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“Permission to Steal is hard-hitting, insightful, passionate, and
refreshingly readable. It is a must-read for all citizens who care
about ethics in business and a more healthy society.”

W. Michael Hoffman, Executive Director, Center for
Business Ethics, Bentley College

“This book blends the insight of a first-rate philosopher with the
moral outrage that every citizen should feel about the wave of
recent corporate scandals. Newton minces no words in address-
ing the fundamental questions that every person should ask: What
went wrong? Why was it wrong? How did it happen?”

Joe DesJardins, Executive Director, Society for
Business Ethics

“Permission to Steal reads like a whodunit: once you start reading
it, you will find it difficult to put down. A crisp outlining of cor-
porate scandals moves seamlessly to an analysis of their causes.
Newton concludes with seven tasks to bring our society to a point
where we can ‘trust our nation’s wealthiest not to rob us.” Bravo
to the author: all will learn from her in this delightful read.”

Ronald Duska, Director, American College Center for
Ethics in Financial Services

Lisa H. Newton is Professor of Philosophy and Director of the
Program in Applied Ethics at Fairfield University. She is the
author of numerous articles and books in business ethics, and most
recently published Business Ethics and the Natural Environment
(Blackwell, 2004).
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Preface

For those who treasure justice, this time has its peculiar satisfactions.
As I write this preface, some time after completing the text of
this book, Kenneth Lay and Jeffrey Skilling have just been con-
victed of fraud and conspiracy. When last heard from, imprisoned
Dennis Kozlowski was attempting to get his insurance company
to cover his $17.8 million in legal costs, even as he agreed to pay
the state of New York $21.2 million in evaded taxes. WorldCom
CEO Bernard Ebbers was sentenced to 25 years in prison, John
and Timothy Rigas were also sentenced to jail. Enron CFO
Andy Fastow not only is serving time in jail, but I understand
that he may not be able to hold on to his enormous mansion in
Texas, built specifically to sink his ill-gotten gains into something
that could not be taken away. His wife has already served her sen-
tence for her part in the Enron fraud.

The sentencing of Lay and Skilling, undoubted poster children
for the evil committed by the overprivileged at the expense of
the overtrusting, is scheduled for September 11, 2006. The date
is symbolically correct. It is five years to the day since our world
changed forever, in the collapse, in terrorist attack, of the tow-
ering symbols of our financial supremacy, and the nation will never

i



PREFACE

trust the air again. Lay and Skilling and all the others flew their
greed into the centuries-old fabric of the business system, and
watched our trust in the entire enterprise fall in pieces. We are
diminished, our world is less safe, and we are understandably
unhappy; no one likes to be told that the oaks against which we
have leaned are but broken reeds. We have been betrayed, and
our lives are the poorer for the terrible loss of trust.

But in the end, in another sense, we are the better for it. We
assumed that all that we had built was sound and strong and safe,
and that we could attend to our work, games, and shopping with-
out thinking about them. Now we know what we long have recited,
that eternal vigilance is the price of liberty, not to mention the
price of the integrity of our business system. We have watched
the disgrace, conviction, and imprisonment of people who were
not necessarily bad, they just needed watching — they needed us
to be watching, and we were not. We must not make that mis-
take again.

Why do we have to watch, and how shall we do it? This short
book attempts to answer those questions.



Introduction: The Stories

Reality is a collection of stories. Theory
contemplates those stories, turns them
this way and that, looking for trails
of truth that lead through all of them,
trails that connect them in some way that
makes sense. The stories that we con-

template in this brief reflection are about
fabulously wealthy businessmen who
held responsible positions as executives (for the most part chief
executives) in leading companies in the United States in the last
decade of the twentieth century, extending into the twenty-first.
A second Gay Nineties, a second Gilded Age, came abruptly to
an end with their exposure as criminals (or close to it), their fall
from power, and their richly deserved subsequent disgrace. As I
write this short book, the scandals are by no means over (much
of the ill-gotten wealth is still in the hands of those who made
off with it), and the high-flying executives are only beginning to
come to justice. Appeals will follow. But we know enough to get
started on the contemplating, and given that the ill-gotten money
was (eventually) ours, we ought to be interested in finding out
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