
MBA Panel Members for the Discussion of Business Ethics at UNC-Charlotte: 

(In 1982 while teaching Business and Society at UNC Asheville I was invited to attend a workshop on Business 
Ethics at the Chapel Hill campus of UNC. The workshop was attended by representatives of all the UNC branches 
in support of a government contract awarded to Chapel Hill for the teaching of Business Ethics in North Carolina. 
Alan Palmer who had been Dean of the UNCC Business School was a representative from UNCC. During the 
workshop we had some spirited debates over the nature of Business Ethics and what should be taught in the 
Business Courses of UNC. I and several other mavericks took the opposition position to the conventional wisdom 
of what should be taught in courses of Business Ethics. Below is the text of a 10-minute talk I gave to the 
workshop. Thought you might enjoy it!) 

  

Business Ethics; Alpha to Omega 
(Business Ethics Conference Chapel-Hill, March 1982) 

Doug Cooper 
 
My fellow UNC Professors: 

 
Business is about the allocation of scarce resources among alternative ends. Ethics is about rules of conduct within a 

construct of morals.  Within an infrastructure of accepted values, defined by some person or persons, “ethical” behavior is practiced. 
So, what is business ethics? If we put the above two definitions together, the definition of business and the definition of ethics, we 
very quickly move to the questions of what is a “proper” allocation of scarce resources among individuals and what is the “proper” 
way of arriving at that “proper” allocation. A fundamental problem with business ethics is that there is no homogeneity of acceptance 
among the world’s people of what a “proper” allocation of scarce resources should be.  Couple that truth with the fact that the world is 
composed of widely disparate personal views of morality and one arrives at a concept of business ethics can only be defined as being 
in the eye of the beholder. 
 So how does one construct a discussion of business ethics? Does one discuss alternative methods for the allocation of scarce 
resources among alternative ends? Does one discuss religious and non-religious values? Does one try to reach a consensus of what is a 
“proper” allocation of recourses among alternative ends and what is a “proper” way of arriving at that “proper” allocation?  Does one 
try to impose his or her concept of “proper” on the rest of the world? More and more the entire world is learning from American 
business practice and accepting the teachings of Adam Smith and his disciples in various perturbations as acceptable ethical behavior. 
But as American, or any values for that matter, are promulgated across a global economy doesn’t that promulgation carry with it a 
great burden? Are we not liable for “the sins of our fathers” and of “casting the first stone” etc. when we tell students of the world how 
they should behave in their business dealings. Are we as righteous as people, as a University, as a Nation that we would want to 
attempt to define “proper” business ethics? The worship of the rich and powerful, the worship of things and money, “survival of the 
fittest,” the concept of “Manifest Destiny,” exploitation of the weak and the poor, nations whose businesses exploit the world’s 
resources while the world goes without, trends towards personal greed for earthly affirmation from like-minded fools, are these 
universal values that should be adopted within a construct of business ethics? 

Contrary to what you might think by my earlier remarks, I believe in the Market System as a tool for resource allocation. By 
itself, the market system is neither ethical nor unethical, it is only one of many devices that might be used to deliver what people wish 
to supply for those that demand.  The market system is an efficient allocator of resources! But that is all that the market system is! 
Only people (if the concept exists) can make the market system “ethical.” For me, people that adhere to the concept of “let the buyer 
beware” and at the same time preach the concept of business ethics are either fools or hypocrites. I am not so smart to determine 
which. But I apologize to you and my God for my intolerance toward my fellow fools and hypocrites. 

 
My admonition to use caution in the teaching of business ethics within the University of North Carolina is my alpha. My 

omega is what I consider to be an acceptable approach to the question we are here to discuss.  My economic world is based in what the 
market considers “good policy” and what the market considers “bad policy.” For me the questions of business ethics are based in 
policy issues and the infrastructure of laws that define business policy. I believe in the rule of law and diligent enforcement of the law 
for all people. People that abuse the law governing business should not be allowed to profit from the abuse of that law. Expected gains 
from the abuse of business law should be very small when compared to the expected costs derived from the abuse of that law. We 
should not try to cure the world’s ills with the proliferation of business ethics professors. But neither should we try to cure the world’s 
ills with more lawyers. We can only do that by encouraging, within business policies, those values that are rooted in a personal 
relationship with each man and woman’s view of his/her creator and the desire of each man and woman to treat his/her fellow human 
with love and compassion. 

 
Thank you for your attention. 
 

 


	Doug Cooper

