
           

1 

 

 
 

 
 

 
HON. DAN ROSTENKOWSKI 

OF ILLINOIS 

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 11, 1989 

EXTENSION OF REMARKS 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
Mr. ROSTENKOWSKI. Mr. Speaker, I wish to call to your attention a commencement address by J. Ira 
Harris, a senior partner with Lazard Frères & Co., to graduates of the University of Michigan Graduate 
School Of Business. He argues forcefully that there is a big difference between self-interest and short-
sighted selfish behavior, which is what greed really is. He remarks that Wall Street has been acting as if it 
only knows the ‘G-word,’ and stresses that we need to focus on our responsibilities.  
 
(A distinguished alumnus tells our graduates, in his Commencement Address to them last spring, that 
greed is not good and isn’t essential to our private enterprise system. “In fact,” he adds, “It’s a threat.”) 
 

 

ETHICS, BALANCE, AND THE “G-WORD” 

SPRING 1989 

BY J. IRA HARRIS 

 

 

Commencement address to graduates of the  

University of Michigan Graduate School Of Business 

 
Thirty years ago, I was on the receiving end of a commencement speech here at the University of 
Michigan. Less than thirty minutes after it was over, I couldn’t remember how many hours it seemed to 
go on, and certainly couldn’t recall what it was all about. Hopefully, tonight things will be different. My 
remarks will be just a few minutes long. But … will I say anything that you’ll remember half-an-hour after 
I finish? I hope so.  
 
There are some commencement speeches that have been remembered. Winston Churchill never gave 
one. At Harrow School in England, Churchill delivered a commencement address that consisted of the 
following: ‘Never give in. Never, never, never, never, … never give in … except to convictions of honor 
and good sense.’  
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The columnist Art Buchwald is another graduation speaker whose words have been remembered. Here’s 
what he said to Vassar College graduating class: ‘We the older generation, have given you kids a perfect 
world. Don’t louse it up!’  
 
Obviously, if you’re a commencement speaker … and you want your words to be immortal … you’ve got 
to be brief. But, I’ve already talked longer than Churchill or Buchwald. Actually, I’ve talked longer than 
the two of them combined. So, I have to be realistic. I have to accept the fact that, half-an-hour after I’m 
done, what I said will be ‘out of ear … out of mind.’ That’s why my goal is to get you to think about what 
I am saying … while I’m saying it.  
 
In addition to being a proud alumnus, I’m also here as a proud parent. As parents, we love and respect 
our children. We respect their energy, their new insights, and their eagerness to make the world a 
better place. And we respect the fact that they’ve already indicated that they’re not afraid of a challenge 
– that they don’t always choose the ‘easy way out.’ You can see that in the fact that they took on the 
heavy demands of tough degree programs here at the University of Michigan. And that’s terrific, 
because as we all know. Art Buchwald was wrong. It’s not a ‘perfect world’ … by any stretch. And these 
new Michigan graduates are just the kind of people we need … in the kind of world we have today.  
 
I’d also like to note that the ‘U of M’ business grads of earlier years have a pretty good track record. For 
instance, Michigan grads have managed to steer clear of the scandals that have hit Wall Street. In my 
mind, there would be four possible explanations. Let me put them in the form of a multiple-choice 
answer.  
 

A. University of Michigan graduates don’t advance to the levels where folks get exposed to 
temptation.  

B. University of Michigan graduates do get exposed to temptation … but they’re not bright 
enough to recognize it.  

C. University of Michigan graduates are so smart that, even though they give in to temptation … 
they don’t get caught. Or…  

D. University of Michigan graduates have higher standards, ideals, and ethics.  
 
I’d like to think that ‘D’ is the right answer. The curriculum, the moral atmosphere, and the admissions 
standards of the ‘U of M’ deserve credit for that. But so do your homes, your churches and synagogues, 
and the other institution that helped build your ethical foundation.  
 
I bring up the issue of ethics because I see its importance day-in and day-out – as a member of this 
society and as an investment banker. At what was to me the ethical low point of the movie Wall Street. 
The leading character—Gordon Gecko—bluntly said that ‘greed is good.’  
 
There are some who think that if you take exception to that statement, you run the risk of looking 
naïve—out of touch with the ‘real world.’ Well I’m willing to run that risk tonight. I’m willing to say that 
greed is not good. Not only is it not good, it isn’t essential to our private enterprise system. In fact, it’s a 
threat. But, one might ask, isn’t the private enterprise system based on self-interest? Of course it is. And 
isn’t ‘self-interest’ just another term for ‘greed?’ The answer is ‘No.’ There’s all the difference in the 
world between ‘self-interest’ and ‘short-sighted selfish behavior’—(which is what greed really is).  
 
Unfortunately, Wall Street—the market—not just the movie—has been acting as if it only knows the ‘G-
word.’ Insider trading…program trading…market manipulation—these activities have turned individual 
investors away from the financial markets in disgust. No wonder retail brokerage firms have seen their 
client lists shrink ‘like a cheap suit.’  
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This is very disturbing. It undermines the legitimacy of our capital markets—which is essential to our 
economy. And if you look at history, you see why we should be concerned about widespread public 
dissatisfaction with our capital markets. That dissatisfaction could lead to damaging regulatory 
restrictions which could make it impossible for those markets to serve our economy with maximum 
effectiveness. 
 
To complicate matters, our financial markets—and other key elements of the financial services 
industry—are undergoing a profound change. This makes them vulnerable. The last thing that Wall 
Street needs these days is to lose the confidence of the American people. What can you and I do about 
the ethical problems of our society? As I see it, we’re not helpless.  
 
On that subject, let me mention an interview with Jerald Jellison, professor of psychology at the 
University of California. It appeared in U.S. News and World Report in 1984. The article is entitled ‘Why 
Cheating is on the Rise in the U.S.’ Professor Jellison acknowledged that—for better or for worse—the 
ethical lessons that we learn early in our lives have a big impact on how we behave as adults. But he also 
said, and I quote, ‘instances of dishonesty have a snowball effect. Many people tend to think that since 
everyone else is cheating, they have to do the same in order to protect themselves.’  
 
I think that’s sad but true. However, if you look at it another way, it means that each of us have the 
potential for what I call ‘ethical leverage.’ What I mean is that by example we can inspire others. We can 
encourage others to do what is right every time we have the courage and the wisdom to stand tall and 
‘Just say no!’ Equally important as ethics is the need for ‘balance’—balance in our business lives, and 
balance in our personal lives.  
 
To illustrate, I want to tell a brief story about a young MBA grad from a school I won’t name. This freshly 
minted MBA was employed by a company in Chicago. One day, a last minute problem prevented our 
MBA’s boss from making use of a ticket to hear Sir George Solti conduct the Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra performing Schubert’s ‘Unfinished Symphony.’ The boss offered the ticket to our MBA—who 
gladly accepted. The next morning, the boss received a nice thank-you note along with a memorandum 
that read:  
 
‘Thought you’d like to have my analysis of the performance.  
 
One: For considerable periods of time, the four oboe players had nothing to do. Their number should be 
reduced, and their work spread over the rest of the orchestra.  
 
Two: All 12 violins were playing identical notes. This seems to be unnecessary duplication. The staff of 
this section of the orchestra should be drastically diminished.  
 
Three: Much effort was absorbed in the playing of ‘eighth’ notes. They seem to be an excessive 
complication. All notes could be rounded off to the nearest quarter. If this were done, it would be 
possible to make use of trainees and lower-grade operators.  
 
Four: No useful purpose is served by having the horns repeat the same passage that has already been 
played by the strings. If all such redundant passages were eliminated, the concert could be reduced 
from two hours to approximately 20 minutes.  
 
Finally: If Schubert had been better organized, he probably would have been able to finish this 
symphony.’  
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Hard work and attention to detail are absolutely necessary if you want to succeed in business. But you 
don’t want to be like our young MBA and miss the forest for the trees.  
 
There are many aspects to our lives. We are members of communities … we’re employees … we may be 
husbands, or wives, or parents … and more. We all have to balance the various parts of our lives. Yet, 
when we do try to balance our lives, we are faced with tough trade-offs. Spending more time with our 
families … or in volunteer work … or in any other worthwhile way … will mean time away from our 
offices. There’s no denying that. And it may seem to be at the expense of our careers.  
 
But the fact of the matter is that it’s absolutely essential for each of us to widen our focus. For one 
thing, it renews us. It re-energizes us. Among other things, this makes us more creative in relating to the 
needs of our clients and our colleagues. And that gives us an important competitive edge.  
 
I’d also like to make the case for ‘balance’ in a broader context. Specifically, I want to comment on a 
significant imbalance that’s developed in the financial structures of many of our corporations. I’m 
referring to the fact that through management buyouts … leveraged buyouts … takeovers …and 
leveraged recapitalizations … company after company has come to really heavily on debt rather than 
equity. This is a serious matter because many of these firms are pillars of our economy. However, they 
are flagrantly abandoning time-honored standards of financial prudence.  
 
Now, I would be the last to argue that financial guidelines should be rigidly obeyed when they’re clearly 
obsolete. But I think we ought to be cautious when it comes to the kind of financial wizardry we’ve seen 
in recent years. For sure, it’s demonstrated its power to convert many of our nation’s major 
corporations into ‘debt junkies.’ But that financial wizardry hasn’t had its magic tested in a recession. A 
recession is a matter of ‘when’…not ‘if!’ And when it does arrive, firms saddled with heavy debt-service 
obligations could find themselves galloping over a financial cliff. Put aside the possibility of a 
recession…the leveraging of corporate America still poses a serious long-term threat. It has to do with 
funds that should be dedicated to research and development … and capital investment. Instead, these 
dollars will disappear into interest charges and repayment of principal. After all, companies are going to 
have to service the bank loans … the junk bonds … and other forms of debt that have crowded their way 
onto their balance sheets.  
 
In the meantime, in 1992, Europe will become a huge and dynamic unified market. And japan doesn’t 
look like its growth is going to stop anytime soon, So, what will we tell your children—my generation’s 
grandchildren—if they have to ask us why we passed on to them an economy that limps along behind its 
competitors? We need to return to more balance capital structures in our companies. And you and I and 
all others who manage this nation’s economic resources have to make that a high priority.  
 
I’ve said a few words about ethics, and a few words about balance. Now I’d like to focus on my third and 
final topic. Just last month, an issue of Time Magazine printed a letter-to-the-editor from a Mr. John 
Karakash, of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. I want to read two lines from that letter to you tonight. 
Quote…’When I landed here as an immigrant, I learned about the Bill of Rights. Naïve and ignorant, I 
inquired whether there was also a Bill of Responsibilities.’ I think Mr. Karakash was on to something. 
And so, I want to talk for a moment about ‘responsibilities.’ In my view, each of us should live our 
personal and professional lives as if, in fact, a Bill of Responsibilities existed.  
 
We simply cannot say ‘let the government do it.’ Government frequently has neither the necessary 
resources nor the necessary will. Therefore, one of our responsibilities should be to encourage and help 
the companies that employ us to meet their social responsibilities. If we, and the companies we work 
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for, provide the needed leadership and make the essential commitments, this nation of ours will, in fact, 
be a better society. Business and business-people can and should point the way.  
 
Responsibilities exist in our personal lives … as well as in our business lives. Each of us much put 
something back into the system. That is, to me, the least that we can do in appreciation of the 
opportunities that our country makes available to us. As a practical matter, that means putting 
something back into our institutions—in particular, our nation’s colleges and universities. Not 
surprisingly, there’s one university in my mind that stands out way above the rest. It’s my alma mater—
and soon to be your alma mater—this University of Michigan. In many respects this is a special place.  
 
I’d like to end my remarks this evening with some words spoken from my adopted state of Illinois—Adlai 
Stevenson. 25 years ago, at a graduation ceremony at Princeton University, he said: ‘Your days are short 
here…this is the last of your springs. And now in the serenity and quiet of this lovely place, touch the 
depths of truth, feel the hem. You will go away with old, good friends.  
 
“Don’t forget when you leave why you came.”  
 
Thank you … and good luck to all of you! 

 


