Making Sense of Postmodern Business Ethics
What are postmodern business ethics?  Only a handful of articles have been written on the topic, and many of them are quite problematic.  In such a situation one can either simply ignore what has been written and begin fresh, or build upon that work through a critical analysis.  In this case, it is proabably better to critically build upon the work of some others, because their particular misunderstandings of postmodern thought are probably not uncommon.   I will here criticize both  Green and Walsh’s articles on the possibility of postmodern business ethics.  I will criticize Green on the grounds that his characterization of the definitive elements of postmodern thought are not definitive of postmodern thought.
  I will criticize Walsh on the grounds that his portrayal of postmodern philosophy as inherently nihilistic and relativistic is mistaken.   Finally, I will try to provide a few minimal principles (or tendencies) of a postmodern business ethic. 

I.   Postmodernism: What is it?  (Ronald Green is Wrong)
In his article “Business Ethics as a Postmodern Phenomenon” Ronald Green argues that business ethics is postmodern on two grounds.  First,  business ethics is postmodern because it “rejects unitary or totalizing explanations of reality” and this rejection is akin to Lyotards rejection of “grand” or “meta-“ narratives. (Green, 222)   Since business is suspicious of either a Marxian account or a Friedman/Adam Smith account of economics, it is apparently suspicious of all metanarratives, according to Green.    As he puts it, “In short, business ethics is postmodern because its very enterprise rejects the view that any single economic or social theory can address or eliminate the ongoing ethical problems of organizational and economic life.” (Green, 223)   Again, it is important to note that theories are not in themselves the problem—the problem is that any one of these theories is created by people who, despite best intentions, are self-interested and limited in such a way that the theory is inevitably not comprehensive.   

I have four objections to this argument.  First, many business ethics people do still accept a Marxian and Freidmann account of economics.  The best way to ensure that your single economic or social theory does account for and provide answers to the ongoing ethical problems of economic life is by making your theory more subtle, complex, and thorough, and that is just what most Marxists or Friedmanites will do when you criticize their position.  It is short-sighted to claim that all of business ethicists rejects these accounts.  Second, there are unified accounts other than Marx’s or Freidmann’s that people in business ethics accept as providing a comprehensive account of how to respond ethically in contemporary ethical climate.  Providing only Marxian or Freidman accounts as our two alternatives provides us with a false dichotomy.   Third, many such theories are regulative ideas, meaning that they have general claims which are somewhat vague, and few adherents of any theory-- economic, philosophical, or even religious-- think that their view has no problems, or that it has all the answers.  But that is the result of simple common-sense pragmatism, not postmodernism.  Fourth, Green may argue that any contemporary theory which claims to be comprehensive is a hodgepodge of other theories, or at least a reconstrual of a number of insights from various places.  In response, it should be noted that Marx was a reconstrual of a particular variety of Hegelianism, Freidman is a particular construal of Adam Smith’s economics, and that there is no such thing as a pure economic, philosophical or ethical theory.

Green’s second claim is that business ethics is postmodern because business ethics shares postmodernism’s “‘de-centering’ of perspective and discovery of “otherness,” “difference” and marginality as valid modes of approach to experience”.  (Green, 223) What this means remains fairly ambiguous in Green’s article, but evidently since business ethicists have written on issues regarding race and gender and other issues having to do with cultural diversity, they are postmodernists.  But writing on minority or women's issues certainly does not make one postmodern.  For example, Locke wrote on women’s rights, and Abraham Lincoln wrote some important documents for the rights of slaves, but it is doubtful that they are postmodern simply because of this.  In fact, the desire to have the voices of minorities or women fairly heard is an effect of modern ideas, especially the ideal notions of equality and liberty.  The repression of women and minorities is not congruent with or a product of modernity, rather, those were hypocritical lapses on modernity's part.  Focus and attention to those issues is what modernity-- theoretically and historically-- supports.  

I find three more significant problems with Green’s characterization of postmodernity. Green gives evidence of this claim that business ethics is postmodern due to its openness to others by mentioning that “Often in the discussion of a case, as in organizational life, there is no one right or wrong ethical answer.  Learning and progress instead lies in a movement toward inclusivity of perspective and in the procedural fairness of listening to an striving to understand alternate views.” (Green, 224)   He goes on to say that postmodernism can be characterized by their resistance to overarching truths.  But it is unclear why these traits are especially postmodern.  First, one would expect that learning of any sort, not particularly ‘postmodern’ learning alone,  involves listening to and understanding a variety of perspectives.  Such a characteristic cannot serve as an adequate distinction for postmodern thinking.  Second, it seems that the desire for procedural fairness is again, a trait of modernity, or perhaps of the ancient Greeks.  Are all the non-postmodern ethicists arguing against procedural fairness?  Again, this distinction fails.  Third, despite this claim of Green’s that he is against overarching truths, he also claims that he doesn’t want to deny a foundationalism of some sort.  This is crazy.  Foundationalism is the belief that there are some fundamental truths underlying all of reality-- that there is some basis for us upon which we may construct a system or structure of knowledge.  But why are underlying absolute truths any less dangerous than overarching absolute truths?  What is Green even talking about?  He could just as well have said, “While I reject overarching truth, I do not reject the notion of underlying foundational truths.”    

Green’s article is provocative, but it seems to me, misguided.   His two defining elements of postmodernism turn out to be, on closer inspection, pretty modern.  Even if his characterizations of postmodernity were correct (which they are not) it is certainly not obvious that all or even most business ethicists adhere to those principles.

II.  Why Walton is Wrong
Clarence C. Walton’s article which is a critical response to Green, is quite helpful in furthering the discussion.   Walton has a dislike for postmodern rhetorical jargon and Heidegger, and I have no contention with him on either of these points.  (We can all be thankful that Heidegger never wrote a book on business ethics: The Being of Being and Authentic Business Reciprocation.)  However, Walton does acknowledge 12 'postmodern' characteristics which he thinks are positive.  They are: that PM raises issues of job rights and  employee privacy,  respect for other cultures and minority groups,  PM sounds alarm against illegitimate privileges, encourages examining a variety of opinions before making decisions, advises toleration, criticizes empirical reductionism,  recognizes societal pressures,  pushes for  consensus-building,  invites continual revision,  reminds us of the problems of capitalism and last of all  it has revived an interest in virtue ethics of Aristotle.  Walton claims that postmodern thinking has a number of weaknesses though as well.  I agree with Walton that these are the dangers of postmodernism, but it isn't clear that  postmodern theory necessarily is subject to all of these weaknesses.  

First, Walton claims that PM fails to present any alternative replacement for what it destroys, and does not provide a basis for ethical thinking.  There have been many people, explicitly postmodern or otherwise, who have explained various ways of having morality without having any ultimate truths or meanings for the world.
   while some postmodern thinkers may leave us without any particular basis for morality, this is not true of all postmodern thinkers, as any cursory review of the literature on 'postmodern ethics' will show.   For example,   deconstruction is not destruction, but is rather, a destructuring, or dismantling in order to more carefully examine.  Derrida has, for example, been quite clear in claiming that deconstruction does not claim that there is no right or wrong, better or worse:

For of course there's a "right track" [une bonne voie], a better way, and let it be said in passing how surprised I have often been, how amused or discouraged, depending on my humor, by the use or the phrase of the following argument: Since the deconstructionist (which is to say, isn't it, the skeptic-relativist-nihilist!) is supposed not to believe in truth, stability, or the unity of meaning, in intention or "meaning-to-say," how can he demand of us that we read him with pertinence, precision, rigor?  How can he demand of us that his own text be interpreted correctly?  How can he accuse anyone else of having misunderstood, simplified, deformed it, etc.?  In other words, how can he discuss, and discuss the reading of what he writes?  The answer is simple enough: this definition of the deconstructionist is false (that's right: false, not true) and feeble; it supposes a bad (that's right: bad, not good) and  feeble reading of numerous texts, first of all mine, which therefore must finally be read or reread.  Then perhaps it will be understood that the power and truth (and all those values associated with it) is never contested or destroyed in my writings, but only reinscribed in  more powerful, larger, more stratified contexts.  And within interpretive contexts . . . that are relatively stable, sometimes apparently almost unshakable, it should be possible to invoke rules of competence, criteria of discussion and of consensus, good faith, lucidity, rigor, criticism and pedagogy.



Additionally, Derrida is clear that he thinks the project of determining what is just and what is not just must continue.
  Others, like Levinas, even try to construct a phenomenological account of where obligation arises from
,  And many postmoderns who are against ethical theory are not in fact against obligation.
  There has been extensive work done on what postmodern ethics could mean.

Second, Walton claims that postmodern thinking can lead to ethical indifferentism.  Of course this is true, if your postmodern thought ends up in a nihilistic relativism, but that is not necessarily where all postmoderns end up.  The Marxist and Habermasean criticisms of postmodern thought are the most adept at pointing out this potentially dangerous result of postmodern thinking.
  But the ethical concern of authors like Levinas, Caputo, Wyschogrod and Bauman show that postmodern thought does not necessarily leave us with ethical complacency.  In fact, they seem to leave us with more responsibility and a louder call to vigilance than most any modern theory normally invokes.  The postmodern criticism of modern theory has normally been that our attempts to determine our responsibilities have often been attempts to limit our responsibilities.

Third, Walsh's claim that postmodernity is Nietzschean nihilism is not fair.  There are a number of different postmodernisms, and while some of the more radical versions are relativistic and nihilistic, most of the major figures of postmodern philosophy (Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard, Levinas) far from being nihilists, have a profound desire for justice, personal responsibility and communitarian freedom at the basis of their philosophy.

Fourth, Walsh also claims that postmodernism is not what is responsible for our interest in the marginalized.  Now, while moderns themselves encouraged us to be interested in the marginalized, I would claim that postmoderns have revitalized an interest in the marginalized by bringing modernity to face its own principles and to show the hypocrisy within modernity itself.  I don't think that one can place full responsibility of our conscientiousness for the marginalized purely on the postmodern or the modern thought, just as one cannot place such conscientiousness purely on the Christian ethos or the secular humanism of our society. 

It is not clear that Walsh is correct in saying that postmodernists cannot argue on principle-grounded logic.  This assumes that postmoderns assume absolutely no principles, and this, I think, would be strongly contested by Derrida (justice), Foucault (freedom), and Levinas ("thou shalt not kill"), to name 3 prominent postmodern thinkers.  To claim that postmodernity denies, for example, the principle of non-contradiction, is simplistic and inaccurate.
   

Walsh may be right that much of postmodernism is the latest step in the movement from theological to secular pagan ethics, but it is not clear that all of postmodernism is necessarily contradictory to theistic or even peculiarly Christian thought.  Insofar as postmodern thought engenders a sense of caution and concern about the limits of one’s abilities to know ‘the Truth’, it may actually bring about a sense of awe and humility, akin to worship.
   

I do not think Walsh is correct to say that postmodernism undercuts the entire tradition of philosophical contribution.  Postmodernism, if it is anything, is parasitic, and cannot live except as a response and reworking of its modern predecessors.  One is hard-pressed to find writing by such figures as Heidegger or Derrida or Foucault which do not in some way refer (and often positively) to their modern philosophical predecessors.  (Consider Heidegger’s use of the Presocratics, Aristotle, the Mediaevals, Hegel and Kant, or Foucault's interest in Kant, or Derrida's concern for Husserl, Kant, the French enlightenment thinkers, Pascal, Marx, etc) 

It is difficult to disagree with Walsh's claim that postmodern philosophy is jargon-filled.  For example, Derrida is known for his remark "There is nothing outside the text" which caused a great uproar, causing people to wonder if Derrida was saying that there is nothing outside of books, or something only a crazy academic reading too much would say.  Later, Derrida admitted that all he really meant is that there is nothing outside of context, which is not so controversial.
  The French in particular are responsible for this sort of dramatic statement form, and it is not always clear that it is a useful method of conveying thought, or even of spawning thoughtful consideration of useful issues. (Consider for example, Sartre’s famous line that ‘man is what he is not and is not what he is’
)  What this jargon means is that much of postmodern insights will be neglected, except in instances where someone is willing to plow through all the jargon to get to the root of the points that make any difference and sense.  I do not expect that postmodern philosophy will make a large impact in business ethics primarily for this reason-- the jargon.

Ultimately, I am primarily interested in the challenge that Walsh brings us which is, can we adequately provide a position which can be distinctively and reasonably called "postmodern" which does not devolve into a cover for a particular ideology, and which is not essentially pagan (non-theistic)?  I think that such a project is quite possible, and will sketch a brief outline of such a possibility here, using the work of some postmodern ethicists.

III.  Postmodernity and Business Ethics
Of the few articles written on postmodern ethics in relation to business, many of them correctly point out that “postmodernism” cannot provide a foundation for comprehensive, unified, all-purpose, abstract formula one-size fits all ethical theory (i.e., Rasmussen, 273; Walton, 286).  This of course leaves us with the obvious question, ‘If postmodern thought cannot provide a foundation for ethical theory, then why bother with it?”  Here I will claim that if postmodern ethics has any value for business ethics, it is not in providing a foundational set of principles upon which to build an ethical structure.  Rather, postmodern insights are primarily questions which can be used as an ongoing strategy to be used when developing a theory.  Postmodernism is not so good at providing answers, but it is good at asking questions.  You need people like that, no matter how annoying they might be sometimes.  

I want to try to derive a couple of principles which are emphases of particular postmodern thinkers which may be helpful for those who write on business ethics.  The only reason I can see for even trying to make this integration of postmodern philosophy and business ethics is the twofold hope that postmodern philosophy may find some sort of practical concrete application in the field of business ethics, and that business ethics may find a stronger philosophical connection by taking pointers from postmodern philosophy.  Despite my attempts here, I must admit that I am not optimistic.
1. Postmodernity as a Development, Not a Reaction
To begin with, postmodernity should be thought of as a fruitful hybrid of modernity, not as its antithesis.  This is especially true in regards to ethics.  When one thinks of postmodernity, one should think of a street-smart modernity, not a wild-eyed prodigal son.  As Bauman says in his seminal work, Postmodern Ethics, 

I suggest that the novelty of the postmodern approach to ethics consists first and foremost not in the abandoning of characteristically modern moral concerns, but in the rejection of the typically modern ways of going about its moral problems (that is, responding to moral challenges with coercive normative regulation in political practice, and the philosophical search for absolutes, universals and foundations in theory).  (Bauman, 4)

In other words, postmodernity the son of modernity does not have radically different goals than modernity (equality, justice, suspicion of dogma), rather, it has a different strategy of approach-- a strategy which does not seek absolutes, universals and foundations.  

It seems to me that while philosophy can at times have an effect on societies way of thinking, it is more often a reflection of a given society's thoughts.  In the case of postmodernity and business ethics, I think that the field of business in the 20th century has made us aware of just how ambiguous many of our moral dilemmas are, and this has led to a decrease in optimism regarding our ability to find absolutes.  This lack of optimism is at times displayed in a cynicism about the project, and at other times with what might better be called a healthy temperance.  Unrestrained enlightenment-style optimism in human reason to achieve an ultimate and universal solution by means of either empiricism, rationalism or romanticism is no longer seen to be prudent, but instead, people have adopted either a cynicism, or a rugged and flexible desire to find workable solutions, maintaining the regulative ideas of justice, freedom, and equality, while working in a world where these things are virtually impossible.  I think that that situation is, if anything, exactly what business ethics has much in common with postmodernity.  Business people and philosophers face much the same ambiguous world, albeit from different vantage points.  Some business people have given up entirely on these aspirations, and have simply sold their soul to profit, accepting the fact that pure ethical action is probably impossible anyway, so why try.  Other business people, like more moderate postmoderns, are not willing to give up on notions of justice and freedom and some sort of quasi-equality, but maintain a diligence in striving for these goals, in part by never letting us think that we can rest on our laurels.  

2 Postmodern Characteristics
I think we can isolate a number of characteristics of what might be called a “postmodern business ethics” in much of the current writing.  
a. Holism, Not Carr-like Schizophrenic Ethics.  

Our first principle is that a postmodern business ethics will desire wholism instead of Carr Schizophrenia: There should not be such a radical separation of personal and professional ethical behavior.
  While one sometimes acts as a corporate agent and sometimes as a self-interested private agent, one is always a human being.  The tendency among some, particularly virtue theorists, to break down the traditional schizophrenia between private and business ethics, is contrary to much of the modern theory of business ethics found in thinkers such as Carr, Friedman and French.  As Bauman notes,  “On the one hand, we learn that modernity began with the separation between the family household and the business enterprise-- . . .” (Bauman, 5)    

b. No abstracted ethics in a vacuum.  

Second, postmodern business ethics rely not on abstract theory, but on a narrative approach-- meaning that a postmodern ethic considers the entire world view of a person, and thinks of business as an integral part of that way that one looks at all of life.  Postmodern ethics are not against being ethical, but rather, are doubtful of traditional attempts to attain an ethical basis through theory.  Narratives, rather than superficial rules, are the postmodern method.  Edith Wyschogrod says, “A postmodern ethic must look not to some opposite of ethics but elsewhere, to life narratives, specifically those of saints, defined in terms that both overlap and overturn traditional normative stipulations and that defy the normative structure of moral theory.” (Wyschogrod, xiii)  Ethics proceeds by analogies, rather than by strict principles alone.  This is why virtue ethical theories which focus on being and character rather than rules for actions are becoming more popular.  The goal of virtue ethics is to provide heroes and saints, or character traits of heroes and saints, rather than abstract detached principles.
  Just as the humor of Richard Prior cannot be adequately conveyed through a few principles, the morality of a truly moral person cannot be reduced to principles of action.    

c. Suspicious of Universal Theories
Third, postmodern business ethicists are suspicious of universal theories.  Due to a disillusionment with being able to some up with a complete set of rules that is universalizably recognized, the postmodern ethicist does not spend so much energy coming up with a universal system of ethics as with coming up with local rules that can work and be agreed to.  Attention and energy is given to building particular segments of consensus rather than in propounding totalizing universal systems and one-size-fits-any-situation rules.  Involved in this is the awareness of the uniqueness of various situations, how that a principle which applies quite well under certain circumstances may not apply as well in others.  Since the foundations of ethics, laws, and regulations of governments, religious groups, and various corporate groups seem to often involve particular quests for power, the postmodernist has a suspicion of any particular foundation, and is always trying to uncover whose purposes the established foundations may be serving and excluding.   

 Postmoderns have lost their optimistic hope that a perfect society or perfect set of rules can be found which will unshakably and unalterably apply universally in all situations.  This disillusionment is central to Bauman’s explanation of postmodernity:

“It is the disbelief in such a possibility that is postmodern-- ‘post’ not in the ‘chronological’ sense-- . . ., but in the sense of implying . . . that the long and earnest efforts of modernity have been misguided, undertaken under false pretenses and bound to -- sooner or later -- run their course; that in other words, it is modernity itself that will demonstrate (if it has not demonstrated yet) and demonstrate beyond all reasonable doubt, its impossibility, the vanity of its hopes and the wastefulness of its works.  The foolproof -- universal and unshakably founded -- ethical code will never be found; having singed our fingers once too often we know now what we did not know then, when we embarked on this journey of exploration: that a non-aporetic, non-ambivalent morality, and ethics that is universal and ‘objectively founded’, is a practical impossibility; perhaps also an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms. (Bauman, 8)

What is of particular importance to note here is Bauman is not claiming that there is not an objective right and wrong-- just that finding such a non-problematic unambiguous set of moral principles has proved to be, practically speaking, impossible.  Why?  Let us count the ways.  The variety of perspective, interests and world views of people certainly plays a large role.  Christians (Augustine, Pascal, Kierkegaard) say pride and sin play a role in how we see the world, atheists (Marx, Nietzsche Freud) agree inasmuch as they think self-interest plays a role in what we call ‘good’ or just.  Derrida the deconstructionist will point out how that we are influenced from the start by our linguistic conception of the world, while Foucault will point out how our political and even sexual interests affect our view of what is true and good.  Socrates always held that sheer ignorance was the difficulty most faced in having a deficient view of the truth.  So ignorance, subjectivity and selfishness (or sin) are at least three major reasons we have disagreement regarding what is objective.  The postmodern accepts these differences, and no longer expects universal acceptance of one theory by light of natural reason  (as Hobbes, Rousseau, Kant, Mill and other moderns were prone to do).  But again, this disillusionment with universal agreement does not keep the postmodern necessarily from promoting his own view of ethics.   It does mean that he will be particularly suspicious of any universal or foundationalist claims, and try to uncover possible political or personal motives for such an absolute claim.  While he may not be able to certainly undermine the absolute claims, the postmodern holds them with suspicious fear and trembling.  

d. Tempered Quest-- Suspicious (less than certain) Without Skepticism
Fourth, postmodern business ethicists need not discontinue the quest for ethics, but their quest is not a quest for certainty, but a tempered quest, a striving for conceptions of ethical behavior which have a better fit, an ethics that just makes more sense, for an ethics that can work better than other approaches, at least for now.  Postmodern ethicisist may be more pessimistic than their modern counterparts, but this does not mean that they have thrown themselves into the abyss of relativistic skepticism.  To be aware of the political and extra-rational dimensions of ethical policymaking is not to give up all hope:  “There is no denying that postmodernism is fine-tuned to the apocalyptic dimension of twentieth-century history. . . I want only to suggest that heedfulness to what is abyss-like in history need not produce an Eros for it but can elicit a postmodern ethic that is sensitive to the postmodern cry for difference.” (Wyschogrod, xxi)   

The desire of postmodern business ethics is to come togrips with the political and social pluralism in our culture, and to acquire a systematic but flexible method of making ethical decisions.  To acquire the plasticity without adopting a mere relativism is essential.  A few comments on the problems of relativism will help us to think about the way this might be done in business.

IV  Responses to Relativism



a. Epistemic or Metaphysical claims?
We often hear phrases like “the truth is, there is no truth” or “what’s true for you is not what is true for me”.  Such statements appear to be claiming that there is no concrete reality in the world– particularly in the realm of religion, values, and ethics.  But here philosophers make a distinction to avoid what is called the ‘freshman fallacy’ of relativism.  Epistemology is the study of what we can know, while ontology is generally the study of what reality is.  The claims above sound ontological (as though they are talking about reality) when what people really mean is more like the statement, “Who can know for sure?”.  This, though, is merely an epistemological claim about the limitedness of our knowledge.  In freshman classes, you can often ask people whether or not there is one true ethical structure or one true religion or one truly best way to live, and most will say that there is not, and their evidence will be that people disagree.  However, the fact that people disagree has no necessary relevance for whether or not there is one reality in the matter.  You may claim I forgot to hang up the towel, and I may claim you did, and perhaps it is impossible to find out (know), but the fact remains, our opinions are either correct or incorrect (real).


The claim “The truth is there is not Truth” can be taken merely as an epistemological (what can I know) claim, not as an ontological (reality) claim.  Some seem to think that postmodernism denies both ontological and epistemological truth (Walton, 289) but this is not necessarily the case.  One can easily say that one does not and cannot know something, without claiming that there is no state of fact.

b. Freshman Fallacy
It is admittedly difficult in today’s politically correct climate (in business and academia) to make truth statements, and even harder to claim that someone else is wrong (especially when it comes to ethical, religious, or other behavioral beliefs).  People defend their actions by claiming “who is to say what is right or wrong?”  But what happens in the thinking of many people is a slip which philosophers endearingly refer to as the ‘freshman fallacy”.  This is the fallacy where one points out that we all have many different opinions about particular issues (like premarital sex, for example) and then goes on to claim that this evidence of the difference of opinions somehow proves that there is no answer to the question—there is no right or wrong answer, because everyone has different opinions.  In other words, since we cannot verify who is correct, no one is wrong.  But on closer inspection, such a claim seems crazy.  My dirty-clothes laundry basket gives ample proof of this.  I ask my class, “How many dirty socks are in my laundry basket back at home in my apartment?”  There are a variety of opinions, ranging from 4 to 27, and I myself don’t know, and guess ‘12’.  I then ask my class (I expect you see where this is going), “Now since we have a variety of opinions here, does that mean that there is no right answer to how many socks are in the laundry basket?  Does it mean perhaps that there are both 4 and 12 and 27 socks in the basket?  Does it perhaps mean that the basket doesn’t exist?  Shall we let the majority decide what the truth would be?  Should we form a committee?”  The obvious point here is that there are a certain number of dirty socks in my basket—maybe “0”, maybe “27” (but certainly not “-8” or “the square root of seven”)  and that that number is not affected in the least by the variety of opinions on the matter.   In many cases we have both probability and possible means of criteria (go have someone check my basket) to find out who is wrong.  The fact that we don’t presently know the answer does not mean that no one is wrong.  Someone, presumably lots of people, are wrong.

c. “All Views are Equal” Fallacy 

Another fallacy often committed is that many often think that if there is no way to be absolutely certain of what the correct answer is, then every possible conceivable answer is equally valid.  But this certainly doesn’t follow at all.  Even if we have no way of verifying how many socks were in the basket this morning when I left for work (suppose my apartment burned down, and I have no idea how many socks were in it) there is still a reasonable range from experience and induction by which I can make some decent gueses and rule out some awful answers.  If one of my students guesses ‘12 socks” and another “14"-- these may be equally valid answers.  But if one of my students guessed “1 million socks”, it is obvious that this answer is much less likely, and is an unequally bad answer, despite the fact that we don’t know how many socks are in my laundry basket. (It is possible, but extraordinarily unlikely, that I have a laundry basket (or house for that matter) capable of holding one million socks.)  

d. How We Already Get Along Without Foolproof Guarantees
Fortunately, most of our decisions don’t require the best answer, they just require a right or workable one.  Consider a business decision where  a corporation is going to open a new branch in a new city as it expands its operations.  It can chose city X, Y or Z, and it can chose managers Jim, Jane, or Chris to direct the new office.  Now there are certainly facts available to help make this decision.  Suppose that city X and Y for various reasons seem less favorable as locations, and manager Jim and Jane are thought to be less likely to succeed at opening an office in a new location.  So it is determined then that manager Chris will start a new branch office in city Z.  Suppose things go well.  Does that mean that the decision was “the right” one?  It is hard to say.  Impossible perhaps.  Maybe manager Jane in city X would have, if given the chance, done twice as good as Chris did in Z.  We will never now know.  The corporation is happy with Chris in Z though, and so this good enough is all they are concerned with.  We can get along without knowing “the best” answer.  The company can leave such knowledge to God, and still make a profit on its decision.
I hope that this brief sketch of a few postmodern business ethics principles and responses to relativism are a useful contribution to the ongoing discussion and thinking about what such a view would look like.  Much more work and thinking remains to be done.
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