how individual behavior and welfare have been shaped by social factors such as race, gender and class.  Individual self reliance is the basis behind the conservative advocacy of the free market over government economic intervention and the avoidance of taxation - since taxation allows government to remove wealth from individuals - to spend on inefficient and counterproductive regulation which hinders economic growth and personal liberty. 

Thus, a conservative view of the business-government relationship is that “government ought to do as little as possible to hinder business actors in their pursuit of their needs and desires - since there are natural forces in society, such as the free market, which naturally ‘regulate’ business behavior through the laws of supply and demand.”   As such, the conservative view of the business-government relationship tends to advocate policies such as tax cuts and tax relief, specific measures to support and further the operation of an efficient market (i.e. insider trading regulation and anti-trust laws), and laws which actually limit government involvement or intervention in business (the deregulation of industries such as the airlines and trucking which were once subject to restrictive policies).  In the conservative ideology, government’s role is to take steps to safeguard self determination and personal responsibility - in a manner which does not interfere with citizens’ abilities and opportunities to determine their own destinies.

-------------------------------------------

The question for us to address is - how, when and why do these two approaches come into conflict when determining the business-government relationship?  And, conversely, when do these supposedly “bipolar viewpoints” actually advocate similar conditions and circumstances for business in its relationship with government?
