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Casus 1.4 The Social
Responsibility of Business is to
Increase its Profits
1

The New York Times Magazine, September 13, 1970.
Copyright © 1970 by The New York Times Company.
by Milton Friedman
When I hear businessmen speak eloquently about the 'social
responsibilities of business in a free-enterprise system,' I am reminded of
the wonderful line about the Frenchman who discovered at the age of 70
that he had been speaking prose all his life. The businessmen believe that
they are defending free enterprise when they declaim that business is not
concerned 'merely' with profit but also with promoting desirable 'social'
ends; that business has a 'social conscience' and takes seriously its
responsibilities for providing employment, eliminating discrimination,
avoiding pollution and whatever else may be the catchwords of the
contemporary crop of reformers. In fact they are – or would be if they or
anyone else took them seriously – preaching pure and unadulterated
socialism. Businessmen who talk this way are unwitting puppets of the
intellectual forces that have been undermining the basis of a free society
these past decades.
The discussions of the 'social responsibilities of business' are notable for
their analytical looseness and lack of rigor. What does it mean to say that
'business' has responsibilities? Only people can have responsibilities. A
corporation is an artificial person and in this sense may have artificial
responsibilities, but 'business' as a whole cannot be said to have
responsibilities, even in this vague sense. The first step toward clarity in
examining the doctrine of the social responsibility of business is to ask
precisely what it implies for whom.
Presumably, the individuals who are to be responsible are businessmen,
which means individual proprietors or corporate executives. Most of the
discussion of social responsibility is directed at corporations, so in what
follows I shall mostly neglect the individual proprietors and speak of
corporate executives.
In a free-enterprise, private-property system, a corporate executive is an
employee of the owners of the business. He has direct responsibility to his
employers. That responsibility is to conduct the business in accordance
with their desires, which generally will be to make as much money as
possible while conforming to the basic rules of the society, both those
embodied in law and those embodied in ethical custom. Of course, in some
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cases his employers may have a different objective. A group of persons
might establish a corporation for an eleemosynary purpose – for example,
a hospital or a school. The manager of such a corporation will not have
money profit as his objective but the rendering of certain services.
In either case, the key point is that, in his capacity as a corporate
executive, the manager is the agent of the individuals who own the
corporation or establish the eleemosynary institution, and his primary
responsibility is to them.
Needless to say, this does not mean that it is easy to judge how well he is
performing his task. But at least the criterion of performance is
straightforward, and the persons among whom a voluntary contractual
arrangement exists are clearly defined.
Of course, the corporate executive is also a person in his own right. As a
person, he may have many other responsibilities that he recognizes or
assumes voluntarily – to his family, his conscience, his feelings of charity,
his church, his clubs, his city, his country. He may feel impelled by these
responsibilities to devote part of his income to causes he regards as
worthy, to refuse to work for particular corporations, even to leave his job,
for example, to join his country's armed forces. If we wish, we may refer to
some of these responsibilities as 'social responsibilities.' But in these
respects he is acting as a principal, not an agent; he is spending his own
money or time or energy, not the money of his employers or the time or
energy he has contracted to devote to their purposes. If these are 'social
responsibilities,' they are the social responsibilities of individuals, not of
business.
What does it mean to say that the corporate executive has a 'social
responsibility' in his capacity as businessman? If this statement is not pure
rhetoric, it must mean that he is to act in some way that is not in the
interest of his employers. For example, that he is to refrain from increasing
the price of the product in order to contribute to the social objective of
preventing inflation, even though a price increase would be in the best
interests of the corporation. Or that he is to make expenditures on
reducing pollution beyond the amount that is in the best interests of the
corporation or that is required by law in order to contribute to the social
objective of improving the environment. Or that, at the expense of
corporate profits, he is to hire 'hardcore' unemployed instead of better
qualified available workmen to contribute to the social objective of reducing
poverty.
In each of these cases, the corporate executive would be spending
someone else's money for a general social interest. Insofar as his actions in
accord with his 'social responsibility' reduce returns to stockholders, he is
spending their money. Insofar as his actions raise the price to customers,
he is spending the customers' money. Insofar as his actions lower the
wages of some employees, he is spending their money.
The stockholders or the customers or the employees could separately
spend their own money on the particular action if they wished to do so. The
executive is exercising a distinct 'social responsibility,' rather than serving
as an agent of the stockholders or the customers or the employees, only if
he spends the money in a different way than they would have spent it.
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But if he does this, he is in effect imposing taxes, on the one hand, and
deciding how the tax proceeds shall be spent, on the other (...)
Of course, in practice the doctrine of social responsibility is frequently a
cloak for actions that are justified on other grounds rather than a reason
for those actions.
To illustrate, it may well be in the long run interest of a corporation that is
a major employer in a small community to devote resources to providing
amenities to that community or to improving its government. That may
make it easier to attract desirable employees, it may reduce the wage bill
or lessen losses from pilferage and sabotage or have other worthwhile
effects. Or it may be that, given the laws about the deductibility of
corporate charitable contributions, the stockholders can contribute more to
charities they favor by having the corporation make the gift than by doing
it themselves, since they can in that way contribute an amount that would
otherwise have been paid as corporate taxes.
In each of these – and many similar – cases, there is a strong temptation
to rationalize these actions as an exercise of 'social responsibility.' In the
present climate of opinion, with its wide spread aversion to 'capitalism,'
'profits,' the 'soulless corporation' and so on, this is one way for a
corporation to generate goodwill as a by-product of expenditures that are
entirely justified in its own self-interest.
It would be inconsistent of me to call on corporate executives to refrain
from this hypocritical window-dressing because it harms the foundations of
a free society. That would be to call on them to exercise a 'social
responsibility'! If our institutions, and the attitudes of the public make it in
their self-interest to cloak their actions in this way, I cannot summon much
indignation to denounce them. At the same time, I can express admiration
for those individual proprietors or owners of closely held corporations or
stockholders of more broadly held corporations who disdain such tactics as
approaching fraud (...)
Voorgaand artikel deed en doet nog steeds veel stof opwaaien. Het heeft
vooral te maken met de kijk van Milton Friedman op de sociale
verantwoordelijkheden van bedrijven en het polemiserende karakter van
het artikel.
1

Wie was Milton Friedman?

2

Geef de weer wat, volgens Friedman, de sociale verantwoordelijkheden van
bedrijven zijn.

3

Waaruit bestaan volgens de Carroll maatschappelijk verantwoordelijkheden
van bedrijven en hoe kunnen die worden omschreven?

4

De definitie van Carroll dateert al van 1979. Toch wordt deze nog veel
gebruikt en geciteerd in boeken en (wetenschappelijke) artikelen.
Geef aan wat de verschillen en overeenkomsten zijn tussen de Friedman en
Carroll met betrekking tot de maatschappelijke verantwoordelijkheden van
bedrijven.
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5

Er wordt wel beweerd dat Friedman tegen het geven van middelen aan de
(lokale) gemeenschap waar een bedrijf deel van uit maakt is. Vindt u daar
bewijs voor in het artikel?

6

Friedman spreekt van diefstal als dat managers geld uitgeven aan goede
doelen dat rechtens niet aan hun, maar aan de eigenaren van een bedrijf
toebehoort.
a

Wat is uw mening hierover.

b

Wat verstaat Friedman in dit geval onder goede doelen?
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