Anatomy of Greed:

What do we expect from politicians?


In Anatomy of Greed: The Unshredded Truth from an Enron Insider, Brian Cruver reports his experiences leading up to and including the bankruptcy of Enron.  He was hired in only months before the monstrous corporation collapsed.  Cruver wrote about several incidents as simple facts, but these facts were important hints that led to the downfall of Enron.

Of the relationship between Enron and elected officials, the author wrote, “Finally, no sane politicians – especially those in the White House, with record-breaking approval rating, and despite strong Texas connections – would put reputations and reelections at risk by supporting the Crooked E” (190).  Cruver wrote these words while considering the possibility of a government bailout for Enron.  He considered it unlikely because there had been no hints, because the situation was due to fraud and scandals, and because of the reason described in the quote.

To fully understand the situation, one must have a basic understanding of why a government bailout would be considered.  Generally, corporations of Enron’s size can be considered “too big” to fail.  If the government intervened and kept Enron running, thousands of jobs would be saved, and the many customers of Enron would still have good contracts.  The theory is that it may be beneficial to the common good that Enron continues functioning.

It is an important but subtle point that Cruver did not even consider whether it would be beneficial for the common good if the government bailed Enron out.  Shouldn’t elected public officials be concerned with the common good?  Many would argue that this should be the primary concern of the government.  Catering to special interests is a frequent accusation applied to politicians.  If a politician were to have suggested that the government help Enron, it is likely that he would be accused of working for special interests and many would suspect him of being involved in the scandal.

Ironically, it is due to the risk of being accused of catering to special interests that Cruver believes politicians did not even consider whether bailing out Enron would be a good idea.  In other words, politicians let public opinion decide their actions.  Was that ethical?  The answer is debatable; some believe that elected representatives should simply mirror the opinions of their constituents.  However, it is a widespread idea that representatives should base their decisions on their own values, because the majority can be fickle or oppress the minority.  Following the latter school of thought, if a representative believed bailing out Enron would benefit society – yet did not promote the idea – that representative would be behaving unethically.

Truthfully, we do not know if any government officials believed bailing out Enron would benefit the common good.  However, Cruver insinuates that it is not even expected for a politician to consider the benefits to society: “…no sane politicians … would put reputations and reelections at risk.”  Should we be satisfied with politicians who are primarily concerned with being reelected instead of serving the public?

