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Abstract: As the 21st century breaks upon us, no ethical issues in
business appear as significant as those being created by the rapid
globalization of business. Globalization has created numerous ethical
problems for the manager of the multinational corporation, What does
justice demand, for example, in the relations between a multinational
and its host country, particularly when that country is less developed?
Should human rights principles govern the relations between a
multinational and the workers of a host country, and if so, which
principles are the correct ones? How should a multinational deal with
a government in which corruption is rife? What are the ethical
considerations involved in determining whether and how to transfer
a risky technology to a country whose people may not be able to
safely absorb that technology? What kind of labor and environmental
standards should a multinational adopt when operating in a country
whose government legislates only very low standards?

As the 215 century breaks upon us, no ethical issues in business appear as
significant as those being created by the rapid globalization of business.
Globalization, of course, can mean many things. The World Bank, for example,
defines globalization somewhat loosely as the “ability of individuals and firms
to transact business across national boundaries.”! Other scholars have
characterized globalization as an increase in export levels, a rise in international
transactions or of international flows of capital, etc. I have in mind, however, a
more specific notion of globalization: the process by which a company places its
operating units in more than one nation, thereby becoming what is sometimes
called a “multinational” enterprise. Globalization in this sense is sometimes
referred to as “foreign direct investment.” Since 1980 worldwide foreign direct
investment flows have increased at the rate of about 13 percent a year, reaching
a level of $450 billion in 1999.2 There are today over 54,000 multinational
companies that have globalized their operations into a variety of culturally diverse
contexts through foreign direct investment.

Globalization, of course, has created numerous ethical problems for the man-
ager of the multinational corporation. What does justice demand, for example,
in the relations between a multinational and its host country, particularly when
that country is less developed?? Should human rights principles govern the rela-
tions between a multinational and the workers of a host country, and if so, which
principles are the correct ones? How should a multinational deal with a government
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in which corruption is rife? What are the ethical considerations involved in de-
termining whether and how to transfer a risky technology to a country whose
people may not be able to safely absorb that technology? What kind of labor and
environmental standards should a multinational adopt when operating in a coun-
try whose government legislates only very low standards?

Although these and many other equally pressing issues are obviously urgent,
it is clear that we cannot start to answer any of them until we have at hand a
justifiable set of ethical principles or norms that can be applied to these issues as
they arise in different cultural contexts. How can we decide what kinds of rela-
tionships are just around the world unless we explicitly appeal to, or covertly
assume, a set of principles of justice that tell us how to distinguish just from
unjust forms of relationships in different cultural contexts? How can we decide
what workers in different countries are owed unless we have at hand, or assume,
some set of moral principles that can validly be used in those different countries
and that are powerful enough to distinguish morally humane from morally inhu-
mane treatment of workers? How can we decide what kinds of labor or
environmental standards are appropriate for businesses operating in different coun-
tries unless we consciously or unconsciously adopt some set of moral standards that
can tell us what is appropriate for different cultural contexts? The key need of the
manager of the multinational corporation, then, is for a set of ethical principles that
will enable him or her to make the kinds of ethical judgments that are necessary
when arbitrating moral disagreements between members of diverse cultures.*

It is here, I want to argue, that contemporary ethics has utterly failed the
multinational manager. Globalization has forced business managers to create
morally diverse organizations, organizations whose members come from cul-
tures that often differ sharply over what is moral and immoral, just and unjust,
and virtuous or vicious. Yet contemporary ethics, I want to argue, can offer no
moral principles that are at least theoretically capable of arbitrating the moral
differences that arise in the cross-cultural contexts that globalization has forced
the business manager to enter.

Consider, first, one very popular response to the phenomenon of moral diver-
sity. When faced with moral diversity, some scholars, particularly during the
1970s and 1980s, have defended the theory of cthical relativism.> Ethical or
moral relativism is the theory that “what is really right or wrong is what the
culture says is right or wrong.”é The claim of the cthical relativist is that apart
from the localized moral norms that are prevalent in a particular culture, there
are no universally valid moral standards that can be justified as appropriate for
evaluating the behaviors of people in all cultures. Because there are no such
universally valid or transcultural moral standards, behaviors occurring in a par-
ticular culture can be evaluated only by appealing to the moral standards prevalent
in that particular culture.

Although ethical relativism continues to thrive in the popular imagination,
only a small number of professional ethicists explicitly embrace it.7 However,
there is today a large and highly influential group of ethicists who hold theoretical
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positions that are difficult to distinguish from ethical relativism (although many
of them would, perhaps, resist being called relativists). I am referring, of course,
to what are sometimes called “particularist” approaches to ethics.® A particular-
ist approach to ethics is one that claims that ethical disputes should be settled by
appealing to the actual moral traditions and practices of a particular social group:
the social group of which the agent is a member. So-called communitarians, for
example, have argued that life within a community, with its special traditions
and culture, can provide its members with preferences that can legitimately over-
ride the supposedly universal moral obligations generated by abstract notions of
justice.? Virtue theorists have made similar claims, arguing that moral judgments
must be based on the sensibilities and character traits inculcated by life within a
particular historical community.!® And advocates of so-called “partiality” have
argued that preferring the interests of the members of a particular community
(consisting of one’s circle of friends, one’s family, or one’s tribe) can legiti-
mately override the claims of universal moral principles.!! These approaches to
ethics, all of which have become quite fashionable during these waning years of
the twentieth century, share with ethical relativists the key claim that in ethics it
is a mistake to look for universally valid moral standards or moral values that
transcend the cultures of particular social groups. According to these particular-
ist approaches, each social group has its own moral traditions and values, and
members of a given group must rely on the traditions and values prevalent in their
own group, or even on the particular attachments that tie members of the group to
each other, to resolve the moral questions that they face.

The shortcomings of the theory of ethical relativism are well known and I
have elsewhere provided a catalogue of several of these problems that I will not
repeat here.!? I want to focus, instead, on just two key failings of these relativist
approaches to ethics.

First, the relativist approach provides no way of dealing with the urgent ques-
tions raised by globalization: how are managers to deal with ethical issues that
arise from disputes between members of different cultures? Expatriate Ameri-
can managers, for example, may feel that sexual discrimination is morally
abhorrent; yet in Muslim cultures they are faced with the problem of trying to
organize native workers who are equally repelled by the thought of sexual equal-
ity. To be told that in such cases one must simply rely on the norms of one’s local
culture is to be given useless advice since the problem is not one that arises
within a local culture but one that arises out of the differences between cultures.
What the multinational manager needs is some kind of criteria that will enable
him or her to talk across these cultural differences, some kind of transcultural
moral standards. And here relativistic theories are complete failures.

Second, the approach of the relativist would substitute arbitrariness for moral
justification. By themselves the values of one particular culture are no more, or
less, justified than the conflicting values of another culture. The values that hap-
pen to pervade a Sicilian or Russian gangster community are not necessarily
better or more justified criteria for them—or anyone else—to use in making
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moral decisions than the values that pervade, say, a community of Buddhist or
Trappist monks. From the mere fact that “my people” hold a certain set of val-
ues, it does not follow that those values are more or less justified than any others.
Why then should I adhere to them as the relativist claims I should? 1t is arbitrary
to give one’s blind allegiance to a set of values merely because they happen to
be the values held by one’s group. To claim, as the relativist does, that one should
follow the values of one’s own culture simply because they are the values of
one’s own culture, then, is to claim that one should arbitrarily follow a set of
values without regard to whether or not those values have any moral justification.

Faced with the failures of relativism the multinational manager might hope
to find solace in the traditional alternative to relativism: absolutism. Absolutism
is the view that there is a set of universally valid moral standards that legiti-
mately can be used to evaluate behaviors in all cultures. It is important to note
that by “universally valid” standards I do not mean standards that everyone ev-
erywhere in fact recognizes. The absolutist does not claim that there are some
moral standards that people everywhere accept or follow. Instead, standards are
said to be universally valid when there is a justification—a compelling set of
rational considerations—that show that all people everywhere ought to recog-
nize these standards, even though not everyone may in fact do so. An example of
universally valid standards from a field outside of morality is the foundational
principles of logic, which are universally valid because everyone ought to rec-
ognize these principles in their reasoning processes, although cognitive
psychologists tell us that many people, when engaged in reasoning, do not in
fact follow them. The view of the absolutist is that there is some set of moral
standards that are universally valid in this same way and that the behaviors of
people in all cultures should be consistent with these standards or else be judged
to be immoral. Three absolutist approaches now dominate the literature of eth-
ics: human rights approaches, utilitarian approaches, and approaches that appeal
to principles of justice.

It is clear that if an absolutist approach is to avoid the pitfalls of a relativism
that counsels reliance on local cultures, it must provide universally valid stan-
dards that are not rooted in a particular culture but can claim a status that
transcends all cultures. However, I now want to argue, all of the absolutist ap-
proaches that contemporary ethics has set before us and that aspire to universal
validity are in fact parochial. Principies based on human rights, utilitarianism,
or justice are all based on metaphysical assumptions that are embedded in West-
ern cultural ways of thinking. These metaphysical assumptions, I want to argue,
are not found in all cultures and to assume that all cultures must submit to these
principles is simply a form of ethnocentrism.

Human rights principles seem to have the best chance of providing a basis for
moral principles that can justifiably be used to evaluate the actions of all people
in all cultures. Surely all people have human rights and the members of all cul-
tures must respect those rights. This is the assumption behind such manifestos
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as the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, and many ethicists have
declared their allegiance to this approach.!?

Nevertheless, human rights principles are based on metaphysical concepts
that are not accepted or shared by all cultures. In particular, the very notion of a
human right assumes an individualistic conception of the human person that is
not shared by all cultures. Human rights theories assume that the proper bearers
of rights are individuals and not, say, collectives or groups of persons. A human
rights theory goes on to provide either negative rights that entitle the individual
to the liberty to pursue his or her own personal goals, or positive rights that
entitle the individual to those goods necessary for his or her personal welfare. In
either case, the human rights theory empowers the individual to pursue his or
her personal goals and welfare free from the interference of the surrounding
community. Thus a human rights theory assumes, first, that individuals exist and
possess goals and a welfare that exist apart from the goals and welfare of their
community. That is, the personal identity of the individual, insofar as it is de-
fined by his or her personal goals, welfare, and ability to choose, has an existence
that is independent of the community. Second, a human rights theory assumes
that individuals, at least with respect to those activities and within those spheres
that are protected by the rights in question, may pursue their personal goals and
personal welfare, without regard for the goals and welfare of their community.
The personal goals and welfare of the individual, within the sphere of his or her
rights, have priority over the goals and welfare of the community. In fact, when
the goals or welfare of a community are allowed to take priority over those of its
members in a particular sphere, we hesitate to say that those members have
“rights” in that sphere.

These individualistic assumptions, of course, are not shared by all cultures.
In particular, so-called collectivist cultures assume both that the identity of the
human person is dependent on the identity of the person’s community, and that
the goals and welfare of the community regularly take priority over those of the
individual. The term “collectivist,” which derives from the work of Geert
Hofstede, characterizes those cultures in which the goals and interests of the
family, clan, or other in group are given priority over the goals and interests of
the individual, and in which members tend to identify themselves by reference
to their position in the group.!4 “Collectivist” cultures contrast with “individual-
istic” cultures, which exhibit a preference for individual autonomy, individual
responsibility, individual goal seeking, and an independently defined identity.
For the members of collectivist cultures individualistic notions of personal re-
sponsibility and personal entitlements are alien notions. Asian cultures, for
example, are predominantly collectivist cultures, while American, British, and
Australian cultures are individualistic.

Human rights, theories, then, are essentially parochial theories, rooted in the
conceptual assumptions of a particular cultural milieu: the individualistic cul-
tures that predominate in the West. Human rights theories thus fail to provide
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the kind of transcultural criteria that the multinational manager requires in a
non-relativistic ethic.

Utilitarian theories also fail the multinational manager and for much the same
reason. Utilitarian theories claim that morality requires that either behaviors or
rules must maximize utility. But utilitarian theories assume that the bearers of
utility are individuals. It is the aggregation of these individual utilities that utili-
tarians say must be maximized.!5 Utilitarian theories, then, even more so than
human rights theories, assume that individuals, not collectives, are the proper
vessels of value, and that morality must be judged by the extent to which indi-
viduals, not collectives, are allowed to achieve their ends. (Consider, for example,
the utilitarian slogan John Stuart Mill attributes to Jeremy Bentham: “Every-
body to count as one, nobody for more than one.”)6 Utilitarian theories assume
also that individuals have desires that exist within them and that these are iden-
tifiable independently of the community around them. So to the extent that these
desires define the individual (and from the perspective of utilitarian theory the
individual is wholly defined by his or her desires and their satisfaction), utili-
tarianism also is based on an individualistic metaphysics. Thus, utilitarian
theories, too, are based on metaphysical notions that are foreign to collectivist
cultures and so are as parochial as human rights theories.

Finally, theories of justice also fail to provide the kind of transcultural crite-
ria that are required to keep them from being anything more than merely local
cultural assumptions. As Michael Bond and others have shown, notions of what
constitutes a just allocation of benefits or burdens in exchanges—the core sub-
ject matter of justice—differ along the collectivist/individualistic cultural axis.!7
Collectivist cultures tend to judge allocations as “fair” when everyone in the
group receives equal shares. Individualistic cultures, on the other hand, tend to
judge allocations as “fair” when each individual receives what he or she de-
serves in light of that individual’s personal effort or contribution to the task at
hand. Conceptions of justice in collectivist cultures thus ignore distinctions among
individuals, while individualistic cultures magnify them.

But there are more significant cultural differences that reveal the parochial
nature of our theories of justice. An egalitarian culture such as ours makes the
metaphysical assumption that “by nature, all men are created equal.” In egalitar-
ian cultures it is assumed that individuais “by nature” have an equal status (none
are subordinate or superior to others), and all hierarchies are assumed to be arti-
ficial social constructs. By contrast, hierarchical cultures, such as Hindu caste
cultures, assume that all persons have a metaphysical status that places them in
a natural hierarchy in which those at the top are not equal to those at the bottom.
In a hierarchical culture, inequalities are natural and equality is the artificial
imposition. Egalitarian cultures such as ours assume, as a result, that inequali-
ties should be eradicated, especially status inequalities based on race, sex, religion,
or ethnic background, and such inequalities are characterized as unjust discrimi-
nation. Hierarchical cultures, however, assume that inequalities should not be
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suppressed, since they are natural and fundamental, and so discrimination ac-
cording to status is morally legitimate while equal opportunity violates the natural
inequalities of persons.

Our dominant theories of justice are clearly based on the metaphysical as-
sumptions of our local egalitarian culture. The influential theory of justice once
proposed by John Rawls, for example, repeatedly stressed that it assumed “an
initial position of equality in defining the fundamental terms” of justice, and it
consequently argued for equality of opportunity and against discrimination based
on race, sex, religion, or ethnicity.!®* Even the new communitarian theories of
justice, such as that proposed, for example, by Michael Sandel, assume that “by
nature, all men [and women, he would likely add] are created equal.”t? Theories
of justice, then, are as parochial as human rights and utilitarian theories.

Is there any help, then, for the multinational manager forced by globalization
to deal with moral diversity within his or her organizations? One strategy that
might occur to us is to try to cobble together a theory that incorporates useful
elements from absolutism and relativism. Such a theory might propose, for ex-
ample, as a concession to relativism, that managers should follow local norms
except where those norms conflict with very important absolutist moral values.
The theory might proceed by proposing some set of absolute “hyper norms” that
the people of all societies must respect, while relativistically allowing some
“moral free space” where local norms should be followed. This, of course, is
what Donaldson and Dunfee have recently proposed.?®

But is there any reason to think that such a theory will be any less of a failure
than its predecessors? Won’t a theory that incorporates both absolutist and rela-
tivist elements inherit the deficiencies of both kinds of theories? In at least this
case the answer is yes, for two reasons. First, Donaldson and Dunfee propose
that the body of absolutist “hyper norms” that all cultures must accept as bind-
ing are those that are defined through a universal social contract, while the less
fundamental local norms are those that derive from local or regional social con-
tracts. There are, of course, well-known general difficulties that affect the creaking
machinery of social contract theories, and the Donaldson and Dunfee version of
social contract theory has, in addition, its own particular vulnerabilities.
Donaldson and Dunfee tell us, for example, that they will not appeal to Rawls’s
so-called “veil of ignorance” which would “ensure impartiality,” but they will
instead assume that “all persons whose interests are affected will be included”
in the bargaining that results in their version of the social contract.2! Now, since
every living person is affected by the outcome of their social contract, at least by
its “hyper norms,” surely all people would have to participate in Donaldson’s
and Dunfee’s bargaining contraption. But how do Donaldson and Dunfee know
what the aggregated preferences of everyone in the world would be, or even if
there is a unique solution to the problem of aggregating their preferences? Even
if we set these significant difficulties aside, it is still the case that social contract
arguments like that of Donaldson and Dunfee make metaphysical assumptions
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about the nature of the contractors and that these assumptions inevitably will be
culturally biased. In constructing the hypothetical contractors who are to gener-
ate the “hyper norms” that function as their absolutist principles, for example,
Donaldson and Dunfee covertly assume that the parties to their system of con-
tracts have the kind of equal status prevalent in egalitarian cultures, and they
implicitly reject the kind of status inequalities that are characteristic of hierar-
chical cultures. For without this assumption they would be forced into the
uncomfortable admission that those of superior status would likely impose their
preferences on all other contractors. But this assumption, I have argued, is a
metaphysical assumption that is not shared by all cultures but is limited to egali-
tarian ones such as those of the United States and other Western democracies. In
addition, Donaldson and Dunfee claim that their contractors will choose “core
human rights” including the rights to “personal freedom, . . . well being, .
[and] the ownership of property.” But rights, 1 have argued, derive from the
special assumptions made in an individualistic culture, and the particular rights
they propose are rights that extol the individualistic pursuit of personal goals over
the pursuit of collectivist goals. These are all clearly parochial assumptions.

As the absolutist part of the Donaldson and Dunfee construct runs up against
the same parochial difficulties that afflict other absolutist theories, so, too, the
relativist part of their theory runs into problems similar to those that afflict other
relativist theories. Consider the proposal that local norms should be respected
and followed by the manager and, presumably, by natives, so long as they do not
violate any hyper norms, a key implication of their so-called priority rules.2?
Why should the mere fact that a certain body of norms happens to be locally
prevalent establish that anyone (the manager or the local native, for example)
should submit to and follow them? The mere fact that a set of norms is prevalent
in a region does not constitute a justification of those norms, and so it is arbi-
trary to say (on that basis alone) that those norms should be followed by anyone.
One might be tempted to argue that local norms should be followed because they
are the outcome of a local or regional social contract. But we should resist this
temptation since history proves it false. None of the local norms prevalent in
any region of the world has been arrived at through the kind of bargaining pro-
cess proposed by social contract theories.

I conclude, then, that when we look at contemporary moral theory as it exists
during these last days of the twentieth century, we see nothing but theories that
fail to meet the needs that globalization has created for the multinational man-
ager. While the manager struggles with trying to find moraHy justified ways of
dealing with cross-cultural moral conflicts, contemporary moral theory seems
incapable of offering anything more than relativistic theories that in effect aban-
don the manager to his or her own arbitrary devices, or absolutist theories that
are nothing more than cultural biases disguised as universal moralities. As we
enter the new millennium, then, we are in desperate need of imaginative and
creative new approaches to the task of theory building in ethics. We must look
for ways of constructing normative theories that can make some claim on having
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universal validity, theories that can address the moral pluralism that seems to
pervade contemporary life but that will do so without surreptitiously attempting
to impose parochial values on everyone else in the world.
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