“Who needs a moral compass when there is serious money to be made?”
 

Talk of a morality deficit in business, government, media and society is distinctly inconvenient. After thirty years of relentless endeavour nearly all questions of morality, well-being and values have been successfully eliminated. Banks have been turned into casinos to be supported by the taxpayers and thus encouraging and rewarding even more recklessness. PFI is a wonderful way of extracting assured profits from the taxpayer and leaving the state with all the risks. In a celebrity culture, is it really so surprising that politicians should behave any differently? Bank robbery is now a waste of time when the big heists are now inside jobs from the very top. This is further aided by collusion between a tiny group of banking and corporate oligarchs with regulation, governance and most of the media. Whistle blowers are quickly eliminated when there is any contention with this self-sealed and self-serving elite.

 

Crisis? What crisis? Just a blip till we can get back to business as usual. "Bonuses are back." Apart from one or two notable exceptions, there is no political voice for change.  In short, there is no one to vote for unless you live in about five parliamentary constituencies.

 

There are five central pillars that created this overriding paradigm and keep the show on the road. These are.

·  The rediscovery of Adam Smith's free markets and ' the invisible hand'. Thus everyone can, in fact should, focus on their own selfish interests. The operation of the market - the invisible hand - will ensure the good society. It is flight into a utopian make believe; yet another form of fundamentalism

·  Of course this obviously breaks down in many contexts. Where this is most apparent and inescapable, regulation is now the magic tool. If this threatens the corporate club, ensure you get your own placemen running the show. If this fails, fight a war of attrition with the regulators and find ever more ingenious (dubious?) ways round the rules. This all creates endless waste and speeds the flight from personal risk and responsibility. Bad news if you are holding the parcel when the music stops.

·  The introduction of 1930s soviet style 'tractor production' management seems, on the face of it, a strange bedfellow. Given the absolutely dominant theory X view of the human condition everything must be tightly controlled from the top. Endless systems, routines, and targets, targets and more targets are designed by 'experts' at the top to control the operational nerds lower down. This ensures that they can't respond to customer needs which of course leads to far more complexity, flexibility and learning - and customer satisfaction. It also assures that all operations are designed to meet the needs of the organisation and those at the top. Talk to anybody with recent experience of BT as a prime example. 

· And the ultimate God is share holder value with its emphasis on the short term - usually about a few days. (This ensures that our organisations are lead by narcissistic leaders with attention spans of about a minute - on a good day. This is the valve that ensures that questions of ethics, morality, values, happiness and the good society can never arise.)

· Finally, take as much value out of organisations as is possible, and then some more as well, and stash this away in a tax haven overseas. Sell the debt on and again, make sure you are not holding the parcel when the music stops.

On the face of it, this is a strange amalgam. This is what currently dominates Box Zero. It's what creates and maintains the frightening and scary paralysis of so much of political, organisational and community life. (See From paralysis to possibility: Essay 9) Its finest creation is Mad Management Disease. This is then marketed to completely gullible politicians and public and private sectors by an unholy alliance of Cooperman and Big Technology. Its time to panic when the words "best business practice" are used. That means you are really into the dark brown stuff.

 

Years ago Reg Revans view of MBAs was Moral Bankruptcy Assured. More recently Ramkesh Khurana has charted the paths of the Anglo-American business schools in 'From higher aims to hired hands; the transformation of American business schools and the unfulfilled promise of management as a profession.' (2007. Princeton University Press.)

 

Thank goodness there are many organisations in the private, public, community and voluntary sectors that still point to a morally based long term future and are highly successful. Sir Fred - with a little help from Sir Alan (Lord?) - can you form a tight corporate group with Gordon to get this nonsense stopped?
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