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Is there still anything to live for? Is anything worth pursuing, apart from money, love, and caring for one's own family? If so, what could it be? Talk of 'something to live for' has a faintly religious flavour, but many people who are not at all religious have an uneasy feeling that they may be missing out on something basic that would give their lives a significance it now lacks. Nor do these people have a deep commitment to any political creed. Over the past century political struggle has often filled the place that religion once held in other times and cultures. No one who reflects on recent history can now believe that politics alone will suffice to solve all our problems. But what else can we live for? In this book I give one answer. It is as ancient as the dawn of philosophy, but as much needed in our circumstances today as it ever was before. The answer is that we can live an ethical life. By doing so we make ourselves part of a great, crosscultural tradition. Moreover, we will find that to live an ethical life is not self-sacrifice, but self-fulfillment. If we can detach ourselves from our own immediate preoccupations and look at the world as a whole and our place in it, there is something absurd about the idea that people should have trouble finding something to live for. There is, after all, so much that needs to be done. As this book was nearing completion, United Nations troops entered Somalia in an attempt to ensure that food supplies reached the starving population there. Although this attempt went badly wrong, it was at least a hopeful sign that affluent nations were prepared to do something about hunger and suffering in areas remote from them. We may learn from this episode, and future attempts may be more successful. Perhaps we are at the beginning of a new era in which
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we will no longer simply sit in front of our television sets watching small children die and then continue to live our affluent lives without feeling any incongruity. It is not only the dramatic and newsworthy major crises that require our attention, though; there are countless situations, on a smaller scale, that are just as bad and are preventable. Immense as this task is, it is only one of many equally urgent causes to which people in need of a worthwhile objective could commit themselves. The problem is that most people have only the vaguest idea of what it might be to lead an ethical life. They understand ethics as a system of rules forbidding us to do things. They do not grasp it as a basis for thinking about how we are to live. They live largely self-interested lives, not because they are born selfish, but because the alternatives seem awkward, embarrassing, or just plain pointless. They cannot see any way of making an impact on the world, and if they could, why should they bother? Short of undergoing a religious conversion, they see nothing to live for except the pursuit of their own material selfinterest. But the possibility of living an ethical life provides us with a way out of this impasse. That possibility is the subject of this book. Merely to broach this possibility will be enough to give rise to accusations of extreme naivity. Some will say that people are naturally incapable of being anything but selfish. Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 address this claim, in varying ways. Others will claim that whatever the truth about human nature, modern Western society has long passed the point at which either rational or ethical argument can achieve anything. Life today can seem so crazy that we may despair of improving it. One publisher who read the manuscript of this book gestured at the New York street below his window and told me that, down there, people had taken to driving through red lights, just for the hell of it. How, he was saying, can you expect your kind of book to make a difference to a world full of people like that? Indeed, if the
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world really were full of people who take so little care of their own lives, never mind the lives of others, there would be nothing that anyone could do, and our species would probably not be around for very much longer. But the ways of evolution tend to eliminate those who are that crazy. There may be a few around at any one time; no doubt big American cities shelter more than their fair share of them. What is truly disproportionate, though, is the prominence that such behaviour has in the media and in the public mind. It is the old story of what makes news. A million people doing something every day that shows concern for others is not news; one rooftop sniper is. This book is not blind to the existence of vicious, violent and irrational people, but it is written in the conviction that the rest of us should not live our lives as if everyone else is always inherently likely to be vicious, violent and irrational. In any case, even if I am wrong, and crazy people are much more common than I believe, what alternative is left to us? The conventional pursuit of self-interest is, for reasons that I shall explore in a later chapter, individually and collectively selfdefeating. The ethical life is the most fundamental alternative to the conventional pursuit of self-interest. Deciding to live ethically is both more far-reaching and more powerful than a political commitment of the traditional kind. Living an ethically reflective life is not a matter of strictly observing a set of rules that lay down what you should or should not do. To live ethically is to reflect in a particular way on how you live, and to try to act in accordance with the conclusions of that reflection. If the argument of this book is sound, then we cannot live an unethical life and remain indifferent to the vast amount of unnecessary suffering that exists in the world today. It may be naive to hope that a relatively small number of people who are living in a reflective, ethical manner could prove to be a critical mass that changes the climate of opinion about the nature of self-interest and its connection with ethics; but when we look
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around the world and see what a mess it is in, it seems worth giving that optimistic hope the best possible chance of success. Every book reflects personal experience, no matter how many layers of scholarship the reflection may be filtered through. My interest in the topic of this book began when I was a graduate student in philosophy at the University of Melbourne. I wrote my Master's thesis on the topic 'Why Should I Be Moral?' The thesis analyzed this question, and examined the answers that have been offered by philosophers over the past two and half thousand years. I reluctantly concluded that none of these answers was really satisfactory. Then I spent twenty-five years studying and teaching ethics and social philosophy at universities in England, America and Australia. In the early part of that period I took part in opposition to the war in Vietnam. This formed the background to my first book, Democracy and Disobedience, about the ethical issue of disobedience to unjust laws. My second book, Animal Liberation, argued that our treatment of animals is ethically indefensible. That book played a role in the birth and growth of what is now a worldwide movement. I have worked in that movement not only as a philosopher but also as an active member of groups working for change. I have been involved, again both as an academic philosopher and in more everyday ways, in a variety of other causes with a strong ethical basis: aid for developing nations, support for refugees, the legalization of voluntary euthanasia, wilderness preservation and more general environmental concerns. All of this has given me the chance to get to know people who give up their time, their money and sometimes much of their private lives for an ethically based cause; and it has given me a deeper sense of what it is to try to live an ethical life. Since writing my Master's thesis I have written about the question 'Why act ethically?' in the final chapter of Practical Ethics, and I have touched on the theme of ethics and selfishness in The Expanding Circle. In turning once again to the link between
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ethics and self-interest, I -can now draw on a solid background of practical experience, as well as on the research and writings of other scholars. If asked why anyone should act morally or ethically, I can give a bolder and more positive response than I did in my earlier thesis. I can point to people who have chosen to live an ethical life, and have been able to make an impact on the world. In doing so they have invested their lives with a significance that many despair of ever finding. They find, as a result, that their own lives are richer, more fulfilling, more exciting even, than they were before they made that choice. Peter Singer January 1993



CHAPTER 1



The ultimate choice



Ivan Boesky's choice In 1985 Ivan Boesky was known as 'the king of the arbitragers', a specialized form of investment in the shares of companies that were the target of takeover offers. He made profits of $40 million in 1981 when Du Pont bought Conoco; $80 million in 1984 when Chevron bought Gulf Oil; and in the same year, $100 million when Texaco acquired Getty Oil. There were some substantial losses too, but not enough to stop Boesky making Forbes magazine's list of America's wealthiest 400 people. His personal fortune was estimated at between $150 million and $200 million. 1 Boesky had achieved both a formidable reputation, and a substantial degree of respectability. His reputation came, in part, from the amount of money that he controlled. 'Ivan', said one colleague, 'could get any Chief Executive Officer in the country off the toilet to talk to him at seven o'clock in the morning'. 2 But his reputation was also built on the belief that he had brought a new 'scientific' approach to investment, based on an elaborate communications system that he claimed was like NASA's. He was featured not only in business magazines, but also in the New York Times Living section. He wore the best suits, on which a Winston Churchill-style gold watch chain was prominently displayed. He owned a twelvebedroom Georgian mansion set on 190 acres in Westchester
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County, outside New York City. He was a notable member of the Republican Party, and some thought he cherished political ambitions. He held positions at the American Ballet Theater and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Unlike other arbitragers before him, Boesky sought to publicize the nature of his work, and aimed to be recognized as an expert in a specialized area that aided the proper functioning of the market. In 1985 he published a book about arbitrage entitled Merger Mania. The book claims that arbitrage contributes to 'a fair, liquid and efficient market' and states that 'undue profits are not made: there are no esoteric tricks that enable arbitragers to outwit the system . . . profit opportunities exist only because risk arbitrage serves an important market function'. Merger Mania begins with a touching dedication: Dedication My father, my mentor, William H. Boesky (1900-1964), of beloved memory, whose courage brought him to these shores from his native Ykaterinoslav, Russia, in the year 1912. My life has been profoundly influenced by my father's spirit and strong commitment to the well-being of humanity, and by his emphasis on learning as the most important means to justice, mercy, and righteousness. His life remains an example of returning to the community the benefits he had received through the exercise of God-given talents. With this inspiration I write this book for all who wish to learn of my specialty, that they may be inspired to believe that confidence in one's self and determination can allow one to become whatever one may dream. May those who read my book gain some understanding for the opportunity which exists uniquely in this great land. 3
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In the same year that this autobiography was published, at the height of his success, Boesky entered into an arrangement for obtaining inside information from Dennis Levine. Levine, who was himself earning around $3 million annually in salary and bonuses, worked at Drexel Burnham Lambert, the phenomenally successful Wall Street firm that dominated the 'junk bond' market. Since junk bonds were the favoured way of raising funds for takeovers, Drexel was involved in almost every major takeover battle, and Levine was privy to information that, in the hands of someone with plenty of capital, could be used to make hundreds of millions of dollars, virtually without risk. The ethics of this situation are not in dispute. When Boesky was buying shares on the basis of the information Levine gave him, he knew that the shares would rise in price. The shareholders who sold to him did not know that, and hence sold the shares at less than they could have obtained for them later, if they had not sold. If Drexel's client was someone who wished to take a company over, then that client would have to pay more for the company if the news of the intended takeover leaked out, since Boesky's purchases would push up the price of the shares. The added cost might mean that the bid to take over the target company would fail; or it might mean that, though the bid succeeded, after the takeover more of the company's assets would be sold off, to pay for the increased borrowings needed to buy the company at the higher price. Since Drexel, and hence Levine, had obtained the information of the intended takeover in confidence from their clients, for them to disclose it to others who could profit from it, to the disadvantage of their clients, was clearly contrary to all accepted professional ethical standards. Boesky has never suggested that he dissents from these standards, or believed that his circumstances justified an exception to them. Boesky also knew that trading in inside information was illegal.
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Nevertheless, in 1985 he went so far as to formalize the arrangement he had with Levine, agreeing to pay him 5 percent of the profits he made from purchasing shares about which Levine had given him information. Why did Boesky do it? Why would anyone who has $150 million, a respected position in society, and — as is evident from the dedication to his book - values at least the appearance of an ethical life that benefits the community as a whole, risk his reputation, his wealth, and his freedom by doing something that is obviously neither legal nor ethical? Granted, Boesky stood to make very large sums of money from his arrangement with Levine. The Securities and Exchange Commission was later to describe several transactions in which Boesky had used information obtained from Levine; his profits on these deals were estimated at $50 million. Given the previous track record of the Securities and Exchange Commission, Boesky could well have thought that his illegal insider trading was likely to go undetected and unprosecuted. So it was reasonable enough for Boesky to believe that the use of inside information would bring him a lot of money with little chance of exposure. Does that mean that it was a wise thing for him to do? In these circumstances, where does wisdom lie? In choosing to enrich himself further, in a manner that he could not justify ethically, Boesky was making a choice between fundamentally different ways of living. I shall call this type of choice an 'ultimate choice'. When ethics and selfinterest seem to be in conflict, we face an ultimate choice. How are we to choose? Most of the choices we make in our everyday lives are restricted choices, in that they are made from within a given framework or set of values. Given that I want to keep reasonably fit, I sensibly choose to go for a walk rather than slouch on the sofa with a can of beer, watching the football on television. Since you want to do something to help preserve
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rainforests, you join a coalition to raise public awareness of the continuing destruction of the forests. Another person wants a well-paid and interesting career, so she studies law. In each of these choices, the fundamental values are already assumed, and the choice is a matter of the best means of achieving what is valued. In ultimate choices, however, the fundamental values themselves come to the fore. We are no longer choosing within a framework that assumes that we want only to maximize our own interests, nor within a framework that takes it for granted that we are going to do whatever we consider to be best, ethically speaking. Instead, we are choosing between different possible ways of living: the way of living in which self-interest is paramount, or that in which ethics is paramount, or perhaps some trade-off between the two. (I take ethics and self-interest as the two rival viewpoints because they are, in my view, the two strongest contenders. Other possibilities include, for example, living by the rules of etiquette, or living in accordance with one's own aesthetic standards, treating one's life as a work of art; but these possibilities are not the subject of this book.) Ultimate choices take courage. In making restricted choices, our fundamental values form a foundation on which we can stand when we choose. To make an ultimate choice we must put in question the foundations of our lives. In the fifties, French philosophers like Jean-Paul Sartre saw this kind of choice as an expression of our ultimate freedom. We are free to choose what we are to be, because we have no essential nature, that is, no given purpose outside ourselves. Unlike, say, an apple tree that has come into existence as a result of someone else's plan, we simply exist, and the rest is up to us. (Hence the name given to this group of thinkers: existentialists.) Sometimes this leads to a sense that we are standing before a moral void. We feel vertigo, and want to get out of that situation as quickly as possible. So we avoid the ultimate
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choice by carrying on as we were doing before. That seems the simplest and safest thing to do. But we do not really avoid making the ultimate choice in that way. We make it by default, and it may not be safe at all. Perhaps Ivan Boesky continued to do what would make him richer because to do anything else would have involved questioning the foundations of most of his life. He acted as if his essential nature was to make money. But of course it was not: he could have chosen living ethically ahead of money-making. Even if we are ready to face an ultimate choice, however, it is not easy to know how to make it. In more restricted choice situations we know how to get expert advice. There are financial consultants and educational counsellors and health care advisers, all ready to tell you about what is the best for your own interests. Many people will be eager to offer you their opinions about what would be the right thing to do, too. But who is the expert here? Suppose that you have the opportunity to sell your car, which you know is about to need major repairs, to a stranger who is too innocent to have the car checked properly. He is pleased with the car's appearance, and a deal is about to be struck, when he casually asks if the car has any problems. If you say, just as casually, 'No, nothing that I know of, the stranger will buy the car, paying you at least $1,000 more than you would get from anyone who knew the truth. He will never be able to prove that you were lying. You are convinced that it would be wrong to lie to him, but another $1,000 would make your life more comfortable for the next few months. In this situation you don't see any need to ask anyone for advice about what is in your best interest; nor do you need to ask what it would be right to do. So can you still ask what to do? Of course you can. Some would say that if you know that it would be wrong to lie about your car, that is the end of the matter; but this is wishful thinking. If we are honest with
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ourselves, we will admit that, at least sometimes, where selfinterest and ethics clash, we choose self-interest, and this is not just a case of being weak-willed or irrational. We are genuinely unsure what it is rational to do, because when the clash is so fundamental, reason seems to have no way of resolving it. We all face ultimate choices, and with equal intensity, whether our opportunities are to gain, by unethical means, $50 or $50 million. The state of the world in the late twentieth century means that even if we are never tempted at all by unethical ways of making money, we have to decide to what extent we shall live for ourselves, and to what extent for others. There are people who are hungry, malnourished, lacking shelter, or basic health care: and there are voluntary organizations that raise money to help these people. True, the problem is so big that one individual cannot make much impact on it; and no doubt some of the money will be swallowed up in administration, or will get stolen, or for some other reason will not reach the people who need it most. Despite these inevitable problems, the discrepancy between the wealth of the developed world and the poverty of the poorest people in developing countries is so great that if only a small fraction of what you give reaches the people who need it, that fraction will make a far greater difference to the people it reaches than the full amount you give could make to your own life. That you as an individual cannot make an impact on the entire problem seems scarcely relevant, since you can make an impact on the lives of particular families. So will you get involved with one of these organizations? Will you yourself give, not just spare change when a tin is rattled under your nose, but substantial amounts that will reduce your ability to live a luxurious lifestyle? Some consumer products damage the ozone layer, contribute to the greenhouse effect, destroy rainforests, or pollute
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our rivers and lakes. Others are tested by being put, in concentrated form, into the eyes of conscious rabbits, held immobilized in rows of restraining devices like medieval stocks. There are alternatives to products that are environmentally damaging, or tested in such cruel ways. To find the alternatives can, however, be time-consuming, and a nuisance. Will you take the trouble to find them? We face ethical choices constantly in our personal relationships. We have opportunities to use people and discard them, or to remain loyal to them. We can stand up for what we believe, or make ourselves popular by going along with what the group does. Though the morality of personal relationships is difficult to generalize about because every situation is different, here too we often know what the right thing to do is, but are uncertain about what to do. There are, no doubt, some people who go through life without considering the ethics of what they are doing. Some of these people are just indifferent to others; some are downright vicious. Yet genuine indifference to ethics of any sort is rare. Mark 'Chopper' Read, one of Australia's nastiest criminals, recently published (from prison) an horrific autobiography, replete with nauseating details of beatings and forms of torture he inflicted on his enemies before killing them. Through all his relish for violence, however, the author shows evident anxiety to assure his readers that his victims were all in some way members of the criminal class who deserved what they got. He wants his readers to be clear that he has nothing b'it contempt for an Australian mass murderer - now one of Read's fellow-prisoners - who opened up on passersby with an automatic rifle.4 The psychological need for ethical justification, no matter how weak that justification may be, is remarkably pervasive. We should each ask ourselves: what place does ethics have in my daily life? In thinking about this question, ask yourself:
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what do I think of as a good life, in the fullest sense of that term? This is an ultimate question. To ask it is to ask: what kind of a life do I truly admire, and what kind of life do I hope to be able to look back on, when I am older and reflect on how I have lived? Will it be enough to say: 'It was fun'? Will I even be able to say truthfully that it was fun? Whatever your position or status, you can ask what — within the limits of what is possible for you - you want to achieve with your life.



The Ring of Gyges Two and a half thousand years ago, at the dawn of Western philosophical thinking, Socrates had the reputation of being the wisest man in Greece. One day Glaucon, a well-to-do young Athenian, challenged him to answer a question about how we are to live. The challenge is a key element of Plato's Republic, one of the foundational works in the history of Western philosophy. It is also a classic formulation of an ultimate choice. According to Plato, Glaucon begins by retelling the story of a shepherd who served the reigning king of Lydia. The shepherd was out with his flock one day when there was a storm and a chasm opened up in the ground. He went down into the chasm and there found a golden ring, which he put on his finger. A few days later, when sitting with some other shepherds, he happened to fiddle with the ring, and to his amazement discovered that when he turned the ring a certain way, he became invisible to his companions. Once he had made this discovery, he arranged to be one of the messengers sent by the shepherds to the king to report on the state of the flocks. Arriving at the palace, he promptly used the ring to seduce the queen, plotted with her against the king, killed him, and so obtained the crown. Glaucon takes this story as encapsulating a common view
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of ethics and human nature. The implication of the story is that anyone who had such a ring would abandon all ethical standards - and what is more, would be quite rational to do so: . . . no one, it is thought, would be of such adamantine nature as to abide in justice and have the strength to abstain from theft, and to keep his hands from the goods of others, when it would be in his power to steal anything he wished from the very marketplace with impunity, to enter men's houses and have intercourse with whom he would, to kill or to set free whomsoever he pleased; in short, to walk among men as a god . . . if any man who possessed this power we have described should nevertheless refuse to do anything unjust or to rob his fellows, all who knew of his conduct would think him the most miserable and foolish of men, though they would praise him to each other's faces, their fear of suffering injustice extorting that deceit from them. 5



Glaucon then challenges Socrates to show that this common opinion of ethics is mistaken. Convince us, he and the other participants in the discussion say to Socrates, that there are sound reasons for doing what is right - not just reasons like the fear of getting caught, but reasons that would apply even if we knew we would not be found out. Show us that a wise person who found the ring would, unlike the shepherd, continue to do what is right. That, at any rate, is how Plato described the scene. According to Plato, Socrates convinced Glaucon and the other Athenians present that, whatever profit injustice may seem to bring, only those who act rightly are really happy. Unfortunately, few modern readers are persuaded by the long and ?i complicated account that Socrates gives of the links between acting rightly, having a proper harmony between the elements
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of one's nature, and being happy. It all seems too theoretical, too contrived, and the dialogue becomes one-sided. There are obvious objections that we would like to see put to Socrates, but after the initial presentation of the challenge, Glaucon's critical faculties seem to have deserted him, and he meekly accepts every argument Socrates puts to him. Ivan Boesky had, in the information he received from Dennis Levine, a kind of magic ring; something that could make him as close to a king as one can get in the republican, wealth-oriented United States. As it turned out, the ring had a flaw: Boesky was not invisible when he wanted to be. But was that Boesky's only mistake, the only reason why he should not have obtained and used Levine's information? The challenge that Boesky's opportunity poses to us is a modern-day version of the challenge that Glaucon put to Socrates. Can we give a better answer? One 'answer' that is really no answer at all is to ignore the challenge. Many people do. They live and die unreflectively, without ever having asked themselves what their goals are, and why they are doing what they do. If you are totally satisfied with the life you are now living, and quite sure that it is the life you want to lead, there is no need to read further. What is to come may only unsettle you. Until you have put to yourselves the questions that Socrates faced, however, you have not chosen how you live.



'What in the hell are we doing this for?' Today the question of how we are to live confronts us more sharply than ever. We have emerged from the eighties - the decade that has become known as The Decade of Greed' but not yet determined the nature of the nineties. Boesky himself helped to define the eighties by giving a commencement address at the School of Business Administration at the



12



How



are



we



to



live?



University of California, Berkeley, in which he told his audience: 'Greed is all right . . . greed is healthy. You can be greedy and still feel good about yourself'. 6 Twenty years after the Free Speech Movement had made the campus the centre of radical thought in America, Berkeley business students applauded this praise of greed. They were looking forward to earning money, lots of it, and soon. What was happening was, as Michael Lewis put it in his popular Liar's Poker, 'a rare and amazing glitch in the fairly predictable history of getting and spending'. Smart bond traders like Lewis were earning a million dollars a year in salary and bonuses before they turned twenty-five. 'Never before', Lewis could truthfully assert, 'have so many unskilled 25-year-olds made so much in so little time as we did this decade in New York and London'. 7 Yet even that was peanuts compared to the sums made by the older heavyweights: corporate raiders like Carl Icahn, T. Boone Pickens, or Henry Kravis, developers such as Donald Trump, the junk bond financier Michael Milken, or Wall Street chiefs like Salomon Brothers' John Gutfreund. In the hothouse, money-directed United States of the eighties, these people were heroes, written up in magazines, talked about endlessly. Yet at the end, many were wondering what it was all for. Donald Trump confessed:



It's a rare person who can achieve a major goal in life and not almost immediately start feeling sad, empty, and a little lost. If you look at the record - which in this case means newspapers, magazines, and TV news — you'll see that an awful lot of people who achieve success, from Elvis Presley to Ivan Boesky, lose their direction or their ethics. Actually, I don't have to look at anyone else's life to know that's true. I'm as susceptible to that pitfall as anyone else . . . "
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During the eighties Peter Lynch worked fourteen-hour days and built the Fidelity Magellan mutual fund into a $ 13 billion giant among funds. But at the age of forty-six, when most executives are still aiming higher, Lynch startled his colleagues by quitting. Why? Because he had asked himself: 'What in the hell are we doing this for?' And in answering that question, he was moved by the thought that 'I don't know anyone who wished on his deathbed that he had spent more time at the office'.9 Symptomatic of the changing view was Oliver Stone's movie Wall Street, starring Michael Douglas as a convincingly unpleasant Gordon Gekko, a financial wheeler-dealer whose manner of operation resembles that of Boesky, with some elements of a corporate raider like Carl Icahn thrown in for good measure. Bud Fox, the ambitious young stockbroker played by Charlie Sheen, is for a time taken in by the prospect of making it big, but when Gekko attempts his usual takeover and asset-stripping procedure on the airline for which Fox's father works as a mechanic, an angry Fox asks: Tell me, Gordon, when does it all end, huh? How many yachts can you water-ski behind? How much is enough? 10



That question suggested something that the philosophers had always known, and the rich of the eighties were rediscovering: affluence has no limits. More people were beginning to wonder 'what in the hell are we doing this for?' Like Lynch, they were making decisions about the rest of their lives, instead of just continuing in the course that seemed to have been set for them by economic and social expectations. They were beginning to live their lives with a purpose. The recession that followed the boom has helped make people think again about the world they would like to see emerge when the economy picks up again. Though some may
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want to reinflate the balloons and resume the party, for many people that idea just reminds them of the still-lingering hangover. In any case, in the nineties, the intimidating shadow of Japan would dampen any celebrations in which those from other nations might be tempted to indulge. George Bush's 1992 visit to Tokyo was an extraordinary event. Here was the president of what still is, in military terms, indisputably the mightiest power on earth, begging the Prime Minister of Japan for trade concessions so that United States manufacturers could survive in the face of Japanese standards of excellence that had made Honda the number one selling car in the United States. Bush's visit made Westerners wonder, once more, what it was that made Japanese society so cohesive, harmonious, orderly, and successful. A spate of books about Japan sought to analyze the nature of the Japanese difference. Do the Japanese know more about how to live well together than we do? Japan's success is another reason for the West's self-doubt.



The end of history or the beginning of secular ethics? The failure of the ideals of the West in the eighties is the short-term, immediate reason why the question: 'How are we to live?' confronts us with more force than usual at this particular moment. There is also, however, a more momentous, longer term picture that invests the question with peculiar sharpness, perhaps even with world-historical significance. Communism, according to Marx, should have been 'the genuine resolution of the antagonism between man and nature and between man and man; the true resolution of the conflict between . . . individual and species'." In other words, Marx would have answered Glaucon's question by saying that it could have no satisfactory answer unless we change the nature of society. As long as we are living in a society in which
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economic production is geared to satisfy the interests of a particular class, there is bound to be a conflict between individual self-interest and the interests of society as a whole. In that situation, the shepherd would be acting quite rationally if he used the magic ring to take what he pleased and kill whom he wished to kill. Once the means of production are organized in the common interests of all, however, Marx would say that human nature, which is not fixed but socially conditioned, would change with it. Greed and envy are not engrained forever in the character of human beings. Citizens of the new society, based on common ownership, would find their own happiness in working for the good of all. For many critics of Marx it was clear from the start that this was a dream; but with the collapse of communist societies in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, the Utopian nature of Marxist thought has become apparent to all. For the first time, we are living in a world that has only one dominant social model for developed societies. The hope of resolving the conflict between individual self-interest and the good of all by building an alternative to the free market economy is now a self-confessed failure. Only a brave few cling to the socialist ideal, rejecting the distortions Lenin and Stalin wrought, and claiming that it has never had a proper trial. It seems that the individualist view of self-interest is the only one that is still viable. So strongly does the liberal democratic free enterprise model impose itself on our vision of the possibilities that Francis Fukuyama, a former deputy director of policy planning at the US State Department, has been given a respectful, and from some quarters even enthusiastic, hearing for a bold, surprisingly well-defended, but in the end scarcely plausible idea. Fukuyama has revived Hegel's conception of history as a process with a direction and an End. History has an End, according to Hegel and Fukuyama, not so much in the sense
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of coming to a full stop, but rather in the sense of a final goal or destination. In The End of History and the Last Man, Fukuyama argues that this end is, precisely, the universal acceptance of the liberal, democratic, free enterprise form of society.12 Yet just when this model has taken so strong a hold on the minds of those who consider themselves politically realistic, we are gradually becoming aware that we are nearing the end of an epoch. Like Daniel Bell, who predicted 'the End of Ideology' shortly before the rise of the New Left and the resurgence of radical ideologies in the sixties,13 Fukuyama may have predicted the permanence of the liberal free enterprise system just when it is about to face its gravest crisis. There are two intriguing and very different counterweights to Fukuyama's vision of 'the End of History'. One is summed up in the title of a book by Bill McKibben: our era is witness to, McKibben says, not the End of History, but rather The End of Nature. Living in the Adirondack Mountains of New York State, McKibben is sharply aware of the fact that for the first time in the history of our species, there is no longer a natural world, unaffected by human beings. M Not in the Adirondacks, nor in the rainforests of the Amazon, not even on the Antarctic ice-cap, can one get away from the effects of human civilization. We have depleted the ozone layer that shields our planet from solar radiation. We have added to the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Thus the growth of plants, the chemical composition of the rain, and the very forces that form the clouds, are, in part, our doing. Throughout human history, we have been able freely to use the oceans and the atmosphere as a vast sink for our wastes. The liberal democratic free enterprise society that Fukuyama proposes as the ultimate outcome of all history is built on the idea that we can keep doing this forever. In contrast, responsible scientific opinion now tells us that we are passengers on a runaway train that is heading rapidly
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towards an abyss. We cannot continue with business as usual. We shall either change voluntarily, or the climate of our planet will change, and take entire nations with it. Nor are the changes minor ones. They involve the basic values and ethical outlook that underlie the free enterprise societies of the late twentieth century. Perhaps the liberal democratic free enterprise society will survive this challenge, and adapt to cope with it; but if it does, it will be a significantly different form of liberal democratic free enterprise society, and the people living in it will need to have very different values and ways of living. So the pressure to re-examine the ethical basis of our lives is upon us in a way that it has never been before. The other intriguing line of thought to place against the idea that history has reached its end was put forward several years ago by Derek Parfit, an Oxford philosopher unknown outside academic circles but esteemed by his colleagues for seeing further into some of the most difficult problems of ethical theory than anyone else had done before. At the conclusion of his major work, Reasons and Persons, after 450 pages of detailed, intricate argument, Parfit permits himself a glance at the broader question of whether there can be progress in ethics. Against the claim that everything there is to say in ethics has already been said, he argues that until quite recently the study of ethics has very largely been carried out within a religious framework. The number of non-religious people who have made ethics their life work is remarkably small. (Parfit mentions among these few Buddha, Confucius, the eighteenth century Scottish philosopher David Hume, and the late Victorian utilitarian philosopher, Henry Sidgwick.) For much of the twentieth century, when for the first time many professional moral philosophers were atheists, it was unfashionable for philosophers to grapple with questions about what we ought to do. Instead, they studied the meanings of the moral terms and argued over whether ethics is subjective
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or objective. Thus it is only since about I960 that many people have systematically studied non-religious ethics; as a result, it is, Parfit says, 'the youngest and the least advanced" of the sciences. So Parfit ends his book on a hopeful note: The Earth will remain inhabitable for at least another billion years. Civilization began only a few thousand years ago. If we do not destroy mankind, these few thousand years may be only a tiny fraction of the whole of civilized human history . . . Belief in God, or in many gods, prevented the free development of moral reasoning. Disbelief in god, openly admitted by a majority, is a very recent event, not yet completed. Because this event is so recent, Non-religious Ethics is at a very early stage. We cannot yet predict whether, as in Mathematics, we will all reach agreement. Since we cannot know how Ethics will develop, it is not irrational to have high hopes.15



If Parfit is right, and the development of non-religious ethical thinking is still in its infancy, it is clearly premature to say that history has reached its final destination. We are only now breaking with a past in which religion and ethics have been closely identified. It is too early to tell what changes may lie ahead, once we have a better understanding of the nature of ethics, but they are likely to be profound. Because people who are not religious have tended to extend their scepticism about religion to ethics as well, they have yielded the field of ethics to the religious right. This has allowed the right to pre-empt 'morality' for crusades against abortion and homosexuality. Yet those who regard the interests of women as overriding the merely potential interests of the fetus are taking their stand on a morally impregnable position;16 and the moral case for acceptance of sexual relationships between consenting adults that do not harm others is even more clear-cut. It is time to reclaim the moral high
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ground from the pretenders who occupied it when it was left vacant by progressives who instead placed their faith in Marxist dreams of a transformed society in which all dilemmas would be resolved. The crucial moral questions of our day are not about homosexuality or abortion. Instead moralists should be asking: what are the obligations of all of us in the affluent world when people are slowly starving in Somalia? What is to be done about the racist hatred that prevents people living together in Bosnia, in Azerbaijan, and in Los Angeles? Are we entitled to continue to confine billions of non-human animals in factory farms, treating them as mere things to serve the pleasures of our palate? And how can we change our behaviour so as to preserve the ecological system on which the entire planet depends? The more enlightened Christian readers have themselves now recognized that their Church's preoccupation with sex has been a mistake: Dr George Carey, Archbishop of Canterbury, has admitted that the church has been guilty of 'being caught up with the idea that sexual sins were "more significant" than other sins' and has said that instead we should think more in terms of global problems such as world poverty. In saying this, the Archbishop was belatedly preaching what philosophers doing applied ethics have been saying since the seventies. 17 Once it is generally understood that ethics has no necessary connection with the sexually-obsessed morality of conservative Christianity, a humane and positive ethic could be the basis for a renewal of our social, political and ecological life. The dominant political and economic model today allows, indeed encourages, citizens to make the pursuit of their own interests (understood largely in terms of material wealth) the chief goal of their lives. We rarely reflect, either collectively or as individuals, on whether this dominant conception is a wise one. Does it truly offer the best lives for us all? Should each one of us, in deciding how to live, assume that wealth is
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the thing to aim at? What is the place of ethics in such decisions? We must not make the error of assuming that the failure of past Utopian ideals means that values should not play a central role in our lives. I share Parfit's view that in the advancement of ethics lies the possibility of a new and more hopeful turn in world history; but it must be an advancement not only in ethical theory, but also in ethical practice. We need a new force for change. Changing the way in which we see the role of ethics in our lives may seem like something that changes individual lives, but leaves the larger society and the world of politics untouched. That appearance misleads. The early years of the nineties have made it clear that the promotion of greed by proponents of the free market has failed even to achieve the narrow economic goal of creating a thriving economy. In broader social and environmental terms, too, this policy has been a disaster. It is time to try the only alternative left to us. If enough individuals disavow a narrowly materialist idea of self-interest, it may be possible to rebuild trust and to work together for larger, more important goals. Politicians would then learn that they can dare to espouse policies that do more than promise greater material prosperity to every voter. (In New Zealand, after a decade in which the major parties have agreed on lowering income tax rates and cutting government spending, the newly formed Alliance Party has promised that, if elected, it will raise taxes - on the grounds that a good state system of health care, social security and education is worth paying for. Opinion polls suggest that the Alliance is doing well enough to pose a threat to the major parties.) A better life is open to us - in every sense of the term, except the sense made dominant by a consumer society that promotes acquisition as the standard of what is good. Once we get rid of that dominant conception of the good life, we can again bring to the centre of the stage questions about the
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preservation of the planet's ecology, and about global justice. Only then can we hope to see a renewal of the will to deal with the root causes of poverty, crime, and the short-term destruction of our planet's resources. A politics based on ethics could be radical, in the original sense of the term: that is, it could change things from the roots.



Ethics and self-interest More personal doubts about ethics remain. To live ethically, we assume, will be hard work, uncomfortable, self-sacrificing and generally unrewarding. We see ethics as at odds with self-interest: we assume that those who make fortunes from insider trading ignore ethics, but are successfully following self-interest (as long as they don't get caught). We do the same ourselves when we take a job that pays more than another, even though it means that we are helping to manufacture or promote a product that does no good at all, or actually makes people sick. On the other hand, those who pass up opportunities to rise in their career because of ethical 'scruples' about the nature of the work, or who give away their wealth to good causes, are thought to be sacrificing their own interests in order to obey the dictates of ethics. Worse still, we may regard them as suckers, missing out on all the fun they could be having, while others take advantage of their futile generosity. This current orthodoxy about self-interest and ethics paints a picture of ethics as something external to us, even as hostile to our own interests. We picture ourselves as constantly torn between the drive to advance our self-interest, and the fear of being caught doing something that others will condemn, and for which we will be punished. This picture has been entrenched in many of the most influential ways of thinking in our culture. It is to be found in traditional religious ideas
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that promise reward or threaten punishment for good and bad behaviour, but put this reward or punishment in another realm and so make it external to life in this world. It is to be found, too, in the idea that human beings are situated at the mid-point between heaven and earth, sharing in the spiritual realm of the angels, but trapped also by our brutish bodily nature in this world of the beasts. The German philosopher Immanuel Kant picked up the same idea when he portrayed us as moral beings only in so far as we subordinate our natural physical desires to the commands of universal reason that we perceive through our capacity for reason. It is easy to see a link between this idea and Freud's vision of our lives as rent by the conflict between id and super-ego. The same assumption of conflict between ethics and selfinterest lies at the root of much modern economics. It is propagated in popular presentations of sociobiology applied to human nature. Books like Robert J. Ringer's Looking Out for # 1, which was on the New York Times bestseller list for an entire year and is still selling steadily, tell millions of readers that to put the happiness of anyone else ahead of your own is 'to pervert the laws of Nature'. 18 Television, both in its programs and its commercials, conveys materialist images of success that lack ethical content. As Todd Gitlin wrote in his study of American television, Inside Prime Time'. . . . prime time gives us people preoccupied with personal ambition. If not utterly consumed by ambition and the fear of ending up as losers, these characters take both the ambition and the fear for granted. If not surrounded by middle-class arrays of consumer goods, they themselves are glamorous incarnations of desire. The happiness they long for is private, not public; they make few demands on society as a whole, and
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even when troubled they seem content with the existing institutional order. Personal ambition and consumerism are the driving forces in their lives. The sumptuous and brightly lit settings of most series amount to advertisements for a consumptioncentred version of the good life, and this doesn't even take into consideration the incessant commercials, which convey the idea that human aspirations for liberty, pleasure, accomplishment, and status can be fulfilled in the realm of consumption.19



The message is coming over strongly, but something is wrong. Today the assertion that life is meaningless no longer comes from existentialist philosophers who treat it as a shocking discovery; it comes from bored adolescents, for whom it is a truism. Perhaps it is the central place of self-interest, and the way in which we conceive of our own interest, that is to blame here. The pursuit of self-interest, as standardly conceived, is a life without any meaning beyond our own pleasure or individual satisfaction. Such a life is often a self-defeating enterprise. The ancients knew of the 'paradox of hedonism', according to which the more explicitly we pursue our desire for pleasure, the more elusive we will find its satisfaction. There is no reason to believe that human nature has changed so dramatically as to render this ancient wisdom inapplicable. The questions are ancient but the modern inquirer is not limited to the ancient answers. Though the study of ethics may not progress in the dramatic fashion of physics or genetics, much has been learned in the past century. Progress not only in philosophy, but also in the sciences, has contributed to our understanding of ethics. Evolutionary theory helps us to answer ancient questions about the limits of altruism. 'Rational choice theory' - that is, the theory of what it is to choose rationally in complex situations involving uncertainties - has highlighted a problem not discussed by ancient thinkers, called
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'the Prisoner's Dilemma'. The modern discussion of this problem suggests that when each of two or more people, acting quite rationally, deliberately, and with the best possible information, independently pursue their own interests, they may both end up worse off than they would have been if they had acted in a less rationally self-interested manner. Exploring this problem reveals ways in which human nature may have evolved to be capable of more than narrow self-interest. Modern feminist thought, too, has forced us to reflect on whether previous thinking about ethics has been limited because it has been dominated by a male perspective on the world. The same may be true of our conception of self-interest. The prisoner's dilemma, the paradox of hedonism, and feminist influences in ethical thinking are some of the threads to be drawn together later in this book, in order to develop a new and broader conception of self-interest. Here, ethics returns to complete our picture. An ethical life is one in which we identify ourselves with other, and larger, goals, thereby giving meaning to our lives. The view that the ethical life and the life of enlightened self-interest are one and the same is an ancient one, now often scorned by those too cynical to believe in any such harmony. Cynicism about ethical idealism is an understandable reaction to much modern history - to, for example, the tragic way in which the idealistic goals of Marx and his followers were twisted by the Russian communist leaders until they led, first, to the Stalinist terror, and then to the utterly corrupt dictatorship of the Brezhnev era. With such examples before us, it is no wonder that cynicism is more fashionable than hope for a better world. But we may be able to learn from history. The ancient view was that an ethically good life is also a good life for the person leading it. Never has it been so urgent that the reasons for
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accepting this older view should be widely understood. To do so we must question the view of self-interest that has dominated Western society for a long time. Then, if there is a viable alternative to this view, the ultimate choice may have a rational solution after all.



' W h a t ' s in it for m e ? '



CHAPTER 2



'What's in it for me?'



The standard Western view of self-interest has led us to not one, but two distinct contemporary crises. The first, which I shall outline in this chapter, is a crisis of Western society as a whole, epitomized by recent developments in the United States. The second is a crisis that threatens the biosphere of our planet, on which all life depends. That is the topic of the next chapter. Taken together, these two crises give rise to a compelling and potentially tragic irony about our present conception of self-interest: if we continue to conceive of our own interests in materialist terms, then the collective impact each of us has in pursuing our individual self-interest will ensure the failure of all our attempts to advance those interests.



A failing social experiment America stands as a beacon, showing where a society based on individual self-interest is heading. There was a time, in the development of this society, that gave such scope to the individual, when the Statue of Liberty aptly summed up what the society meant to the rest of the world; but in the early nineties, the symbol of America became the smoke rising from the fires of the Los Angeles riots. Crime in America is the most vivid indication of the direction that a society of self-seeking individuals can take. A
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survey of New York City residents carried out in 1990 asked: 'How frequently do you worry about crime?' Only 13 percent could answer 'rarely or never'; fully 60 percent said that they worried about crime all the time, or often. No wonder: in that year they opened their papers to read of such crimes as the stabbing to death of 22-year-old Brian Watkins, on a subway platform in midtown Manhattan. Watkins was on his way to dinner, part of a family group that included three men, when attacked by a gang of eight youths. According to Time, the gang was seeking money to finance 'an evening of frolicking at Roseland, a nearby dance hall'. 1 But such selfish, callous killings occur regularly in New York. Guns are now the leading cause of death among teenagers in the United States. In March 1992, the New York Times reported that in the first half of the school year there had been fifty-six shootings in and around the city's schools: sixteen pupils, two parents and one policeman had been shot, six of the children fatally. Twenty-one New York high schools were using metaldetectors to check students for weapons as they came to school.2 New York is not a special case. Its homicide rate is below that of eight other American cities. In virtually every major American city the possibility of crime has poisoned everyday life. In 1973, after growing up in Australia and spending four years in Oxford, I arrived in New York to begin a visiting position in the Department of Philosophy at New York University. As I walked in the front door of the university's main building on Washington Square, I was greeted by a shocking sight: university security guards with guns swinging on their hips. By the end of the year, I was taking for granted the presence of lethal weapons in a university setting. I learned to walk around, not through, Washington Square Park as I returned to my Bleecker Street apartment after teaching a late class. If I was uptown after dark, I knew that it was
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better to return by the West 4th Street subway stop and walk through the busy streets of Greenwich Village than to use the Lexington Avenue line, which would let me off closer to home, but in territory too far east in the Village to be safe. Such maps of 'no-go' areas are now part of the education of every American city dweller. Something as natural as an evening stroll in the local park has become, depending on the neighbourhood, either risky or downright mad. On lower-floor windows, one looks out through bars; the prison is on the outside. Those who can afford it live in apartment buildings with 24-hour security staff controlling who goes in and out. Children are brought up to carry 'mugging money' with them, because muggers are more likely to turn nasty if they get nothing. Time reports: 'Nursery-school teachers in some of the city's tougher neighbourhoods train children barely old enough to talk to hit the floor at the sound of gunshots'.3 Los Angeles has its own characteristic form of anonymous killing: freeway shootings. Beginning in 1987, individuals or gangs parked on freeway bridges and shot at cars passing below. Others would take pot shots at cars as they passed on the road. The message went out from Los Angeles police: don't look into the eyes of the driver of the car alongside you. 4 Less threatening crime is almost ignored, but it too carries a message. Every day 155,000 subway riders jump the turnstiles. In a year, this fare evasion costs the city at least $65 million that could have been used to improve public transport. 5 It also sets a very public example of scorn for the idea that those who benefit from a public utility should play their part in supporting it. But why not ride for free, if you can get away with it? Isn't everyone else doing it? So wouldn't you be stupid to behave differently? One American interviewed
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for Habits of the Heart, an influential study of American values in the mid-eighties put it this way:



-



.



No man is an island.



A



•



\ A bank manager wrote: ;}>. I< *''



I felt it was a small contribution that I could make to the welfare of humanity.



;, And a widow on a pension answered: \i .(,



If, by nature or by socialization, men are more likely to engage in this striving for status than women, that is at once their burden, and their means of escaping the need to face
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questions about the meaning of their lives. They can go on accumulating wealth since, as Veblen adds: In the nature of the case, the desire for wealth can scarcely be satiated in any individual instance . . .'"



This matches a remark that Michael Lewis reports in Liar's Poker. When he was a rising bond trader at Salomon Brothers, one of his colleagues said to him: You don't get rich in this business, you only attain new levels of relative poverty. You think Gutfreund [Salomon's chief executive] feels rich? I'll bet not."



Indeed, John Gutfreund's wife, Susan, famous for her exotic dinner parties, reportedly once concluded an account of the problems of maintaining proper staff for their New York and Paris residences by complaining: 'It's so expensive to be rich!'12 In Bon/ire of the Vanities, Tom Wolfe ridiculed the lifestyle of people like the Gutfreunds. In one devastating scene the bond trader Sherman McCoy and his wife, Judy, are invited to a dinner on Fifth Avenue, six blocks from where they live. Judy's dress made walking impossible; a taxi is out of the question too: What would they do after the party? How could they walk out of the Bavardages' building and have all the world, tout It moncle, see them standing out in the street, the McCoys, that game couple, their hands up in the air, bravely, desperately, pathetically trying to hail a taxi?
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So the McCoys hire a limousine and driver to drive them six blocks, wait four hours, and then drive them six blocks home, at a cost of $197.20. But this does not ensure happiness: i, , ,j



. . . the driver couldn't pull up to the sidewalk near the entrance, because so many limousines were in the way. He had to doublepark. Sherman and Judy had to thread their way between the limousines . . . Envy . . . envy . . . From the license plates Sherman could tell that these limousines were not hired. They were owned by those whose sleek hides were hauled here in them. A chauffeur, a good one willing to work long hours and late hours, cost $36,000 a year, minimum; garage space, maintenance, insurance, would cost another $14,000 at least; a total of $50,000, none of it deductible. / make a million dollars a year - and yet I can't afford that!^



Acquisition without limit is another form of escape from meaninglessness. But it is an escape-hole that suggests a fundamental lack of wisdom. By 'wisdom', I mean the product of reflection with some intelligence and self-awareness about what is important in life; 'practical wisdom' adds to this the ability to act accordingly. The goal of emulation described by Veblen cannot possibly satisfy a reflective mind, and seems not even to satisfy those who do not reflect on what they are doing. As Veblen suggests, behind the desire for acquisition lies a competitive urge. Already in the seventies, Michael Maccoby, who had studied both psychoanalysis and social science, sensed the rise of a new style of business executive. After interviewing 250 managers from twelve major American corporations, he concluded that for many of these executives, business life was about winning - for themselves, for their unit, or for their corporation. He wrote a book about what he had found, and called it after the new style of executive: The Gamesman. But the book was no celebration of the rising competitive



242



How



are



we



to



Living



live?



to



some



purpose



243



I



executive dedicated to winning. Instead it contained a warning that if life is regarded simply as a game, then eventually a time will come when it ceases to matter:



1



Once his youth, vigor, and even the thrill in winning are lost, [the gamesman] becomes depressed and goalless, questioning the purpose of his life. No longer energized by the team struggle and unable to dedicate himself to something he believes in beyond himself, which might be the corporation or alternatively the larger society, he finds himself starkly alone. 14



Michael Milken seems to have been a classic example of a supreme winner who gained little satisfaction from winning. When Milken was at the height of his success, a legend around the financial world with a personal fortune of a billion dollars, one of his colleagues told Connie Bruck: 'Nothing is good enough for Michael. He is the most unhappy person I know. He never has enough . . . He drives everything - more, more, more deals'. In 1986 one longtime buyer of Milken's junk bonds told Bruck that 'there seemed to be less and less joy in Milken - something that had been part of him in the early years - and more compulsion'.' 5 In a critical study of the emphasis on competition in Western society, Alfie Kohn found that many sporting competitors report feeling empty after achieving the greatest possible success in their chosen sport. Here is Dallas Cowboys coach Tom Landry: . . . even after you've just won the Super Bowl — especially after you've just won the Super Bowl — there's always next year. If 'Winning isn't everything. It's the only thing' then 'the only thing' is nothing - emptiness, the nightmare of life without ultimate meaning."'
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