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Abstract

I. Preliminaries

1. We start from the notion of an ordered universe, and consequently of an ordered human society with one main purpose: to help everyone of its members to reach his proper end . In this context, every member has a social function.

2. The economic function of the entrepreneur (the subject of this note, which is not about corporations) is to organize resources to produce something of value. His social function is to provide work of good quality to his employees. This is an essential function in a market economy, because work is an indispensable part of human development.

3. Good work is recognized as contributing to human flourishing. As such it has three main dimensions: from the lower to the higher, good work: (a) provides adequate material sustenance to the worker and his family, (b) offers a good environment for human interaction, (c) helps develop the potential of every worker in the broadest sense.

II. Obstacles to the provision of good work

4. Firms face difficulties in providing good work; it is sometimes a question of lower profits, sometimes a question of survival. These difficulties are not new, although they have increased enormously since the start of the Industrial Revolution:

5. ADAM SMITH: The key to material prosperity is increasing productivity; this, in turn, depends on the division of labour. However, the division of labour degrades the quality of work for the individual worker: society is capable of more, but the individual worker can only do less, in an industrial society than in a primitive one. (Wealth, Bk. V, ch ii). 

6. Taylorism and re-engineering: further steps in the process of division of labour (the first in goods, the second in services); they further degrade the condition of labour by depriving it of all autonomy, an explicit aim being to concentrate all decision power in management (HEAD).
7. “Globalization”: this is a complex phenomenon, whose effects on employment and wages are not well understood; a combination of freer trade, technical progress and rigid wages has affected work quantity and quality
a. A shrinking share of labour in the distribution of income;

b. ‘Jobless recoveries’: the “return to normal” in GDP  is not enough to guarantee return to high employment; (McKINSEY)
c. Offshoring : intermediate steps in the value chain tend to disappear from advanced countries, leading to the “bazaar effect” (SINN);
d. Polarization: along the job distribution by skill (from low to high qualification) it is the extremes that grow the most in detriment of the middle (clerical and administrative, simple machine operation), which used to be a rung in the ladder to higher quality of work. (AUTOR).

III. Dimensions of generosity
8. Some of the suggested remedies are in the domain of public policy: higher spending on education (McKINSEY, SPENCE), or adequate regulation and de-regulation; some belong to international relations (trade agreements ); some demand the participation of the entrepreneur: in the development of tomorrow’s work force (McKINSEY), by helping develop curricula, providing training means, orienting prospective students. Some are wholly in the firm’s jurisdiction: from the collective point of view, the most important is innovation: for many, to be at the cutting edge of technical progress is the way to maintain the wage differential with respect to emerging economies (SPENCE). There are others: choice of investment location, so that one’s country, and not only one’s firm, benefits from the global boom (SINN).

9. It is sometimes argued that, in a competitive environment, the individual firm has little choice but to follow common practice, even if that means degrading the quality of work. In practice, there are many examples to the contrary: from the well-known ones in the auto industry to others, less well-known, in which the same product can be produced, under competitive conditions, following alternative employment and training strategies (APPLEBAUM).
10. From the above one can identify directions in which the firm can indeed be generous (beyond that of a fair sharing of revenues and profits). They are identified with the traditional responsibilities of the entrepreneur: the capacity to look beyond the short run (e.g., to foresee the effects of freer trade or of offshoring possibilities and act accordingly, instead of waiting till the last minute and then finding a foreign supplier); the willingness to take risks (in experimenting with new products or processes); above all, the capacity to consider the firm and its workers as one’s personal responsibility.

IV. Beyond trade-offs

11. To cultivate these dimensions of generosity does not require money as much as hard work and dedication from the entrepreneur, for no extra material reward. In our society’s framework, he may see himself as going against the grain (maximum profit, shareholder value, &c.). It is important to suggest a different perspective in which generosity is not seen in terms of a trade-off (HIRSCHFELD).
12. The key is to realize that a temporal end cannot be man’s final end, since our nature is oriented toward the universal (“our wills desire the universal good, our intellects desire the universal true”; in HIRSCHFELD, 177); hence there ought to be no conflict between material well-being and virtue, the first being simply more important, the second irrelevant once basic needs are provided for. However, in our usual framework, both come into conflict, insofar as the mainspring of growth, the division of labour, tends to degrade human work, an essential ingredient for human development towards man’s proper end.

13. It is apparent that to keep this perspective in a society like ours is extremely difficult; probably impossible, if the attempt is made in isolation. Hence the firm must cooperate with others in creating an environment where not losing sight of  the proper perspective is encouraged. Insofar as cooperation is an essential ingredient of man’s flourishing, the difficulty of following the right path, by making cooperation unavoidable, can be thought of as an opportunity, just as scarcity has been viewed as an opportunity for human development (BARRERA).
14. In conclusion: in a market economy, the firm can be generous. In the capitalist version of a market economy, being generous is still possible, even though more difficult. But a market economy need not be a capitalist economy: an alternative such as the civil economy (ZAMAGNI) should be the end towards which society works.

                                                           …………………….
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