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Message Summary
These editorials are designed to provoke thought and criticism, and use many kinds of reasoning to persuade an audience. From well-formulated and logically coherent arguments to fiery rhetoric, each can be devastatingly effective – or ineffective when their flaws are exposed. Friedman exposes his own contradictions, Brooks uses an either-or-fallacy, and slippery slope, and Scheer makes unsubstantiated claims. However true they may ring for a targeted audience, the careful reader will find that all are subject to criticism.
Article Summary

Milton Friedman’s article argues that there is no way to have an overtly ethical business, and they effectively have no social responsibility to a larger community, only to shareholders.

David Brooks provides his view that Barack Obama’s presidential campaign is trapped between betraying the ideals of his campaign and losing the democratic nomination.

Robert Scheer argues with some inconsistency that the recent visit of Iran’s president to Iraq demonstrates the degree to which President Bush has failed there.

Analysis of Friedman

Friedman’s article is convincing in his claim that a socially responsible business is by definition impossible. A major foundation of his argument, however, is that a business executive making decisions for shareholders has an obligation to them, primarily, and in the interest of his job, to make decisions that maximize profit at the expense of socially impactful programs.

He makes a good point when he argues that the primary function of the executive is to deliver what the shareholders want, and the directives of the shareholders and the directives of his organization may be at odds if he is a hospital administrator, for instance. 

“…in his capacity as a corporate executive, the manager is the agent of the individuals who own the corporation or establish the eleemosynary institution, and his primary responsibility is to them.” (Friedman)
Friedman says that this is fair, and an efficient market will encourage business to invest in their local resources and communities.

A free-market system does not address the shared responsibilities of a corporate citizen. Friedman suggests that the only people who apply decision-making power are individual citizens choosing to act freely in a marketplace of ideas. He argues that executives would be representing their own views in choosing for a corporate entity that is not theirs alone. However, as corporations are taxed as citizen entities in the government, then they share the burden as any taxpaying citizen, and participant in government.

This means that the shareholders have a responsibility as well, and so does the entity they control, to contribute to the overall welfare of the economy and the world in which they operate. If they are capable of making a negative impact on the world, they should be capable of making a positive one as well.

This conflicting ideology was recently outlined by Bill Gates, at the World Economic Forum in January 2008, who called for a “kinder capitalism” that addresses the needs of people who do not benefit from the market but do suffer from it. 

Friedman’s argument is also strong in that no law compels ordinary citizens to exhibit a social responsibility. It is a freely made individual choice, and that a corporate controlled by many people can make no such individual choice. This argument assumes, however, that legislation to ensure corporate responsibility is overwhelmingly socialist, and therefore universally objectionable.

Analysis of Brooks

Brooks uses either-or fallacy to say that Barack Obama’s presidential campaign is deadlocked in a horrific choice, in which he is perceived as weak in his campaign against Hillary Clinton for the Democratic nomination, or he engages in brutal campaign tactics, thereby alienating his core constituents and losing the election.

There is no evidence that he must do either one or the other, or that engaging in more aggressive campaigning will turn Democratic voters into Republicans by the time the elections come around.

Brooks says Obama has built his entire campaign on a theory that championing a “new kind of politics” could generate grassroots support and that his core constituency regards that idea as sacrosanct. 

“Barack Obama doesn’t have an impressive record of experience or a unique policy profile. New politics is all he’s got. He loses that, and he loses everything. Every day that he looks conventional is a bad day for him. “ (Brooks)
Brooks considers aggressive campaign strategy a departure from his message of a different kind of politics, but it’s not clear all of Obama’s supporters would agree with that assessment – clearly, his advisors and presumably supporters do not. These are the definition of a hard-core constituency. 

He also out-of-hand dismisses the notion that supporters may value a particular aspect of Obama’s policy as having more merit than his competitors’. His worthiness as a candidate, to Brooks, rests completely on his promise to change the political system. 

Brooks assumes that the rhetoric will be sharper on both sides of the campaign, and eventually devolve into a bitter fight, in which Clinton will be victorious. There isn’t any credit given to the Obama campaign for its measured response to attack in the past, or that it can maintain integrity for much longer. The slippery-slope argument is fallacious because he cannot possibly know what the campaign will do, and even mentions Obama’s own hesitation to succumb to dirty politics. 

Analysis of Scheer
Robert Scheer provides a particularly bitter rebuke to the Bush administration about the handling of the war in Iraq. He points to the particular nature of the Iranian president’s reception in Iraq by officials there as evidence that the United States is failing its mission. 

This argument assumes the United States’ mission in Iraq was to build a friendly nation there, which Scheer provides no concrete evidence of. Scheer says that Ahmadinejad’s friendly reception in Iraq acknowledges a reality of an emerging Iranian superpower in the Middle East.

It could be, rather, than Iran has long been an influential nation in the Middle East, and not receiving the Iranian president with such honors could have more severe and immediate repercussions, financially, politically, and in matters of security. President Bush’s role is much different, as that of an occupier, rather than a neighbor.

“That was, however, obviously not what the neocons expected from the invasion of Iraq, which they engineered in the wake of 9/11 with a much rosier scenario in mind.” (Scheer)

Robert Scheer makes assertions like these without any evidence, as if it were an obvious and known fact. It reveals his overwhelming bias and weakens his overall argument. He assumes we believe that neocons engineered the invasion of Iraq shortly after 9/11, and not, as the evidence shows, well beforehand, or, as most Americans believe, when we believed Saddam had weapons of mass destruction.

Critical Notes

Certainly each writer is targeting an audience that is open to their suggestions, or already agrees with at least a few of their assumptions. It is the writer’s prerogative what kind of information to include, and how to portray that information. However, their rhetoric and flawed arguments only make a critical reader more aware of the opposing view. If any had addressed their criticisms and taken pains to avoid obvious fallacies, they would be trustworthy. Ultimately, every article seems too flawed to believe. 
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