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ONE MORE:



A Moral Purpose 
of Business?

Why would someone study, or dedicate one’s life 
to, business?

• To get a job? To make money?

Consider medicine and business.

• Should physicians “give back” to their community?

• Must one atone for engaging in business? 

Shouldn’t business be valuable in itself?

If not, then . . . .

Question: Why business?



PURPOSES 
AND ENDS Borrowing from Aristotle:

1. Human beings have a hierarchy of purposes (‘ends’).

2. Proximate ends → intermediate ends → an ultimate 
end.

3. Ultimate end for humans: eudaimonia.

4. Achieving eudaimonia requires a rationally ordered 
moral life.

• Connecting daily practice to our proper ultimate 
end.



THE PROPER 
CONTEXT OF 
BUSINESS … 

IN FIVE STEPS:

1. We want a just and humane society (‘ultimate’ social end).

2. A JHS depends on a variety of institutions. 

3. Those include a properly functioning market economy.

4. A PFME is based upon honorable business.

5. Honorable business is industries, firms, and individuals 
creating genuine value (= making their own and others’ lives 
genuinely better).

Businesspeople and firms creating value contribute to this 
hierarchy of purpose.

• Improving one’s own life . . . 

• . . . by improving others’ lives. 



Q: WHY DOES THIS MATTER?

Consider the “Great Enrichment”:





Per-Capita Growth in Real 
(inflation-adjusted) 

Wealth over 12,000 Years



The Big Question: What caused the change?

A: Shift in moral attitude.

Consider: Two ways to get what one wants—

• Extraction: theft, slavery, imperialism, colonization, fraud.

• Cooperation: voluntary exchange, partnership, and association; the “opt-out option.”

Shift: extraction is unacceptable; cooperation is praiseworthy.

Two questions:

• Which is more moral?

• Which leads to increasing prosperity?

My suggestion: honorable business is cooperative business—plus a bit more.



So, What Is
Honorable 
Business?

First: no extractive behavior—ever. 

• Think of the Hippocratic Oath.

• Never benefit oneself at another’s unwilling expense.

Second: cooperative behavior only.

• Treat all parties with equal respect for their autonomy and 
dignity—respect their “opt-out option.”

• Honor your promises—even when no one’s looking!

Third: Commit to providing genuine value to others—a two-
way street. 

Honorable business is positive-sum: win-win.

• In fact, it’s win-win-win.



But, Inequality?
Should justice address wealth inequality?

Consider two people, A and B.

• A is wealthier than B. 

• A has one hundred times as much as B. 

Failure of justice? Of social justice? 

What matters: 

1. How did A get it?

2. The absolute quality of B’s life?

Q: More extreme wealth differentials?

• 1/250,000th of Gates’s wealth?

Q: Poverty or inequality?

1/82nd

1/131th

1/250,000th




So, Why 
Business?

Because honorable business is cooperative, it treats people 
with dignity and respect (remember the opt-out option).

Because honorable business seeks to create mutual benefit, it 
leads to increasing overall prosperity.

• Only genuine value (mutually voluntary is necessary but 
not sufficient).

• Waste is a moral failure.

To what purpose/end should one engage in business?

• To use one’s time, talent, and treasure to benefit oneself 
and others—simultaneously. 

• Prosperity and morality—but only if business is honorable.

Might honorable business be a moral calling?



Thank You!
James R. Otteson

University of Notre Dame

jotteson@nd.edu
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