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Business ethics, 12th

century philosopher style 

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 
HealthSouth founder Richard 
Scrushy was one of the first top 
executives to be tried under the 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act, which 
holds those in charge of a 
company responsible for any 
accounting fraud of their 
underlings.  Despite five former. 
CFOs testifying that Scrushy led 
the way in a scheme to inflate 
earnings by $2.7 billion, he was 
found not guilty.  He won’t be 
able to return to his old job, at 
least, since the board of 
directors at HealthSouth remain 
“appalled” at the illegalities that 
took place under his watch. But 
Scrushy is a free man, rich 
beyond imagining, nevertheless.  
What kind of person is Scrushy? 
According to the jurors and 
many others, he’s an incredibly 
moral, spiritual and community-
oriented man who has done 
many great philanthropic works 
and even co-hosts a religious 
radio show. On the steps of the 
courthouse, Scrushy thanked 
God for seeing him through his 
difficult ordeal and said he was 
heading off to church to pray.  
Is there a disconnect here 
between Scrushy’s professed 
spiritual values and his acts 
as a leader, which brought 
benefit to him and harm to 
thousands of employees? I think 
so. The news made me think 

about how my grandparents 
always reacted when someone 
got into trouble with the law. 
“Who is he?” they’d ask. “Where 
is he from?” As immigrants to 
the United States, their first 
concern was how the acts of an 
individual would reflect on the 
community.  I sensed no such 
concern from Scrushy or those 
who support him.  
Should business ethics be so 
complicated that we can’t tell 
the difference between right and 
wrong anymore?  Scrushy’s trip 
from the courthouse to the 
house of God only emphasizes 
the gap that seems to have 
grown between someone who 
can be a good solid social 
citizen on the one hand and a 
self-serving business leader on 
the other. So many of those 
corporate executives who do get 
in trouble with the law seem to 
be considered solid citizens 
outside the job.  
Was it always this way?  If 
business ethics is so 
complicated, perhaps we need 
to turn to the philosophers for 
help. One of my favourite 
philosophers is Maimonides, a 
Jewish sage who lived in Spain 
and Egypt in the middle ages.  
In Fact, Maimonides did come 
up with 10 general rules for 
ethical business practices which 
I paraphrase below:  
  “Do not falsify measures of 
length, weight, capacity or cost.” 
There you go, no need for 
Sarbanes-Oxley if you follow 
that rule. One of the 

fundamentals in conducting 
business honestly is to be 
honest in measures, or 
accounting.  
“Do not borrow from another 
person without their consent, or 
it is robbery”.  Another ethic 
broken by those CFOs and 
CEOs who left pension funds 
empty through their corporation 
shenanigans.  
“Do not covet, for it is the cause 
of robbery.”  How many CEOs 
have been driven to more and 
more money just to keep up with 
the Scrushys?  
“Do not sell things that are 
blemished or use false flattery to 
beguile a person into buying 
something.”  Tough one for all 
the marketers and advertisers 
out there. Makes you wonder 
what Seth Godin meant by the 
title of his new book: All 
Marketers Are Liars.  
“Do not buy stolen property.”  In 
other words, business ethics 
apply not just to the one 
originating the offense, but to 
anyone who supports it by 
benefiting.  
“Do not keep a stolen item even 
if it is given to you by someone 
you respect or honor.” I guess 
that’s an ethic for those 
underlings who are just “doing 
what they’re told” when 
they contribute to a fraud.  
“Do not break your word in 
business dealing.” There go all 
the lawyers. If a contract could 
be forged with a handshake, 
where would we be? 
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“Do not withhold knowledge in a 
business dealing that will harm 
the other party.”  In other words, 
be straight up. Don’t try to take 
unfair advantage because you 
know more than the buyer or 
seller.  
“Do not take something without 
paying for it even with the intent 
to pay later or return it.”  As I 
read it, this would forbid those 
who shift money from one place 
to another in the corporate shell 
game. It also speaks to the slow 
creep of immoral acts, which 
can start with excuses and lead 
to outright wrongs.  
“Do not keep the money if you 
unintentionally receive more for 
a good than you agreed to.”  
Again, morality is not exempt 
from mistakes. Honesty should 
be scrupulously adhered to at all 
times.  
Not bad for 800 years ago. If we 
applied those ethics today, I 
think a lot of the problems we’ve 
seen lately would have been 
covered. It would be less 
acceptable to be one way in the 
community and another way 
when in charge of a company.  
The fact that Maimonides felt 
the need to come up with this 
list in the 12th century probably 
suggests that business ethics 
was a problem back then, too. 
For me, that reinforces the 
importance of values that 
transcend generations and laws. 
The ethics listed above could be 
summarized in seven values 
which we would do well to hold 
true in the 12th century as well 
as the 21st century: honesty, 
personal responsibility respect 
for the law, loyalty, social 
responsibility, compassion and 
kindness. 
  

Next month I’ll tell you about the 
seven steps to ethical decision 
making. 
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