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To state it differently, the capitalist system is able to create
wealth (and thus add value to society), since human beings are
ethical enough to overcome the prisoners’ dilemma. That self-
interest promotes wealth creation is not the whole story of capi-
talism. More importantly, we are able to create wealth since we
are able co-operate. In order for us to co-operate, we need gener-
osity, friendship and trust. These virtues cannot be faked. For
meaningful, value-adding collaboration, these values need to be
lived. For example, McCloskey (2006) cites in her book,
Bourgeouis Virtues, a study which showed that the most success-
ful hotel owners of a resort, were those that were most generous
in sending business to their competition. This is because a com-
munity of hotel-owners formed, based on mutual reciprocity. As
a result, the business of all the members of this community
improved. The generosity required to create such a reciprocal
community cannot be based one some form of rational egoism.
The generosity needs to be real. 

Self-interest is the gas which fuels capitalism, but shared norms
and values is the engine on which it runs. 

Openness and tolerance

Being a nice guy to your friends is not the whole story. With the
globalisation of wealth creation, societies went from personal to
impersonal exchange (North, 1990). It is now necessary to inter-
act with people we do not know. For this to work, another impor-
tant social virtue is needed: tolerance. Prejudice toward those
outside one’s group limits the potential to exchange and collabo-
rate with the rest of the world. Furthermore, excluding a group of
people from employment decreases a country’s productivity,
since a large source of human capital is not used. For example,
the Portuguese inquisition was the worst thing that could hap-
pen to the Portuguese economy. Why? Because it chased away all
the Jews – the merchants and traders that were instrumental in
running the economy. They fled to Netherlands, were modern
capitalism consequently started (Landes, 1998). Idi Amin made
the same mistake with the entrepreneurial Indian community in
Uganda. 
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Globalisation in the 21st century: cause for optimism

Some scholars (Aram, 1999) believe that the further extension
and integration of capitalism will erode the social and political
foundations on which it is based. The nation-state, democracy,
and social cohesion are under threat by the capitalist drive which
breaks down walls, exacerbates social cleavages and emphasises
the individual over the community. These criticisms are not inval-
id, although I believe them based on the wrong reading of the
soul and creative spirit of humans. On the contrary, this age of
abundance and automation (Pink, 2005) will create more oppor-
tunities for meaningful, local, human exchanges. 

The importance of the softer skills in the era of automation

With increased standardisation of both products and production
processes, what is more important is not “what” you do, but
“how” you do it (Date, 2000). The technology and skills are now
available to anyone with enough initiative and start-up capital to
produce standardised products. It is therefore no longer the qual-
ity or price of a good that will differentiate a producer in the mar-
ket. A larger premium is now placed on the softer skills of human
interaction and personal relations. What more, ethical conduct is
becoming increasingly important, since it will come under scruti-
ny of consumers, empowered via information technology
(Friedman, 2005). Companies can no longer keep a reputation of
ethical business through a good PR manager. Multilateral trans-
fer of information has made the world way too transparent. The
only way to have a credible reputation is through credible ac-
tions. Ironically therefore, in a time that the need for efficiency
has driven everything to new levels of standardisation and where
everything looks so similar to the next, that which cannot be
standardised (the “how” and not the “what”) becomes the most
important. Standardisation creates a premium on originality; on
acting ethical; on being human. 



St. Gallen Wings of Excellence Award 2008 Jacobus Cilliers

32

A demand for meaning in the age of abundance

As more developing countries are introducing economic reform
to integrate into the capitalist world (Collier, 2007), creative indi-
viduals in those countries are given opportunities to create
wealth. In such an age of increasing abundance, consumption
starts to move away from satisfying purely physical or functional
needs (Pink, 2005). After satisfying the basic needs for survival,
consumers will increasingly look for products that will give them
meaning: consumption which satisfies emotional, spiritual and
ethical needs. 

The implication for this is that there is market pressure to create
meaning in production. A demand for goods that add values (and
not only value) to society (Friedman, 2005). I believe rich con-
sumers will increasingly demand products that are more unique,
more local, and more in congruence with their value system. 

This shift in demand is in congruence with capitalism, since the
capitalist system is non-discriminatory in its outcomes – it mere-
ly creates a platform for consumers to pay for what they want
and producers to produce what consumers want in the most effi-
cient way possible. The character of goods that emerge out of
this dynamic process depends on a complex interaction between
a myriad of economic agents. The capitalist system can therefore
be seen as nothing more than a foundation to a house. That
which emerges from it depends on the individual influence of
people that also need to satisfy their desire for meaning. 

The Ethical Businessman in the globalised world

Improved technology and the erosion of national borders are
changing the face of globalization. In the sophisticated business
environment there is increased need for specialization and inte-
gration, making it difficult to do everything on one country, let
alone one department (Friedman, 2005). In this world businesses
that succeed are not those that practice via command and con-
trol, but those that make use of co-operation and collaboration.
What more, Friedman (2005) argues that this form of collabora-
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tion is less vertical, and more horizontal – that is, between dif-
ferent departments with similar functions, rather than between
hierarchies of command within one company. With a world of 
digitization and automation, producing the best quality for the
cheapest price is not good enough anymore. What is needed is to
synthe-sise, integrate and innovate – and in an original and ethi-
cal way. 

So, what kind of entrepreneur will succeed in this new world? I
propose that she who excels in this new global world is not a lad-
der climber – one who understands and manipulates office poli-
tics. Rather, it is a connector – one who understands the power of
a network. Business ambition, I believe, should not be under-
stood in terms of a hierarchy of command, but in terms of a web. 

The network has no hierarchy (Cilliers, 1998). It has no fixed
structure, or rules or way of doing things. It is in constant flux,
making it more versatile and adaptable than a fixed structure. In
the network it is not possible to coerce; one needs to induce.
Some people are able to create more and stronger connections
than others. It is in these pockets of dense and strong connec-
tions that influence carries the deepest and furthest. Power grav-
itates to these areas. 

So, if a global player needs to be successful she needs to know
how to build a strong network around her. This can only be done
through truly connecting with others. These connections cannot
be faked, when swapping business cards at “networking events”.
They need to be real. If the link is not based on an authentic con-
nection, the web will break as soon as it needs to be used to in-
duce action. For truly strong, reciprocal bonds to form there
needs to be trust between people; and to be trusted one needs to
show integrity. 

In short: the best players in the game of global capitalism need to
be really nice guys, able to connect with a diversity of people and
who live authentic, value-based lives. Nice guys really do not
finish last. 
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Conclusion

Capitalism adds value to society, since making money requires
providing a service that people actually want. Profits, therefore,
are not a reflection of greed, but a reflection of relevant and high
quality products and services. Yet, the contribution of capitalism
is more than material. This paper has argued that capitalism is
based on strong ethical values such as generosity, trust and toler-
ance. Furthermore, capitalism actually encourages these values,
since these are necessary attributes for material success. This
paper further argued that the growing integration and extension
of global capitalism will encourage, both the ethical and the
local, since standardization and abundance puts a premium on
values and uniqueness. Nice guys really can finish first in the cut-
throat world of global capitalism.
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