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The young
Catholic girl |
once was would
have found it
odd, that
financial
prosperity can be
an ethical duty.

The Ethics of Prosperity

Worldly wealth is not opposed to a higher good, but part of it.

By Marjorie Kelly

f “business” and “ethics” are the two legs that

this magazine stands on, you might say I've

been changing my stance lately—leaning a

bitmore on the business leg. When I launched

the publication in 1987, my commitment
was to the promotion of ethical business practices;
now in our fifth year, I find myself equally commit-
ted to shareholder value and employee well-being.
My concerns have moved closer to home, out of
the clouds and closer to the earth. Closer to human
community. If I began with a devotion to an ab-
stract “movement,” I now feel a devotion to flesh-
and-blood individuals: most immediately to em-
ployees and stockholders (and I include myself in
both camps).

It’s not that business concerns have pushed
out my idealism, but I now realize that the best way
to manifest my ideals is to care for those closest
around me. After all, what good does it do to be
concerned about “the world” if I am irresponsible
in my own corner of it?

As a businessperson, my primary ethical re-
sponsibility is to honor my financial commitments.
Finances certainly aren’t the only part of business,
but they are the most fundamental, because the
exchange of money is what defines a business rela-
tionship. And financial concerns therefore take
precedence. When customers send me money in
the mail for a subscription, I owe them a year’s
worth of magazines. When employees give me the
majority of their waking hours, I owe them a living
wage. When stockholders hand me a check, I owe
them a good return on their investment. When I
give my own lifeblood to my business, I owe myself
prosperity.

This last one has been hard for me. It’s one
thing to fulfill an obligation to someone else, yet
quite another to see that [ have the same obligation
to myself. The fact that I owe myself prosperity is
new to me. But I believe it’s true. And this has
become clear in a roundabout way, only as I've
come to see what I owe others.

The real eye-opening experience has been rais-
ing capital, which I've begun doing in recent weeks.
It’s an interesting process. The Wall Street Journal
tends to presentitasakind of bloodless exchange—
abstract numbers on a ledger sheet moving about
the globe from one capital market to another. But
in my experience it’s very intimate: a literal hand-
ing over of thousands of dollars, based on a busi-
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ness plan and a handshake, and a good feeling
between two people. Far from being a purely finan-
cial transaction, it involves a lot of emotion. Sud-
denly it’s become clear: A successful magazine isn’t
just my dream anymore, it’s something I owe these
new partners of mine. And they have literally given
their life energy, in the form of money, to help
make it happen.

Having employees has brought me a similar
awareness. When people choose to work at my
company, I accept from them their life energy: a
precious and limited commodity that can only be
spent in one place ata time. In return, I owe them
a prosperous business that offers healthful working
conditions and a good income.

This was never so clear before. When it was just
Miriam and I, as the co-founders, it seemed bear-
able or even adventurous to work seven days a week
and pay ourselves next to nothing. But knowing
that I can’t expect this of my employees makes me
ask, Why do I expect it of myself? And while build-
ing a sound business has always been my goal, now
that I have accepted investments—and plan to ac-
cept many more—financial success seems more
than ever an imperative. An ethical imperative.

And so it is, in a roundabout way, that I have
come to owe myself prosperity. I owe it to all of us—
and since I'm one of us, I owe it to myself too.

he young Catholic girl I once was would

have found it odd, that financial pros-

perity can be an ethical duty. It’s cer-

tainly a long way from whatI was taught

at Our Lady of Lourdes grade school

in Columbia, Missouri. I was steeped then in the

tradition that distrusts worldly power and wealth—

a tradition that dates back to St. Augustine and The

City of God, which declared that there are two cities

we can serve: the City of God or the city of man,

“the one holy, the other, unholy ... the one the City

of the just, the other the city of the wicked.” In a

certain way, such a worldview made sense at the

time of Augustine’s writing in the fifth century, for

if Roman vice was all there was of earthly power,
clearly to work in its service was contemptible.

Equally contemptible, to my later compatriots,

was the idea of working in the service of capitalism.

As a young adult after college, I volunteered with

two organizations run by collectives, both of which

feared the very idea of power, and were deeply
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ambivalent about wealth. Again, such a worldview
made sense to a generation in rebellion against the
evils of the modern industrial state.

Though I'was schooled in the belief that wealth
and values are opposed to one another, I have
come to believe more recently that they go hand in
hand. If we're serious about making the world a
better place, it's necessary to step up and take
worldly power. And in our era, there is no institu-
tion more powerful than business. As the editor of
a business magazine, [ have met some of the lead-
ers of the largest corporations, and I find them to
be among the kindest and most generous individu-
als I know—and among the most effective champi-
ons of social change.

In the days of the Roman Empire or the days of
the robber barons, it may have been true that
power and wealth equaled corruption. But we live
in fundamentally new times, where corporate phi-
lanthropy, ecological awareness, and the humane
workplace are a new bottom line for business; if
once they were the upper limit, the ceiling, of our
expectations, they’re now the floor.

That’s not to say that we now enjoy universal
prosperity, for clearly we do not. Yet the problem is
not that some have too much, for it does not solve
poverty to take away wealth from the wealthy. To
find a large-scale test of this hypothesis, we might
look no farther than the Soviet Union. If the com-
munist agenda was to ensure that no one got too
rich, it certainly succeeded. But in the process it
created a society where nearly everyone is poor.

The issue is not whether some are too prosper-
ous, but whether that prosperity is hoarded, or
shared. It doesn’t bother me, for example, that
some top executives take home millions in com-
pensation—justas it doesn’tbother me that Michael
Jackson earns millions. But I would be upset if 1
learned that Jackson made the other musicians in
his band work for peanuts. In the same way, I am
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upset to see that CEO pay has climbed so much
more rapidly than the pay of most employees—so
that the growing prosperity of corporate America
has been hoarded at the top rather than shared.

Out of all that I've read about CEO pay, the
factI find most disturbing is that top executive pay
has climbed 212 percent over the last decade, while
employee pay has climbed just 54 percent (see page
18). CEOs who lead corporations to prosperity
deserve to be amply compensated—but they de-
lude themselves if they think a successful company
is a one-person show. On the other hand, I don’t
share the socialist view that everyone should be
paid nearly the same, as my friends in the collective
argued. Some people deserve to be paid much
more than others, for the success of the enterprise
is due in large part to their abilities. But in the
business world, success is a group effort, and the
fruits of that success should be shared by the group—
not equally, but fairly.

[t is no coincidence, I think, that at the same
time executive pay has climbed to astronomical
heights, a recent study found that almost half of
Fortune 500 executives felt their lives were “empty
and meaningless.” It may be that simply getting
more and more and more for ourselves can never
truly fulfill us. It may be that only working for the
good of something larger than ourselves can allow
us to feel whole and content.

I suspect this was at the root of my reluctance
to take my own prosperity seriously, early in the life
of my business, and why it gained greater legiti-
macy when it became the prosperity of the group.
For once it does belong to the group, prosperity
becomes not only legitimate but imperative. What
we should all be striving for—the only thing thatin
any sense is worth striving for—is not wealth for
ourselves alone, but a mutual and shared prosper-
ity. It’s not the only way we can get wealth, but it
may be the only way we can ever really enjoy it. <&

The issue is

not whether
some are too
prosperous, but
whether that
prosperity is
hoarded, or
shared.
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