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The ethical theories outlined in this chapter have all put forward ethical concepts which have a universal quality, transcending place and time. They have emphasized different perspectives. Kant, J.S. Mill and John Rawls, although all focusing on the individual human being, emphasized the social dimension of ethics. Aristotle’s virtue ethics emphasized the moral life, but also stressed the need for social cohesion and justice. We tend to think of social groupings in cultural terms, usually national cultures that are dominant in particular countries, leading to economic and political institutions which reflect cultural values. But societies and national cultures change over time. Even in societies where individual freedoms are recognized in law, inequality can mean that the poorest inhabitants have little freedom in practice. Ethical concepts, such as human dignity and justice, underpin efforts to achieve changes in the law, and also changes in the way people behave towards each other.
Whatever kind of society we live in, we depend on social co-operation to make life liveable. This social dimension is the area of ethics. This is as true of organizations as it is of individuals. Businesses have tended to be among the exponents of cultural relativism, seeking advantages presented in particular locations where the cultural environment tolerates certain types of activity, such as harsh factory conditions. But, as we have seen, the cultural environment is a changing set of phenomena, and within cultures, changes occur, often because local voices within society raise ethical issues which lead to changes at government level. As we saw in the opening case study, when ethical standards rise, businesses can choose to move on to different locations where regulation remains lax. But increasingly, businesses are scrutinized in ethical terms, and held responsible for their actions, regardless of the particular location. Perhaps paradoxically, globalization, which has offered a host of diverse emerging markets, is also presenting a more universalized ethical perspective on business behaviour.
