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1. Introduction — after the party. Crisis
as foundation

Sara Louise Muhr, Bent M. Serensen and
Steen Vallentin

Allan Greenspan: 1 made a mistake in presuming that the self-interest of organi-
zations, specifically banks and others, were such as they were best capable of
protecting their own shareholders and their equity in the firms.

Henry Waxman: In other words, you found that your view of the world, your
ideology, was not right, it was not working.

Allan Greenspan: Absolutely, precisely. . . .
(International Herald Tribune, 24 October 2008)

The existentialist philosopher Seren Kierkegaard was familiar with the
situation in which Allan Greenspan, former chairman of the US Federal
Reserve and a fervent proponent of deregulation and neoliberal econom-
ics, found himself when facing the US Government Oversight Committee
of the House of Representatives, and its chairman, the Democrat Henry
Waxman on 23 October 2008. In 1843, Kierkegaard wrote a book about
such a critical event, Fear and Trembling (1983), in which he observed that
what we today as distinctively modern humans should be investigating is
the crisis. This category is, briefly put, the theme of this book. In the dire
turbulence of a financial crisis that has developed into a crisis of world
views and, indeed, a moral crisis as well, we want to investigate the ‘moral
foundations’ for managing the complexity of today’s business world.
Before we provide an overview of the contributions, we want to delve
into the notion of crisis itself and what today’s crisis may reveal about the
dominant version of contemporary capitalism. We will also survey the
‘moral’ answers to economic dilemmas, which in the last half century have
emerged under the aegis of corporate social responsibility. Lately, these
efforts has been given a distinctly philosophical turn, in the form of post-
structuralist thoughts regarding our responsibility towards ‘the Other’.
Such perspectives are surfacing now, and it is our conviction that they
will become more pertinent as the precariousness of our current system
becomes more and more visible, and, perhaps, more and more unbearable
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to the majority of the world’s population. For this majority, the crisis is
quite real and life threatening.

In the midst of crisis, we turn to Webster’s Dictionary to learn that
a crisis marks ‘a stage in a sequence of events at which the trend of all
future events, especially for better or worse, is determined’. The word’s
etymology links it to the Greek krisis, meaning ‘discrimination’ as well as
‘decision’: Kierkegaard himself linked the moment of decision directly to
madness.

Of course, when the economy heats up heading for its next collapse,
no voices of crisis are allowed to be heard: the hegemony of neoliberal
economics has silenced voices that would not believe in ends and limits of
growth. During this period, the market blessed us with growth in welfare
and spending abilities at a speed practically unequalled in the history of
man. Even the experience of the dot.com bubble, which burst in 2000, did
not lead to many second thoughts regarding the deregulating frenzy of
the preceding two decades. Rather, through low interest rates and what
has been termed ‘innovative financial products’, the real estate bubble
took over the role of supplying the middle class with free capital, which
was then converted into consumption. So it is Allan Greenspan who is
on trial, and he is surely responsible for the housing bubble through his
belief in a low interest rate policy and the viability of sub-prime lending.
But Kierkegaard would place every one of us in that chair, and hold
us responsible for our participation: it takes a crowd to make a market
inflate. The ethical question that guides Fear and Trembling remains one of
responsibility; Kierkegaard uses the case of Abraham, who faced the pos-
sible sacrifice of Isaac, but equally and more relevant for us, he was facing
the situation in which our ‘view of the world, [our] ideology, was not right,
it was not working’. This crisis is the moment of the ethical. It is, equally,
the moment, as we shall see, of the political; there is an ethics, if sometimes
only a distorted and twisted one, lurking in every political economy, and
the crisis brings it forth.

The neoliberal worldview remains, in our view, such a wrenched ethics,
or perhaps simply a lack of an ethics. A great number of the world’s uni-
versity economists are considered adherents of the neoliberal Chicago
school of economics, a train of thought, which has been celebrating an
unequalled success over the last 30 years. To such an extent, we will argue,
that it makes sense to talk about its fundamental principles as dogmas,
even religious ones. This is seemingly what chairman Waxman was on to
when he confronted Greenspan with the latter’s withering world view: ‘it
was not working’, he asked. Greenspan replied: ‘Absolutely, precisely’, and
continued: “You know, that’s precisely the reason I was shocked, because I
have been going for 40 years or more with very considerable evidence that
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it was working exceptionally well” (Knowlton and Grynbaum 2008). Forty
years may be a long time, but it is no eternity. Neoliberalism, in spite of its
dogmatic claims, now finds itself in an hour of reckoning as its temporal
and empirical limitations are being brutally exposed. Its tenets no longer
appear, if they ever did, as though they are inscribed on stone tablets
brought down from the mountain.

The religious nature of neoliberal economics and the piety we have paid
to finance capitalism for three decades goes even beyond Walter Benjamin’s
analysis of capitalism as a religion (Benjamin 1996). The most important
concept in neoliberalism is Adam Smith’s invisible hand (very sparsely
mentioned in Wealth of Nations (1937) as well as in what he considered his
major work, namely that on ethics, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1801)).
As Mark C. Taylor (2004) observes, Smith’s concept of ethics was really of
theological origin. Smith extends John Calvin’s concept of God’s invisible
providence to encompass the market. In his theology, Calvin contended
that whether a believer was to be saved or not was a given that could not be
changed, but success in this world would be an indication of success in the
coming world: thus, the (north-) western entrepreneur was born (Serensen
2008). But even if salvation is predestined, it is unknown. God’s providence
is invisible, yet omnipresent and faultless. With Smith, the market comes to
be understood in the same terms: the market is the place where the vices of
every one of us is melted into a common good, just as this would happen
earlier under the auspices of the Almighty (Taylor 2004). Today, the ‘self-
interest’ that Smith more soberly saw as the engine of the market, has, under
neoliberalism, been transformed into pure greed. So, the vice of greed,
which even Wall Street apologetics have been condemning lately, becomes
basically the very engine of neoliberalism, which sees in a completely ‘free
market’ a real utopian destiny (Gray 2003). Milton Friedman, the father of
the Chicago School, would go far in praising this religious utopia; his spiri-
tual forefather, the neo-classical archangel Friedrich A. von Hayek (1998,
p. 26) directly pointed to the socialists’ ‘courage to be Utopian’ as their
main advantage compared to the ‘true liberal’. In hindsight, 60 years later it
is clear that the true liberals had learned their lesson. Yet, the religion they
had conjured up delivered no redemption, only guilt. The housing bubble
may have been a bubble, but the foreclosure and unemployment rates point
to a real and material world-wide crisis.

While Naomi Klein’s The Shock Doctrine (2007) can be read as
Friedman’s spiritual obituary, we see Kierkegaard’s question as all the
more pertinent: what remains as our ethical demand, even under over-
whelming disaster, even under the shock of modernity, even when a
father has raised his knife over his only son’s body? This book does not
pretend to answer this question, but inserts itself, nevertheless, into such
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a fundamental, ethical crisis. Even if no answers are given, we may, hope-
fully, still be able to scrutinize how ethical theories and moral principles
are applied, practised and prioritized in today’s society and its organiza-
tions. While there is always an existential dimension to ethics, our focus
remains the more mundane, but no less interesting world of business and
management.

As said, a crisis marks a turning point, and it will be interesting to see,
whether the current financial crisis will lead us into an era of more wide-
spread moral concern about management. To what extent will the moral
concerns that have been raised in regard to financial institutions trickle
down into the real economy, so to speak, and affect the way that we think
about business and management in general?

Certainly, deregulatory modes of finance capitalism with their built-in
belief in the self-sustaining force of self-interest have, for the time being,
lost most of their appeal, even in quarters far removed from the opinions
of Naomi Klein. Dobson has suggested that while ethics has permeated the
disciplines of accounting, marketing and management, ‘finance survives as
the last bastion of a value-free business discipline’ (1997, p. xvii). Now,
with the benefit of hindsight, it would seem to most that even finance needs
to be infused with values beyond the purely economic and technical.

It may be that the last bastion of freedom from values in business is
shaking in its foundations, but it is not yet clear whether or to what extent
this will lead to an increased pondering of ethics and morality within busi-
ness and management in general. Thus, it may be argued that the problem
lies with finance and finance capitalism as such, and that the need for
intervention and reconsideration of fundamentals extends no further than
that. Also, many would argue, the solution is not for managers to (re)
consider ethics, the solution does not hinge on corporate management at
all, but rather on state intervention. The ineptitudes of the invisible hand
of the market that have come to the fore, calls less for the hand of manage-
ment and more for the hand of government to take charge. In the current
situation we should rely on law rather than morality. Of course, the hand
of government is already doing its work with unprecedented rescue and
stimulus packages being pushed through in order to avoid a complete
collapse of the economy.

Hence, the crisis is resulting in a rejuvenation of Keynesian economics.
But apart from this change of direction of the political economy, we are
also keen to look for possibilities of change and turning points in terms of
business economics and management. To turn the crisis into a problem of
political economy only or primarily is to locate the solution to the problem
(moral or otherwise) of irresponsibility in business outside business. It is
to accept that the solution rests with the state and is about regulation.
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Our point of departure is that we need to be open to the possibility that
corporate management and corporate self-regulation can also be part of
the solution, and that we need to reflect on this prospect — whether the
financial crisis signifies a new dawn for morality in business or not.

Of course, this is nothing new. The private sector has for decades been
called upon to help solve or alleviate social and environmental problems,
and many companies have heeded the call. It is said that there is today
not a single company in the Fortune 500 that does not have some kind
of policy regarding responsibility. Companies are engaging in a variety
of activities that have hitherto been associated with the state/govern-
ment or civil society, such as philanthropy and community investment,
environmental management, workers’ rights and welfare, human rights,
animal rights, corruption, corporate governance, and legal compliance.
Companies are increasingly presenting themselves as good corporate
citizens and making contributions to sustainable development in the
broadest sense. Corporate managers are showing a willingness to let their
actions and decisions be guided by the demands and expectations of a
broad variety of stakeholders rather than the narrow financial interests of
owners/shareholders alone.

In the wake of the financial crisis, even former General Electric Chairman
Jack Welch, who is often considered to be the ‘father’ of the shareholder
value movement, has renounced his former beliefs. In a Financial Times
interview conducted in March 2009, Welch said: ‘On the face of it, share-
holder value is the dumbest idea in the world’. He continued: ‘Shareholder
value is a result, not a strategy. . . . Your main constituencies are your
employees, your customers and your products’. Welch even went as far
as to suggest that ‘[t]he idea that shareholder value is a strategy is insane.
It is the product of your combined efforts — from the management to the
employees’ (Guerrera 2009). Obviously, Welch conveniently wants to dis-
associate himself from the kind of management that hinges on quarterly
profits and share price gains as opposed to long-term development and
strong stakeholder relationships. His admission is too late, though. At
this point, it is obvious to most that there is a need for a more social and
sustainable conception of the firm.

The most commonly used concept in this regard is CSR — corporate
social responsibility. Indeed, many would argue that CSR — rather than
business ethics — is the most promising way to approach and counter
moral deficits in business. CSR would seem more attuned to the reality of
responsibility and its societal circumstances than business ethics, which,
instead of looking for observable events and relationships in the social
world, is ‘centered on moral evaluation, judgment, and prescription of
human action’ (Swanson 1999, p. 507). However, the current crisis is as
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good an occasion as any to (re)consider what is the most appropriate
vocabulary for addressing moral concerns. At first sight the CSR literature
certainly seems to provide moral assurance. Howard R. Bowen is often
credited with being the inventor of the modern concept of social responsi-
bility (Carroll 1999). In his book Social Responsibilities of the Businessman
(Bowen 1953, p. 6), he defined social responsibility as ‘the obligations
of businessmen to pursue those policies, to make those decisions, or to
follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the objectives
and values of our society’. In line with this statement, much of the CSR
literature has a strong moral imperative (Scherer and Palazzo 2007). It
provides an affirmation of the social and embedded nature of business and
the obligations implied by its intimate relationship with society.

Normative contributions to CSR build on a moral concern with business
and economic life that has a long history; it goes back at least to the days
of burgeoning industrialism in the West. For instance, the French sociolo-
gist Emile Durkheim, in the 1890s, described the business professions as
being devoid of a professional ethics and regarded economic activity as
operating outside the sphere of morals and being almost entirely removed
from the moderating effect of obligations. He spoke of the amoral char-
acter of economic life as amounting to a public danger because it can be
a source of demoralization for those individuals who spend their working
lives in the industrial and commercial sphere. Durkheim (1992, p. 12)
asked the quite existential question: ‘If we live amorally for a good part of
the day, how can we keep the springs of morality from going slack in us?
... If we follow no rule except that of clear self-interest, in the occupations
that take up nearly the whole of our time, how should we acquire a taste
for any disinterestedness, or selflessness or sacrifice?” Ideally, then, CSR
can be considered as a modern-day effort to moderate economic rational-
ity and remoralize business by making it accountable to societal demands
and expectations regarding responsibility.

However, this is not the whole story about CSR. CSR is most often
defined as being voluntary (Carroll 1999), and this feature encapsulates
both the hopes and the fears that are associated with the concept. The hope
is that with CSR we get more than the bare minimum of responsibility
from business — more than we bargained for, so to speak, and that business
can indeed be a progressive force for good. The hopeful thus argue that
business has an all-important part to play in finding solutions to the social
and environmental problems of the day and creating a more sustainable
economy. The fear comes from a general suspicion of everything ‘corpor-
ate’ (and its ability to self-regulate in a sustainable manner), and from a
particular concern that CSR, when all is said and done, is all about money
and mostly for show. Without rules and democratic checks and balances
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in place, there is no reason to believe that CSR is about long-term invest-
ments and commitments, and not just about fleeting political correctness
and short-term gains. CSR, the fearful argue, means more power and
influence to corporate managers, and, at least potentially, a hollowing out
of other (regulatory) modes of governance. In the words of Robert Reich,
CSR reflects ‘a kind of faux democracy [that] has invaded capitalism’
(2007, p. 207). Indeed, he argues, ‘[t]he soothing promise of responsibility
can deflect public attention from the need for stricter laws and regulations
or convince the public that there’s no real problem to begin with’ (ibid.,
p. 170). Of course, the same kind of argument has been promoted by
Friedman (1962 and [1970] 2001) and Hayek (1960) for decades (see also
Crook 2005). The diagnoses of CSR are thus similar on the political left
and right. It is the suggested solutions that differ — government regulation
and free market economy, respectively.

Either way, the fear has precedence. As Frederick (2006, p. 7) points out,
CSR has curious origins. Although popular belief is that business opposes
CSR, the core idea of social responsibility first took roots in the minds
of big business executives. Historically, ‘CSR was not born in opposition
to the business order but was encapsulated within the capitalist system
and became an integral part of the free-enterprise market economy — and
was subordinated to that system’s central values’. He continues: ‘CSR,
whatever form it takes, serves corporate interests and goals — and has been
intended to do so since its inception around the turn of the 20th century’.

Modern developments in CSR are taking it back to its corporate roots,
so to speak, and (re)aligning it with the profit motive. Hence, in later years
there has been a strong focus on the notion of strategic CSR, which is about
realizing that CSR can be much more than an externally imposed cost or
constraint: ‘It can be a source of opportunity, innovation, and competi-
tive advantage’ (Porter and Kramer 2006, p. 82). According to Porter and
Kramer, value creation should be the guiding principle behind CSR: ‘The
essential test that should guide CSR is not whether a cause is worthy but
whether it presents an opportunity to create shared value — that is, a mean-
ingful benefit for society that is also valuable to the business’ (ibid., p. 84).

The significance of the turn towards an economic understanding of CSR
is not limited to the world of business and academia. It is also making
inroads in politics and in governmental approaches to CSR. Although
CSR is defined from the corporate point of view, it is an issue that gov-
ernment seems more and more concerned with and eager to address and
which is increasingly becoming the object of governmental activity at the
level of EU policy and at national, regional and local policy levels. One of
the reasons for this activity is the emergence of this new, convenient and
seductive ‘truth’ about CSR, namely that it is good for business and good
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for the economy. We are thus witnessing the emergence of competitiveness
as the new orthodoxy of government in regard to CSR.

In the eyes of European governments, CSR used to be about social
issues, social cohesion and inclusive labor markets. The aim was to make
business carry its part of the social burden and give something back to
society. The language was one of social obligations. Now, CSR is increas-
ingly seen as a strategic advantage and therefore as a lever for, again,
value creation, economic growth and competitiveness. The language is
one of economic policy, and the message from government is that busi-
ness should engage in CSR to do well rather than good. This view of CSR
conveniently reconciles possible tensions between the interests of society
and the interests of business. It dispels fears of government standing in the
way of free markets and hindering the free flow of trade and competition
when concerning itself with and acting upon corporate responsibilities.
Before, government intervention in CSR would be associated with undue
and potentially harmful interference imposing restraints and additional
costs on business. Now, government works instead to help companies
identify/create and act upon strategic opportunities in their environment.
Curiously, government promotes CSR by pushing the profit motive, not
by restraining it (Vallentin and Murillo 2009). Indeed, we are witnessing
an economization of the political that transforms the instruments of public
authority, ‘replacing laws with guidelines, relying on self- and reflexive
regulation and treating normative prescriptions in general as commodities
that are to be produced, distributed and consumed by a host of agencies,
enterprises and non-profit organizations’ (Shamir 2008, p. 2).

Porter and Kramer (2006) argue that CSR tends to pit business against
society and to focus on tensions and frictions rather than interdependencies
and points of intersection between one and the other. In their view, CSR
is a wonderland of strategic opportunities and win-win situations waiting
to happen — and mostly absent of points of contention and moral conflict.
Their approach is indicative of an emerging neo-liberal imagination in
CSR, which dissolves the epistemological distinction between economy and
society by grounding social relations in the economic rationality of markets.
The result is an economization of morality in the sense that moral duties
and considerations lose their character as liabilities and re-emerge as busi-
ness opportunities (Shamir 2008). We thus see ‘a shift from deontological
ethics to teleological (consequentialist) ethics that subordinate socio-moral
sensibilities to the calculus of possible outcomes, to the test of cost—benefit
analyses and to the criteria of reputational-risk management’ (ibid., p. 14).

Although such an economizing approach may be considered as abso-
lutely crucial for a widespread mainstreaming of CSR to take place, it also
gives reason for concern. Mainstreaming may come at too high a cost.
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What happens to CSR in the process? Are we witnessing a kind of eco-
nomic colonization, appropriation or takeover of CSR at the public policy
level? And, if so, what social issues and concerns may be pushed to the
side in the process (Vallentin and Murillo 2009)? Scherer et al. (2006) have
argued that as long as the norm of profit maximization remains the final
point of reference and strategic concerns and ‘good ethics is good business’
rule the day, it is false labeling to claim to be dealing with ‘corporate social
responsibility’.

Where does that leave us, then? Well, CSR emerges as a concept that
is invested with many different meanings and values, and which has an
air of moral ambiguity about it. Although the ongoing mainstreaming of
the concept can be considered as progress in the sense that it is all about
spreading the message and making it more approachable and digestible
for business leaders, it also, to a certain extent, implies an abandonment of
ethics and moral concerns. Such concerns are not altogether disregarded,
but they become secondary; at best, they become a means to an economic
end. This development is hardly surprising in that it merely confirms an
often observed ability of capitalism to adjust itself to new challenges, to
translate and absorb disturbances and frame them in its own image. From
an ethical point of view, however, this is hardly reassuring. It suggests that
we need to keep a critical, albeit not skeptical, distance to developments
in CSR, and that there is a continued need for ethical reflection and the
work of business ethics — in spite of the success of CSR in capturing the
responsibility agenda. We need to go back to ethics.

But what kind of ethics do we need? Common definitions of ethics are
concerned with attempts to build systematic sets of normative prescrip-
tions about human behavior and codes to govern everyday morals and
morality. Philosophers and others ‘use the tools of reason to generate rules
which should guide our judgment in particular and general circumstances’
(Parker 1998, p. 1). However, as Parker also points out, ‘the project of
ethics . . . seems to have spent an awful lot of time going nowhere’ (ibid.).
The idea of foundational ethical codes is no longer taken seriously by very
many, which suggests that ethical reflection has to proceed without hope
of reaching anything resembling an ultimate point of moral justification.
Modern normative approaches to business ethics are perfectly able to
function without recourse to any (supposedly) final assurances of right
and wrong. Their ultimate goal is not to dissolve moral doubts and insecu-
rities, ambiguities and dilemmas but rather to bring them out in the open.
They do not promote ethics in terms of rules and rationality but rather
seek to undermine and question such being.

The promise of a just world thus seems hollow and recent literature has
attempted to disturb and question this promise. Critchley (2007, p. 92)
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for example asks ‘what might justice be in a violently unjust world’, and
makes us reflect over the fact that there is no perfect solution and there is
no promise of a just world. What we can do is to constantly question and
be critical towards general practice and thus make sure that we never stop
trying. This book is a contribution to the critical perspective on business
ethics, and thus tries to question the autonomy and self-evidence of the
‘good’ in business ethics.

The word ‘ethics’ is therefore not as simple as some business ethicists
often seem to suggest. Some might argue that a critical approach ends
in a relativist ‘anything goes’ position, but as this book shows, a critical
conception means that we take into account the difficulties that ethical
decisions necessarily entail, the undecidability experienced when having
to make an ethical decision (see for example Derrida 1992, 1995) and the
infinity of responsibility, that is the impossibility of ever being responsible
enough (Levinas 1969, 1981).

This view of responsibility obviously places a critical burden on CSR,
especially considering the strategic turn developments within this field
have recently taken. CSR risks becoming something that is done for eco-
nomic reasons, a means to another end, and companies engaged in CSR
can be accused of only caring for the other because the other serves a
business purpose, not for a more profound ethical reason (see for example
Jones et al. 2005, p. 122). As Derrida argues, ethics needs to hold a level of
secrecy (Derrida 1995) to avoid falling into the circular movement of eco-
nomics, which is devoid of ethics (Derrida 1992). For an act to be ethical
one cannot expect a given return on an ethical act. In fact the ethical act
must remain a secret or even better completely unknown or unnoticed.
What Derrida means with this is that as soon as ethics becomes a calcula-
tion of benefits, it is not about being good to others, but about securing
personal gains. In that way, it is not said that CSR is a bad thing, it can
very well be good, but codes and rules are just never enough, responsibil-
ity also needs to have a certain personal aspect (Muhr 2008). On the same
note, Levinas argues that responsibility is not a duty or a matter of com-
plying with a rule, but rather an ability to respond to and not ignore the
other’s call. Responsibility is in this way never final, it is always infinite in
the sense that one can never be responsible enough, there is always more
to do, other others to respond to. Responsibility is therefore shown in a
response, which is always given in the light of undecidability and unknow-
ingness. There are always limits to full responsibility (Loacker and Muhr
2009). One can never be fully responsible, but as long as we constantly try,
we are, according to Butler, not being irresponsible. And if we are after all,
‘we will surely be forgiven’ (Butler 2005, p. 136).

Even this short introduction holds many different viewpoints and refers
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to many different ethical issues. That is exactly the point. The point of
this book is not to define a ‘new business ethics’, but rather to discuss its
limits (see also Jones 2003). With this book we therefore want to question
the assumption that we can meaningfully talk about a ‘right’ decision or
what it means to be ‘good’. We therefore want to expose business ethics
to its crises rather than formulate its solutions. We are in a time of crisis
and as such a time shows there are no definite answers to what it means to
be responsible. Rather a time of crisis invites questioning and challenging
common sense. This book is a collection of texts that critically investigates
what ethics means. The ten chapters that follow thereby critically question
the general assumption that there can be a business ethics.

In Chapter 2, Martyna Sliwa and George Cairns discuss values and
ethics in the context of international business (IB). They critique main-
stream sources of business education for a too restricted and narrow view
on ethics and values. Instead, they set out to reconstitute it based on a dif-
ferent set of ethical principles and values. The authors propose an ethical
paradigm for building IB theory and practice drawing upon a contem-
porary interpretation of Aristotle’s concept of phronésis, or ‘prudence’,
found in his Nicomachean Ethics.

The value perspective is continued in Chapter 3 where Jeanette
Lemmergaard explores ways of enacting Scandinavian value-based man-
agement, that is, managing through communicating social values and
ethical stances. Through a case-study she illustrates the dilemmas and
paradoxes of how value-based management is conducted in a Danish
knowledge-intensive organization. She concludes her chapter with a dis-
cussion of why value-based management is more than just defining and
formulating appealing phrasings. More important — and more difficult — it
is the ongoing process and commitment at all organizational levels.

In Chapter 4, Dan Kirreman and Mats Alvesson take a particular
interest in the concealment of the moral dimension. With this in mind they
develop the concept of ethical closure, which they define as the ways ethical
considerations are arrested, blocked, and short-circuited. The chapter then
focuses on identifying specific categories of ethical closure (sealing, brack-
eting, double dehumanization, and moral commodification) in a Swedish
media organization. The authors argue that the combined effect of the
categories of ethical closure makes it difficult for newsmakers to engage
in ethical reflection in matters that concern their work. Since processes of
closure counteract ethical reflection through indirect displacement, rather
than direct oppression, they also become difficult to resist. By arguing this,
the authors criticize the code-based view on ethics and they instead discuss
the possibility that ethical codes of conduct may fuel rather than solve
certain ethical problems.
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In Chapter 5, Steen Vallentin explores the role of public opinion in
defining corporate responsibilities, and thereby makes a case for a political
understanding of CSR. Public opinion is a highly influential political force
that has many points of intersection with business, but recognition of its
significance does not necessarily imply recognition of its democratic value.
Public opinion is certainly a democratic ideal, but it is a contested ideal:
hero to some, villain to others. Thus, the chapter emphasizes the contested
and ambiguous nature of public opinion and its different articulations —
and the need for a political understanding of CSR to embody a critical
mode of reflection. This embodiment seeks to elucidate the conflicts and
problems that come to the fore in political struggles over the meaning
and value of CSR. More specifically, the chapter is concerned with the
ways in which public opinion is framed and given political meaning by the
opposing camps in the on-going battle of ideas over CSR.

In Chapter 6, Samuel Mansell explores the possibilities and limits of
moral argument in informing the development of corporate legislation.
Through a thorough philosophical consideration, of what is implied in
the concept of a moral argument, the author presents us with an in-depth
analysis of among others, the work of John Stuart Mill. Based on this, he
outlines a dialectical framework in which a moral basis for regulation can
be conceived. The author thus shows that ‘objectivity’ need not be con-
sidered as the dogmatic imposition of an ideology, which closes down all
space for discussion. Indeed, the very notion of contesting an idea by pro-
viding better reasoning and evidence in support of an alternative is accord-
ing to the author inconsistent with the denial that one may be ‘correct’ or
incorrect’ in the assertion one makes.

In Chapter 7, Cécile Rozuel engages in the field of moral psychology.
Opposite the former chapter she thus takes a much more individualistic
approach and links morality to the realization of being a self. Rouzel
emphasizes Carl G. Jung’s psychology and argues that it has a distinctive
ethical dimension, which articulates around the concept of conscience and
the archetype of the self. Knowing oneself and becoming an individual are
purported to be moral tasks. From this point of view, she perceives the
human being as a complex, but whole being, with physical, rational, emo-
tional and spiritual dimensions. Through two case-studies, she explores
sense-making of moral experiences in what she, following Jung defines as
‘the persona’ and its correlate ‘self-image’.

In Chapter 8, Emma Louise Jeanes and Sara Louise Muhr argue for
an ethics based on the theoretical perspective Samuel Mansell in Chapter
6 was critical towards. In taking this stand, they are critical of the pros-
pect of ethical guidance as they argue that guidance and control also
takes away individual responsibility for behaving ethically. Instead, these
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authors argue for a Levinasian ethics of the Other, which places ethics at
the heart of social relations. Levinasian ethics is an ethics without a system
of judgment, but an ethics by which one experiences a calling into ques-
tion in the face of others. Through a case-study of a human rights project
in South Africa, the authors further explore the limits to guidance and
argue that rules are never enough to ensure moral behavior. Instead, the
universality of justice comes from the singularity of the respect for another
human being as Other.

In Chapter 9, Alf Rehn investigates what a moral foundation of man-
agement might look like. To do this, he invites the reader to revisit the
very roots of human economies. By bringing in notions from economic
anthropology and primatology the author shows that notions such as
empathic response and honor are concepts that have been either ignored
or discounted as archaic or too trivial. The author reclaims the impor-
tance of empathic response and honor and uses them to query the very
notion of a business ethics and to suggest an actual moral foundation of
management. In doing so, he argues that the power/knowledge regime
of management studies suffers from an ethical problem of limiting the
discourse to things that can be managed within an agreed-upon ideology
of what constitutes management. By bringing in themes that break with
the tradition in organization studies, the author then raises the issue of
epistemological comfort as a necessary part of ethics. The author calls on
us to ask ourselves whether the limitations we are imposing on our field of
study needs to be studied as a form of ethics, and whether these limitations
in fact make us less ethically aware.

In Chapter 10, Rasmus Johnsen engages in the debate concerning clini-
cal psychopathy among employees and managers. He enters this debate
with a critique of the distinction between ‘psychopath’ and ‘normal’ and
argues that in the first place being able to speak about organizational psy-
chopaths reflects the problematic issues in understanding socially unac-
ceptable behavior as mental illness. The author then warns against the
dangerous implications in using pathology instrumentally in power strug-
gles on the labor market. In doing this, he argues that the organizational
psychopath represents a boundary phenomenon of monstrous hybridiza-
tion. He then analyses the organizational psychopath as a modern version
of the werewolf and argues that it becomes a matter of how the ‘human’
has come to be understood through the human-animal divide. Like the
werewolf, the organizational psychopath represents the lack of sponta-
neous judgments and moral acts of authentic human behavior and can
therefore not be seen as a proper human resource.

In the last chapter, Chapter 11, Thomas Taro Lennerfors critically
investigates the principal-agent notion of corruption, and argues that
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current research might do more to limit our understanding of corruption
than to guide it forward. Taking a psychoanalytic perspective, the author
argues that one cannot understand corruption if one ignores desire. To
engage further with a psychoanalytical understanding of corruption the
author emphasizes the necessity of understanding the so-called ‘two bodies
doctrine’. The two bodies doctrine basically means that by splitting one’s
self, one can free the authentic self of the burden of corrupt behavior. In a
Zizekian reading of this, the author shows that when a person occupies an
office, a symbolic place of power, his or her body gets supplemented with
an inseparable, sublime substance. The author concludes the chapter by
arguing that corruption is not only the actions of an agent. Instead, the
main crime is the place, a place that is vested ideologically with desire.
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2. Developing a new ethics of
international business: possibilities
and role of educators

Martyna Sliwa and George Cairns

1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter engages with the subject of values and ethics within the field of
international business (IB), in particular, in relation to the current paradigm
of IB knowledge as represented through mainstream! sources produced for
the purposes of educating students towards developing skills and compe-
tences as future actors involved in IB activities. Our aim is, first, to critically
interrogate the ethical assumptions behind contemporary IB knowledge,
and second, to explore the possibilities for reconstituting it based on a dif-
ferent set of ethical principles and values. Our overview of the values and
ethics underpinning IB theories and managerial practice promoted in the
mainstream texts leads us to conclude that they do not provide a basis for
the establishment of responsible and sustainable systems, norms, incentives
and behaviors. We therefore try to answer the question, to what extent and
in what way can we, as IB academics and educators, contribute to the
development of IB knowledge, which would challenge the current rhetoric
of neo-liberal market economics and profit maximization. In doing so, we
propose an ethical paradigm for building IB theory and practice drawing
upon a contemporary interpretation of Aristotle’s concept of phronésis, or
‘prudence’, found in his Nicomachean Ethics.

We locate our discussion within the tradition of a critical pedagogy
that is committed to ‘personal and societal transformation towards more
just, free and equitable conditions through an integrative combination
of critical analysis and collective action’ (Fenwick 2005, p. 31). Writings
of a critical nature, in particular in relation to management education,
have been developed in response to a shift towards the application of
market logic to the way in which academic institutions are managed and
to the kind of content they convey to those they educate (cf. Welsh and
Dehler 2007). Authors within the field of critical management education
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(CME) have voiced concerns about the emergence and subsequent domi-
nance of the current paradigm of ‘education for the organization’s sake’
(Antonacopoulou 2002, p. 193) and have pointed to the conditions of ‘the
intellectual tyranny of the economic mindset’ (Hendry 2006, p. 268) in
present-day universities. There have also been attempts to set out princi-
ples for critical pedagogic engagement, including:

® a commitment to questioning the assumptions and taken-for-granteds
embodied in both theory and professional practice . . .

® an insistence on foregrounding the processes of power and ideology . . .

® a perspective that is social rather than individual . . .

® the realization of a more just society based on fairness, democracy and
‘empowerment’ of identifying and contesting sources of inequity and the
suppression of the voices of minorities.

(Perriton and Reynolds 2004, p. 65)

Despite the fact that the project of critical pedagogy in management
education has evoked considerable research interest, practical resources
for those wishing to teach management-related subjects critically remain
scarce. In addition, whilst they can be relatively easily identified for the
purposes of teaching general management and organization theory, educa-
tors are left with little choice when teaching more specialist subjects, such
as operations management, finance, accounting, strategy or international
business. In our own recent research we have engaged with the topic of
teaching IB critically through an application of a critical analytical frame-
work for interrogating the content of mainstream IB textbooks (Sliwa and
Cairns 2009) as well as proposing a stakeholder-focused approach based
upon the application of scenario method (Cairns et al. 2008; cf. van der
Heijden et al. 2002). In the discussion presented in this chapter we argue
that it is important for researchers and educators in the area of IB to
contribute to the project of CME through writing educational materials;
such as textbooks, case studies and articles; that address the subject of IB
knowledge from what we refer to as a ‘phronetic perspective’.

To this end, the remaining parts of this chapter are structured as
follows. First, we briefly discuss the intellectual roots of IB knowledge
in the historical, economic and social context of its emergence. We then
move on to consider more recent theoretical developments in the field,
specifically their link with the emergence of the multinational enterprise
(MNE) as the key player in IB in the second half of the 20th century.
We show how the goals of the MNE are presented as the priority within
contemporary IB practice, as disseminated through the major body of IB
research and in mainstream textbooks. In particular, using a range of firm-
based theories of IB as examples, we show how, within the rhetoric of
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profit maximization and shareholder value, they subjugate the interests of
other groups of stakeholders. We argue that, since these theories underlie
management knowledge constructed within the discipline of IB, the ethical
assumptions, which are implicit in IB textbooks, are grounded in a narrow
paradigm, privileging the shareholders and managers of the MNE. We
offer illustrative examples of this in relation to organizational practices
within the domains of operations, HRM and accounting at a global
level. Subsequently, we offer suggestions regarding the development of a
phronetic approach to IB knowledge; one that would move away from the
ethics of profit maximization and shareholder return; that would take into
account the interests of a variety of parties involved in and affected by IB;
and that would present IB-related theories and practices in such a way that
critical reflection would be promoted.

2. ETHICS AND THEORIES OF INTERNATIONAL
BUSINESS

In the space of this chapter, we cannot address the full range of theories of
IB in detail, but we draw upon selective examples from a range of sources
in order to highlight several key issues:

e International business has developed from an historical basis
of exploitation of political, economic and military strength
differentials;

e Contemporary IB theories are grounded in the continuance of these
differentials as a source of competitive advantage for the ‘good’ of
the firm;

e Reliance upon such theories renders IB inherently ‘unethical’ in
relation to the good of society at large at a global level.

In relation to its historical antecedents, Czinkota et al. (2005) describe how
IB has been used as a tool of governmental policy throughout history;
whether as an enabler of development, or as an instrument of coercion
and control. Early theories underpinning IB; for example mercantilism,
theory of absolute advantage and theory of comparative advantage;
were built around the concept of the nation state as the main actor in
trade exchanges, and upon an assumed imbalance of power relationships
between nations with regard to the distribution of physical and financial
resources. In these theories, the underlying notion of ‘good’ was that of
benefit to the individual nation state, and of social and moral improve-
ments for groups relative to their own previous situation. However, they
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did not see as problematic any notion of inequality of wealth distribution
across groups and between nations.

Whilst IB has a long history, recent developments in the fields of indus-
trialization and globalization, advances in transportation, and the growth
of multinational enterprises (MNEs) have led to an increase in its eco-
nomic, social and political significance. During the second half of the 20th
century, the central focus of IB moved from products to services and from
country-based to firm-based theories. The period was exemplified by the
establishment of economic dominance by multinational companies, which
in literature was reflected by a preoccupation with consideration of indus-
tries and markets. Accordingly, the definition of ‘good’ as centered on
the nation state has been replaced by one that places the firm as the main
actor in IB transactions. Contemporary theories, such as Linder’s (1961)
country similarity theory and Vernon’s (1966) product life cycle theory,
seek to enable the firm to achieve the highest possible returns for its finan-
cial shareholders. Similarly, global strategic rivalry theory (e.g. Krugman
1981; Lancaster 1980) outlines a variety of ways in which MNEs can seek
to gain advantage over their competitors. In these theories, the ethical
imperative is that of profit maximization for the global players and their
shareholders, whereby any negative impact on societies is not addressed.
This does not mean that negative social outcomes are not acknowledged.
In his theory of national competitive advantage, Porter (1990) recognizes
the existence of inequalities between and within nations and sees them, not
as a negative aspect of IB to be overcome, but as a potential source of com-
petitive advantage and a necessary condition for industry globalization.
Following a similar logic, Dunning’s (1993) ‘eclectic theory’ outlines how
successful foreign direct investment (FDI) by the firm is based upon the
combination of three conditions: ownership advantage, location advan-
tage, and internalization advantage. The second of these points to the need
for the continued existence of economic inequalities between home and
host countries, such that those who are used as labor by global companies
will, by definition, attract a low level of earnings. This translates into them
having a relatively low level of purchasing power and, as a result, they lack
the ability to buy those products and services that they might wish to. In
this way, the condition of poverty for sections of society is built into con-
temporary IB theories as a necessary enabler of industry globalization and
reduction in the costs of doing business.

Perhaps, for a critically minded reader, it is unsurprising that the IB-
related theories presented in mainstream textbooks carry an implicit
assumption about IB activities being essentially desirable and socially
valuable. It might also be seen as obvious that, similar to other texts
grounded in the managerial discourse, they present ‘an understanding of
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organizations as rational entities and of management as politically and
morally uncontentious’ (Grey 2003, p. 349). However, we would argue
that, since few of those who construct IB theories, write textbooks for stu-
dents and teach 1B currently locate themselves within the tradition of criti-
cal management studies (CMS) and CME, there is scope for pointing to
what some might see as obvious: that neither at its roots nor in more recent
conceptualizations, is a broad deontological ethics embedded in notions
of IB. Any ethical values that can be implied are those of a narrow and
exclusive perspective, evoking action, the morality of which is concerned
with the benefits for the few, rather than addressing the exploitation of the
many.

3. THE MORALITY OF IB PRACTICE

In the previous section, we have argued that the ethics underpinning the
conceptual roots of IB — both classical and more recent ones — promote
action, which benefits a few powerful actors, rather than society as a
whole. At present, the main entities addressed within mainstream IB
literature are MNEs, and conceptual and empirical research within the
discipline privileges the interests of their top managers and financial
stakeholders. As such, the knowledge constructed and conveyed through
textbooks, directed at students of IB and managers of companies involved
in IB practices, reflects the morality of managerialism and neo-liberalism
inherent in contemporary IB theories. Recommendations for conducting
business at an international level in accordance with this moral paradigm
address all functional areas of management discussed within IB textbooks,
including: production, marketing, research and development (R&D),
human resource management (HRM), accounting and financial manage-
ment. We recognize that it is possible to argue that, as far as business
ethics is concerned, self-interested behavior of companies leads to the best
possible outcome for society as a whole, or that, as claimed by Milton
Friedman (1962) in his book Capitalism and Freedom, the maximization
of shareholder value is the best way for corporations to serve societal
interests. Indeed, the assumption that maximizing total firm value will
result in maximizing social welfare underpins conventional firm theory
(Jensen 1988) and the view of ‘enlightened self-interest’ as a socially desir-
able approach to business ethics lies behind the philosophy of corporate
social responsibility. However, we concur with Banerjee (2007, pp. 1-2)
that enlightened self-interest ‘can only go so far in producing positive
social outcomes’ because ‘the imperatives of profit accumulation and
shareholder value maximization do not always create win—win situations
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but often result in dispossession, [whereas] the current political economy
results in an economic capture of the social that marginalizes millions of
people in the world’. Therefore, we feel the need to critically appraise the
ends to which the IB practices commonly discussed in textbooks lead.
Within the limited space of this chapter, we look at illustrative examples
from the canon typically adopted in business school education. The areas
we focus upon are: production, HRM and accounting.

One of the examples offered in the recently published text on interna-
tional business by Cavusgil et al. (2008) is that of the extent of internation-
alization of manufacturing and assembly operations by the computer firm
Dell. The authors present this case in the context of contemporary trends
in international production and logistics operations; such as outsourcing,
global sourcing and offshoring; whereby ‘the search for the best sources
of products and services’ is seen as ‘an ongoing task for managers’ (2008,
p. 484). Cavusgil et al. illustrate how just one product — the Dell Inspiron
Notebook Computer —is assembled from parts originating from numerous
locations across the world, including Malaysia, Mexico, China, Taiwan,
South Korea, Singapore, Thailand, the Philippines, Japan, Costa Rica
and Germany. The commentary provided by the authors does not address
questions such as the environmental cost of transportation involved in
building computers within the framework of global sourcing or the power
relationships within the global supply chains. Rather, it conveys to the
reader the message that what matters is whether global configuration of
activities contributes to the company’s success, since it is unproblemati-
cally assumed that contemporarily ‘firms shop around the world for inputs
or finished products to meet efficiency and strategic objectives and remain
competitive’ (2008, p. 484).

Another example, with reference to managing human resources interna-
tionally, is provided in Czinkota et al.’s (2004) text on the Fundamentals
of International Business. In discussing issues pertaining to ‘managing a
global workforce’, the authors focus on HR practices involved in employ-
ing managers for overseas assignments. The candidates, it is argued,
should be characterized by certain sets of competences, combined with
high levels of adaptability, and should have specific personal traits which
are seen as potentially contributing to their success as expatriate man-
agers. These selection criteria, such as adaptability, however, are not con-
strained to the candidates themselves, but extend to cover their families,
whereby family members become subject to ‘in-depth interviews. . . from
various perspectives’ (2004, p. 352). This type of screening is conceived as
necessary from the point of view of the company’s financial priorities, and
aims at reducing the losses related to ‘the cost of transferring a manager
abroad and the high attrition rates’ (2004, p. 352).
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As far as employment within IB of people other than expatriate man-
agers is concerned, Czinkota et al. (2004 p. 357) mention three perspectives
on ‘labor strategy’, namely ‘(1) the participation of labor in the affairs of
the firm, especially as it affects performance and well-being; (2) the role
and impact of unions in the relationship; and (3) specific human resource
policies, in terms of recruitment, training and compensation’. The subject
of non-managers employed globally by MNE:s is approached exclusively
from the point of view of fulfilling the company’s objectives of turnover
and profit generation. The voices of those employed by the MNEs across
the world, or the subcontractors located at different locations within the
global value chains dominated by the major players are, however, absent
from the discourse.

In a similar vein, the emphasis on profit maximization can be found in
discussions of accounting-related issues, as presented in texts on inter-
national business. For example, Shenkar and Luo (2008) introduce the
readers — prospective managers of companies operating internationally
— to transfer pricing strategies which are used by MNE:s in order to ‘earn
economic benefits such as tax avoidance by manipulating the price of intra-
MNE transactions’ (Shenkar and Luo 2008, p. 425). The authors offer illus-
trations of how, through over- or under-pricing products or intra-company
transactions, the MNE is able to reduce the amount of taxes paid in each of
the countries in which it operates. The ability to do this is presented as ben-
eficial for MNEs, based upon the unproblematically accepted assumption
that ‘when tax rates are different in two countries, MNEs favor low transfer
prices for goods and services bought by, and high transfer prices for goods
and services sold by, an affiliate in a low-tax jurisdiction’ (2008, pp. 426-7).
Other benefits for MNEs mentioned in the context of transfer pricing
refer to avoiding exchange controls, and hence overcoming governmen-
tal restrictions on imports of goods or withdrawal of funds from a given
country, and to increasing profits from joint ventures in order to enable ‘the
party to gain unilateral profit from controlling the joint venture’s import
and export activities’ (2008, p. 426). Whilst the explanation of transfer
pricing strategies is followed by a discussion of regulations and penalties
developed in response to MNEs’ transfer pricing practices, this is framed
within the context of conformance with the legal requirements of a given
country, rather than the moral dimension of tax avoidance and its implica-
tions for a range of stakeholders. Likewise, the emphasis on the benefit for
the MNE, rather than a concern for the well-being of other parties involved
in and affected by their activities, is present in the section on the use of tax
havens, where, without contesting the ethical aspect of their existence, it is
taken for granted that they are there since ‘high tax rates in many countries
have forced MNE:s to seek refuge in tax havens’ (2008, p. 429).
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From the above examples, taken from contemporary international
business textbooks, we posit that the morality underpinning the IB
knowledge conveyed to the students of the subject is one of exploitation
of opportunity and financial gain to serve the benefits of MNEs and their
shareholders.

4. SEEKING A NEW ETHICS OF IB - DRAWING
UPON PHRONESIS

Based upon our readings of these various examples of presentation of key
issues in IB in the canon of textbooks, we posit that they privilege the hege-
monic economic model of IB practice, not only subordinating other con-
siderations but, by and large, silencing other voices and excluding them
from the discourse. They show how global production and markets lead
firms to see the search for ever-lower costs of production as a prime driver.
When the work process can be physically detached from the market, jobs
will be moved across the world in search of the most efficient operational
base, as forms of decision-making on global workplace location develop
that are based upon recognition and maintenance of economic differen-
tials. In the IB literature, these differentials — as well as critical considera-
tion of key issues of cause and effect, inclusion and exclusion, winners and
losers — are not seen as problems to be addressed through changing the
contemporarily predominant models of IB practice.

In presenting the ‘Ethical dilemmas of critical management education’,
Fenwick (2005, p. 36) raises the question of ‘(h)ow can critical manage-
ment educators ethically justify engaging learners in an orientation that
may be impossible to enact in existing structures of practice?” We would
argue that, as educators, we have an influence upon those who in the
future will manage and work for organizations involved in international
activities and therefore we have a contribution to make in terms of chang-
ing existing structures of IB practice through encouraging our students
to critically examine their underlying ethics and values, as well as their
consequences for a range of parties, and through presenting our students
with examples of IB practices which are not usually discussed in main-
stream textbooks. Like Banerjee (2007), Jones et al. (2005); as well as such
diverse supporters and critics of globalization as ex-WTO advisor Philippe
Legrain (2002), former World Bank economist Joseph Stiglitz (2002), and
critical journalists Paul Kingsnorth (2003) and Naomi Klein (2000, 2008);
we posit that a new ethics of IB requires, at a minimum, some reconsti-
tution of the existing frameworks and institutions. We believe that, as
researchers and educators, we should not assume that the trajectory of
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IB ethics is determined only by commercial organizations, supra-national
organizations and possibly social movements, and that our role is limited
to educating managers as ‘morally neutral technicians’ (Hendry 2006, p.
269). Rather, we suggest adopting a more active role for ourselves — in
this particular case, we draw upon the Aristotelian concept of phronésis,
in order to offer one option for developing a new approach to IB ethics,
based upon a re-humanizing of organization, such that the proper purpose
of business is seen as serving the ends of a broad range of parties rather
than of itself. Aristotle considers phronésis to be the most important of the
‘intellectual virtues’; the ability of ‘man to be able to deliberate about what
is good and advantageous for himself’, and to be ‘capable of action with
regard to things that are good or bad for man’ (Aristotle [350 Bc] 2004, p.
150). The concept of phronésis is subject to discussion and development in
contemporary social science (for example, Birmingham 2004; Cairns and
Sliwa 2008; Clegg 2006; Clegg and Ross-Smith 2003), most notably by
Danish academic Bent Flyvbjerg (2001, 2003).

Flyvbjerg (1998, 2001) challenges the notion that contemporary democ-
racy is transparent, inclusive and conducive to the realization of a
‘common good’, and that decisions made by politicians and business
interests are rational. He posits that politicians and managers approach
complex problems such that ‘power defines what counts as rationality
and knowledge and thereby what counts as reality’ (Flyvbjerg 1998, p.
227, emphasis in original). Here, the exercise of power determines not
only what problems are brought forward for consideration, but also how
they are conceived and presented. Flyvbjerg argues that the ‘democratic’
process is most likely one of exclusion and the pursuit of self-interest by
powerful individuals and bodies. He proposes (Flyvbjerg 2001, p. 60) a
new focus on complex social issues, through application of a phronetic
approach in which the following value-rational questions are addressed
at the outset:

Where are we going?

Is this development desirable?

What, if anything, should we do about it?

Who gains and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power?

Flyvbjerg considers that a truly democratic process of governance requires
transparency and accountability, and development of dialogical commu-
nication that incorporates all stakeholder perspectives and draws upon
all relevant and effective media. This dialogue must also acknowledge the
mediating processes of power and rationality.

Drawing upon Flyvbjerg’s conceptual framework, Jentoft (2006, p. 1)
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proposes that thinking on problems involving complex societal issues
requires early and open consideration of the implications and impact of
political and policy decisions in the broader realm of community and
society. He states that ‘the concerns, principles and goals of the manage-
ment process are matters of preference and choice, and hence political
struggle’ and that ‘the name of the game is changing, as “management” is
increasingly being replaced by the broader concept of “governance™. It is
in seeking ways of enacting a new form of management that involves con-
sideration of a broad range of social values and ethical stances that Jentoft
calls for a phronetic approach.

In Jentoft’s text, we find a resonance with the Aristotelian concern for
what is ‘good or bad for man’. In relation to complex and possibly ambigu-
ous problems; that involve deliberation on social, economic, ecological and
other implications of their resolution; Jentoft sees the answer to what is
‘good’ as a matter for negotiation within the framework of a truly demo-
cratic society. Jentoft’s governance perspective ‘emphasises the interaction
between the state, the market and civil society, recognising the strengths
and weaknesses of each and the need to draw on their respective capacities’
(2006, p. 9), ‘inviting a more reflexive, deliberative and value-rational meth-
odology than the instrumental, means-end oriented management concept’
(2006, p. 1). Jentoft recognizes that problems are not always what they
appear to be, often stemming from outside the context that they are made
visible within, and he urges the approach of ‘scouting outwards’, in terms
of geographical, disciplinary and chronological contexts. In relation to the
third context, and to Flyvbjerg’s (2001) fourth question, above, he asks,
‘Are future generations sacrificed for the benefit of the present one?” (Jentoft
2006, p. 2). Jentoft’s text is based upon analysis of the relationships between
the range of affected actors, policy makers and society at a regional level, in
relation to fisheries policy. However, we consider that the questions he raises
and the approaches he advocates might be applied in a broader geographi-
cal context in relation to issues of IB, moving it beyond the ‘instrumental,
means-end oriented management’ we find promoted in many of the texts.

As can be seen from the above discussion, the phronetic approach to 1B
knowledge that we propose pays considerable attention to the notion of
stakeholders and their interests. In this context, it is necessary to explain
how our interpretation of phronetic engagement differs from what can
be found in stakeholder theory. Contemporary IB literature does include
some references to the concept of ‘stakeholder’. However, where stake-
holders are mentioned, they are defined narrowly, in relation to groups
and individuals that are linked ‘via some role-related activity, to the cor-
poration’ (Freeman 1994, p. 411); have an impact upon decisions made (cf.
Janoff and Weisbord 2005), or have a financial interest in their outcome
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(cf. van der Heijden et al., 2002). Our starting point is to adopt a broader
view of stakeholders, as ‘(a)ny identifiable group or individual who can
affect the achievement of an organization’s objectives or who is affected
by the achievement of an organization’s objectives’ (Freeman and Reed
1983, p. 91). This definition considers stakeholders ‘as individuals, human
beings . . . moral beings’ (Freeman 1994, p. 411), and thus conceives of
the stakeholder—firm relationship as a ‘moral relationship’ (Mitchell et al.
1997). Here, the ‘ultimate test of corporate performance’ (Donaldson and
Preston 1995, p. 80) lies, not in meeting conventional financial criteria, but
in satisfying multiple stakeholder interests — which, of course, implies the
need for redefining of the purpose of a firm (cf. Banerjee 2007). As such,
an approach to IB knowledge grounded in phroneésis corresponds with
a normative approach to stakeholder theory rather than the prevailing
instrumental approach which ‘accommodates the fundamental economic
assumptions of the theory of the firm while ignoring many social and eco-
nomic conflicts between corporations and some stakeholders’ (Banerjee
2007, p. 28). We concur with Banerjee (2007) that, for a stakeholder theory
to promote social good it must be applied, not on instrumental but on
normative terms, and it must involve a conceptual move away from the
primacy of shareholder interests and profit maximization as the essential
purposes of the firm. We posit that approaching IB knowledge from a
phronetic perspective — bearing in mind that to Aristotle, phronésis was
associated with broad considerations of ‘what is good and bad for man’ —
creates space for changing the currently dominant paradigm of 1B towards
one in which the ‘social’ rather than the ‘corporate’ is given primary import-
ance. In seeking to challenge the presently taken for granted neo-liberal
economic foundations of the discipline of IB, this perspective is commen-
surate with a critical normative application of stakeholder theory.

5. APHRONETIC ANALYSIS OF IB PRACTICES

In order to engage with the question of what IB knowledge and practice
grounded in a phronetic approach would look like — and in the context of
Flyvbjerg’s and others’ work on phronésis — we now point to some of the
limitations of the current prevalent model of IB knowledge and practice,
by considering the examples we presented earlier through the lens of the
four value-rational questions posed by Flyvbjerg (2001).

In relation to the first question — ‘where are we going?’ — we see the
initial task of IB researchers and educators in problematizing its very
subject. As we have outlined in this chapter, mainstream IB textbooks are
written from the point of view of firms involved in international business
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activities and promote the kinds of conduct conditioned by the interests
of MNEs’ sharcholders and managers. We call for development of IB
knowledge and practice that are underpinned by notions of what is good
for a broad range of involved and affected parties, both currently and in
the future. At present, as the textbook examples lead us to contend, the
implications of the rhetoric of geographic expansion and maximization
of financial return of MNE:s are far from positive, when viewed from the
perspective of all human beings. In terms of how operations of MNEs
are organized, we are moving towards an ever more globalized system of
sourcing and distribution, which brings about resource exploitation and
depletion, and increased levels of pollution resulting from global opera-
tions and logistics. The desire to always find the cheapest provider also
leads to exacerbation of global poverty and inequalities, the consequence
of which is the deepening of socio-economic fragmentation. This — as our
reading of examples from international HRM suggests — is coupled with
the development of a specific model of worker subjectivity, one within
which the lives of workers and their families are subordinated to the objec-
tives of the firm. Moreover, the currently predominant paradigm of IB
knowledge is primarily concerned with the work of managers employed
by MNEs and does not consider it as ethically necessary to dedicate more
attention to the interests of people other than managers who also work
for MNEs. In addition, following from our engagement with mainstream
textbook discussions of accounting practices of MNEs; such as the use of
transfer pricing and tax havens; we see contemporary IB knowledge as
promoting a model of political economy in which; through an unprob-
lematic prioritization of MNESs’ objectives of maximizing their profits and
minimizing the amount of corporate taxes paid; there is little space left for
emphasizing the responsibility of companies for enabling governments to
fulfill their role in providing public goods, such as health care, education
and social benefits, for all citizens.

The realization of where — according to the trajectory outlined by main-
stream IB texts — we, as broadly defined stakeholder groups, are going
leads us to consideration of the second of Flyvbjerg’s (2001) questions in
his framework for a phronetic approach to democratic governance, i.e.
‘Is this development desirable?” Following from what we have highlighted
above, our answer is ‘no’. The environmental degradation, which often
results from global business operations, is not good for either contem-
porary society, or for future generations. The scale of global poverty
and the deepening socio-economic inequalities across the world may put
the powerful few in a privileged position, but certainly are not good for
the masses, for example, those who carry out sweatshop labor in export
processing zones (EPZs). Reducing human beings to committed workers
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for whom the objectives of the firm are more important than their and
their families’ well-being, is — at least from the perspective of those on
the receiving end of such instrumental HRM policies — not a desirable
development, either. The image of a world in which companies are free to
choose not only where they source, produce and sell, but also how much
—if any — tax they are going to pay in the countries in which they conduct
their business cannot be viewed as desirable for the majority of members
of society, since it is in their interest to benefit from the governmental pro-
vision financed by corporate taxes. Such an image seriously reduces the
possibility of conceptualizing commercial organizations in IB as entities
whose existence contributes to developing and supporting civil societies, in
which all citizens are given the chance to build sustainable livelihoods for
themselves and their families.

As academics involved in IB education, in response to Flyvbjerg’s
(2001) third question — “What, if anything, should we do about it?” — we
call for development of IB knowledge in accordance with a phronetic
approach. More specifically, we suggest that there is a need to challenge
the hegemony of neo-liberal discourse, which currently pervades IB
texts, and to address the subject of IB from the perspective of much more
broadly defined stakeholders, both at present and in the future. This would
involve examining the ethical assumptions of contemporary IB knowledge
and their resultant morality, and exposing the ways and extent to which
it privileges the interests of corporations at the expense of other parties
involved in and affected by IB practices. Following from here, a phronetic
IB knowledge would need to be rooted in a different set of ethical assump-
tions, whereby the interests of the broadly defined society, rather than the
firm, would be central — with the aim of contributing to building a truly
democratic society.

As far as Flyvbjerg’s (2001) fourth question is concerned — ‘who
gains and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power?” — a phronetic
approach to IB would imply the need for changing the extant power struc-
ture promoted by contemporary IB practices. At present, the most obvious
‘winners’ are the shareholders and top managers of MNEs, whose power
is increased through their alliance with supranational institutions. This, in
turn, legitimizes their hegemony within the neo-liberal view of social pri-
orities. Other parties, as we have outlined above, are in different ways dis-
advantaged by activities of MNEs, the morality of which is underpinned
by the narrow, instrumental, firm-focused view of ethics conveyed in
mainstream IB texts. Moving away from the current paradigm of knowl-
edge and opening up space for discussing alternative models of economy
and society would, perhaps, help make IB work for the benefit of society,
rather than solely for MNEs and their top management and shareholders.
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We do not see our call for reconstituting IB knowledge in our aca-
demic practice as promoting some form of ‘superior moralizing’ (Samra-
Fredericks 2003) when engaging with students of IB. As discussed earlier
in this chapter, the current paradigm of IB is by no means value-free and
we consider it our task to reframe it in accordance with a different set of
values. This is not because we believe that we have the right to take a lofty
ethical position of speaking from the perspective of the whole of human-
ity, but because we recognize that at present, globally, ‘there are many
disempowered and marginalized groups who are adversely affected by
corporate activity yet unable to participate in any “stakeholder dialogue™
(Banerjee 2007, p. 33). Since the present model of IB knowledge reinforces
this situation of unequal power relationships between companies engaged
in IB activity and other groups, we have the opportunity to contribute to
a shift in the ‘discursive power’ (McAfee 1999) reproduced in mainstream
IB publications through the development of research articles, case studies,
textbooks and other materials grounded in a phronetic perspective and
commensurate with the principles of CME. In this way, in the sphere of
IB, we respond to Banerjee’s (2007, p. 127) call for ‘examin(ing) the rela-
tionships between major actors and institutions as well as the structural
and discursive mechanisms of power that underlie these relationships’.

Aristotelian phronésis has a strong emphasis on practice and we would
like to stress the need for us, as academics and educators, to be involved
in the practices associated with the production of what is considered as
‘truth’ within the discipline of IB, since ‘we are subjected to the production
of truth through power and we cannot exercise power except through the
production of truth’ (Foucault 1980, p. 3). In our call to reconstitute IB
knowledge around a different set of values and ethics, we stress, in particu-
lar, the need to expose the values behind and the consequences of the the-
ories and practices prevailing in the field of IB at present, in order to reveal
how the predominant model of IB is created and sustained (Cox 1981);
to move away from the primacy of profit maximization and shareholder
return, and to redefine the purpose of organizations involved in IB as cen-
tered around the ‘social’ rather than the ‘corporate’; to critically analyse
the political economy of IB and to problematize the power relations within
it by addressing the perspectives of those groups which are currently
marginalized within the mainstream discourse, for example indigenous
communities in the poorer regions of the world, and those activities which
are rarely written about, but currently constitute profitable IB activities,
for example the arms trade; and to dedicate space to alternative forms of
IB, based on more equal relationships between involved parties and being
environmentally sustainable. By realizing that we, as academics, have
the power to construct ‘statements which provide a language for talking
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about — way of representing knowledge about’ (Foucault 1972, p. 143) IB,
and by taking an active role in changing the hegemonic discourses through
our practices as authors and educators, we have a contribution to make in
terms of influencing ‘what is and what is not, what can be done and what
cannot and what should be and what should not’” (Clegg 1989, p. 142) in
contemporary IB. A phronetic approach to IB knowledge, commensurate
with a critical normative stakeholder perspective, can therefore have an
impact not only upon what happens in the classroom but also upon the
organizational, institutional and social practices linked to the ‘regime of
truth’ (Foucault 1980) of the discipline of IB.

6. FINAL REMARKS

In this chapter, we have provided a brief overview of the theoretical basis
of IB and have pointed out how notions of profit maximization, share-
holder return and corporate self-interest underpin much of the present-day
mainstream IB literature. We have also discussed a number of examples
from extant IB textbooks in order to reveal how the way in which IB
knowledge is presented and the practices it promotes lead to privileging
certain groups —mainly top managers of MNEs and their shareholders — at
the expense of other categories of stakeholders. We have argued for the
need to construct an alternative approach to IB knowledge, commensurate
with a critical normative stakeholder perspective. Our suggestion is that
a change in the currently dominant IB discourse can be brought about
through developing IB knowledge inspired by contemporary interpreta-
tion of Aristotle’s concept of phronesis. We see the task of developing such
knowledge as resting on us — academics and educators in the field of IB.
Through phronetically informed textbooks, book chapters, case studies
and articles published for the purposes of critical IB education, we can put
this approach into practice and contribute to redefining the boundaries,
purposes, content, power structures and broader impacts of the discipline
of IB. We have the chance to encourage our students to critically reflect
upon IB practices and, in their thinking, to address not only the ‘what’ and
‘how’, but also the ‘why’ and ‘to what effect’ of these practices. By prob-
lematizing the power relationships present in the dominant IB discourse
we have the opportunity to open up a dialogue about alternative power-
sharing arrangements (Payne 2005) between involved and affected parties.

We consider the major relevance of the phronetic approach to IB
inquiry to be that it is an interpretive approach, which places a broad
range of actors at the centre stage, engaging with their values and beliefs,
and with their interpretations and understandings of their ‘reality’. Whilst
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the phronetic approach enables us to challenge hegemonic theories of IB
that focus on the firm and its interests, it is not grounded in some moral
relativism, which accepts all views as equal. Being normative in its orient-
ation, it involves making informed judgments which will favor and privi-
lege some options over others, and reflection upon the consequences of
different courses of action. Like mainstream IB thinking, the phronetic
approach is grounded in practice — but we would stress that, whilst the
central concern of the phronetic approach is that of context and of engage-
ment with the values, beliefs, and assumptions of the actors in this context,
the concern for practice does not place phronésis in the realm of the
a-theoretical, setting up an ‘unhelpful false dichotomy’ (Feyerabend 1999)
between theory and practice. Like Ruderman (1997), we see phronésis as
being informed by ‘theoria (that) can foster flexibility, by helping prudence
to gain critical distance on popular but misguided views and to resist the
often rigid moralism of the community or regime’ (1997, p. 411). We
concur that Aristotle ‘does not allow his practical or moral concern for
justice to silence the theoretical investigation of what justice is (and cannot
be)’ (1997, p. 411).

Adopting a phronetic approach to the generation of IB knowledge
requires us to engage with a much broader range of stakeholders in their
own context of thinking and acting over time, to be able to gain an under-
standing of events in terms of their origins, emergence, outcomes and
implications. We propose that Aristotle’s concept of phronésis; and its con-
temporary development in the works of Flyvbjerg (2001, 2003) and others,
offers theoretical possibilities for a more humanistic IB project that either
brings about fundamental change to the practices and institutions of IB or,
at the very least, leads to a radical restructuring of the existing institutions.

NOTE

1. Here, we clarify that we identify ‘mainstream’ textbooks on IB as those that (a) are
published by international publishing houses, (b) are in their nth edition, (c) are claimed
within the texts as being ‘leading’ or ‘best selling’, and (d) are supported by electronic and
web-based teaching resources.
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3. More than words — an analysis
of Scandinavian value-based
management

Jeanette Lemmergaard

1. INTRODUCTION

The call for a more humanistic approach to ethics, which was emphasized
in the previous chapter, will be responded to in this chapter. As such, the
aim of this chapter is to explore ways of enacting Scandinavian value-
based management, that is, managing through communicating social
values and ethical stances.

In his classic book The Functions of the Executive, first published in
1938, Chester 1. Barnard postulates that the managing director performs
three functions in an organization. First, he provides and maintains a
system of communication. Second, he promotes essential and cooperative
efforts from individuals, and finally, he formulates and defines purpose
and objectives. This chapter argues that Barnard’s view on management
and the function of the manager is not different from the view on manage-
ment underlying the Scandinavian version of value-based management.
Despite the fact that value-based management emphasizes moral value
in contrast to economic value as a managerial guiding star, at least in the
Scandinavian version of value-based management, the underlying mana-
gerial mechanisms represent a rather conventional view on management.
The rhetoric is different, but the underlying assumptions are the same. To
explore deeper into the nature of organizational values and the concept
of value-based management, this chapter first discusses the concept of
Scandinavian value-based management and then analyses this empirically
through a case study analysis.

First, this chapter explores the concept of Scandinavian value-based
management and discusses the dilemmas inherent in it. Then data are
introduced from an empirical study in the form of an illustrative case study
of how value-based management is conducted in a Danish knowledge-
intensive organization. The case example is based on numerous in-depth
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interviews with the managing director of the organization, an electronic
survey measuring the managers’ and the full-time employees’ perception
of the organizational values, and a two-day participant observation study
taking place during the organization’s value-based management kickoff
seminar. The chapter is questioning the diffusion of the concept and
argues that whether articulated or not, the Scandinavian version of the
concept resembles the concept of Scandinavian management and is there-
fore very much a conventional and running concept similar to the line of
thinking that Barnard represents. The chapter concludes with a discussion
of the implications of this study for the future of value-based management
practice.

2. BEHIND THE CONCEPT OF VALUE-BASED
MANAGEMENT

In terms of concept development and theoretical reflection, value-based
management is a confusing concept. Various theoretical traditions use
the term value-based management for different purposes, and a compre-
hensive literature review (Lemmergaard 2004a) shows that there is no
clear-cut approach to the concept. Lack of consistency in the academic
literature on what can be characterized as value-based management has
lead to numerous implementation approaches. Similarly, analyses of the
practitioners’ application of value-based management principles demon-
strate disagreements about the implementation of the concept. Not only
does this lack of consistency among academics and practitioners with
regard to understanding the concept aggravate confusion, but the confu-
sion and inconsistency is also one of the reasons why many implementa-
tions of the concept has been unsuccessful. Many organizational leaders
have simply come to the conclusion that the concept has fallen short of
its expected benefits, and this has led to the concept being discontinued
at least as a consciously implemented management tool. And from being
an innovative concept promoted at the forefront of management progress
in the 1990s, the concept has rapidly diffused. Generally, the concept has
been conceptualized in so many different ways that it could be argued that
the concept is so broad and diverse that it is useless. Simultaneously (or
even perhaps consequentially), value-based management is rather wrong-
fully being considered a management fad among both academics and
practitioners.
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3. DEFINING SCANDINAVIAN VALUE-BASED
MANAGEMENT

Value-based management in the Scandinavian tradition is a business phil-
osophy and a management system for competing effectively based upon
the inherent value, dignity, and empowerment of organizational members.
The concept is described as a tool for multidimensional management and
control leaning against humanist values that can create a strong dynamic
and competitive organization. Value-based management in this tradi-
tion is a matter of views, values, and convictions, frequently emphasizing
ethics. Following this tradition, everyday behavior in the organization is
regulated through strong and visible values and convictions, sometimes
even replacing formal rules and regulations. Morality and individual
responsibility are considered a supplement to and a possible replacement
for rational, rule-based management. As such, value-based management
can be compared to the special Scandinavian management culture, where
employees as well as management have a high degree of autonomy with
respect to work procedures, goals, and priorities, and where flexibility and
tolerance towards unstructured matters are managerial keywords. The
amount of individual freedom is high (self-governed groups, management,
and union committees, etc.), and the flexibility and tolerance towards
unstructured matters are essential.

In practice, value-based management covers everything from abstract
value concepts to views on what is right and wrong. The concept is built on
the assumption that a number of one-off values that each represent some-
thing special to the organizational members forms a united whole. The set
of values are interrelated, containing elements of both compatibility and
conflict. The values are fundamental and a leading force in determining
behavior, and they create the groundwork of the organization. As such, the
values create the foundation for conducting value-based management. In
other words, the one-off values create the pool of core values that creates
the foundation for value-based management, which is postulated to give
an organization a competitive advantage. It is, however, not a matter of
five positive sentences printed on glitter paper, but a matter of underly-
ing attitudes and emotions expressed for example through the day-to-day
management style and the organizational processes and practices. It is a
management system which offers a logical framework for designing an
organization’s structures and processes in a way that an ownership culture
is installed which enables the organization to carry on its purpose and
objectives most effectively. Organizational values are socially shared cog-
nitive representations of institutional goals and demands (Rokeach 1973),
that provide the decision rules for interpreting the complex and numerous
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signals within the organizational environment and influence the organiza-
tional structure (Kabanoff et al. 1995), culture (Pettigrew 1979), identity
(Ashforth and Mael 1989), climate, and strategy (Lemmergaard 2004b).

However, in order to build a strong credible management team a well-
articulated company mission and a consistently practiced set of core
values must be established. The mission statement is intended to articu-
late (or even create) a community of interest and a common culture, as it
delivers a clear sense of direction and purpose. A well-articulated mission
statement that is reflected in the day-to-day managerial practices and in
the organizational processes is a good way to give value and meaning to
the organizational members. However, the organizational members must
accept the purpose of the mission, since otherwise it will not produce coop-
erative activity. Also, communication is necessary to translate mission into
action. Here communication should be understood as language — verbal
and written — but also as, what Barnard (1938) calls observational feeling,
which is the ability to be able to understand, without words, not merely the
situation but also the intention. Links between mission, values, and prac-
tices result from experience and training as well as continuity in association
and lead to organizational members developing common perceptions and
reactions to particular situations. In line with the Scandinavian manage-
ment philosophy, values are made visible through dialogue and are not a
top-down governed monologue (Thyssen 2002). It is, however, the man-
agement team that must convince the organizational members of the value
of a shared vision or shared goals. They must sell vision and not impose it.
Whereas the top management team determines the values, the organiza-
tional identity and climate often emerge from shared experiences.

It could be argued, that value-based management in a Scandinavian per-
spective has been dominated by a pre-event way of thinking and by viewing
value from a moral sense. In this way, value-based management is less about
pragmatic behavior and behavior regulation, and more about deeply rooted,
partly emotional, and in particular attitudinal assumptions (Thyssen 2002).
This way of thinking builds upon management as a cognitive and empathic
process, where the point of departure is the purpose and objectives of the
organization often expressed through the mission statement. It is through the
purpose and the objectives of the organization that ideas, value, and actions
directly emanate (Thyssen 2002; Grenness 2003). But as mentioned above,
the purpose does not produce cooperative activity unless the organizational
members accept it. However, implicit in this argument lies the assumption
that organizational members will carry out even disagreeable jobs if they can
accept them as relevant to the aims of the organization.

In sum, the concept of value-based management involves more than
a model and some special priority areas with specified measures. The
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traditional Scandinavian version of value-based management emphasizes
the importance of organizations consequently and consistently redis-
covering their values in thoughts, words, and actions. Organizational
members and organizational managers in particular should practice what
they preach regardless of any pressure. This, however, should be done
with attendance to the fact that commitment will rise and fall. The com-
mitment of any organizational member will fluctuate depending on the
satisfactions or dissatisfactions obtained. Thus, the total willingness of all
organizational members to cooperate is unstable. Therefore, value-based
management is a continuous process that requires an ongoing formulation
and reformulation of purpose and objectives in order to secure the essen-
tial services from the organizational members. It is the fundamental values
that serve as guidelines, which are followed, when it comes to making
compromises and defining priorities. And regardless of whether the basic
values are economically or morally founded, they must be reflected in the
business strategy and vice versa, also from a competitive and economic
point of view. The same applies for all the messages — verbal and non-
verbal — that the organization sends out. Values must be communicated
to become significant, and hereby communication becomes essential in
linking the common purpose with those willing to cooperate in achieving
it.

4. DIFFERENT VALUE-BASED MANAGEMENT
SYSTEMS

Examples of more prominent Scandinavian value-based management
tools are ethical accounting, value-based management through ethical
codes, and/or ethical narratives. Scandinavian academics have especially
positioned themselves in this area through the development of ethical
accounting. Ethical accounting is using philosophical considerations as
its starting point (Pruzan and Thyssen 1990; Morsing 1991; Hjelmer 1997)
and is built on the assumption that individuals act in a social context where
the common identity of the affiliation determines the behavior (Meyer and
Arentsen 1997). The tool has its roots in the ethics of discourse (Habermas
1981), where consensus among all stakeholders, reached through the
rational dialogue, determines what is considered acceptable behavior.
Openness and mutual recognition characterize the consensus-seeking dia-
logue. It is through dialogue you can find the values, that you wish to be
recognized upon, to commit yourself to, and to which you wish to commit
a third party (Morsing 1991: Hjelmer 1997; Meyer and Arentsen 1997).
The consensus way of thinking, however, must not be considered narrow-
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minded, as conflicts and contradictory opinions are the very substance of
a creative environment (Thyssen 2002).

Working with the ethical accounting tool, however, is not unproblematic
as the tool presumes that values are hierarchical in nature. This underlying
assumption implies a priority-based ordering where the hierarchy is more
important than the contents. In that way, the hierarchy of the values deter-
mines behavior, however, in a context determined by, for example, culture
and social institutions (Pruzan 1994). Combined with the use of metrics to
measure the ethical and moral stance of the organization, ethical accounting
is potentially leading the organization towards a dark spiral of moral decline
as metrics can have unintended and unanticipated consequences. Ethical
accounting tools rely on assembling data, which enables the company to
determine value performance against some predetermined effectiveness
criteria. The accounts help the organization to determine which elements of
the value framework are in place and which are not. However, the problem
is that ‘you get what you measure’, and since organizational members —
managers and as well as employees — are smart and creative in their efforts to
succeed, the metrics become the total focus of the organization. As individ-
uals within the organization start planning how to ‘fix’ those stats or ‘bend’
the figures to suit their strengths, the best intentions of identifying goals and
setting targets does not necessarily lead to the desired results.

Another instrument, which takes its point of departure in the moral
value definition, is the formulation of ethical codes and basic values
(Somers 2001). Besides the challenge of formulating the exact words or
phrases, the real challenge is to make the basic values applicable when
making the actual decision. One the one hand, the basic values must be
clearly laid out, easy to remember, and not too detailed. On the other
hand, the values must, however, not be self-evident positive words, upon
which anybody can agree, because everything, and as a consequence
nothing, is included in the chosen wording (Schwarts 2002; Gibbs 2003).
Highly detailed ethical codes of conduct will, however, assume a rule-
based nature. Such rule-based management provides security on the one
hand, but on the other hand, it removes responsibility (Gibbs 2003), and
whether it is a matter of value-based management in the moral sense of
the word can be doubted. Often when presenting ethical codes and funda-
mental values, organizations experience resistance from the organizational
members and the intention of articulating and perhaps even creating a
community of interest fails. One reason why organizational members often
become cynical about the organizational values is that they do not recog-
nize the organization that they work for in the values. At best, such value
formulations are a waste of paper and at worst, they strengthen distrust in
management. However, if tied to for example appraisal, promotion, and
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payment systems the value statements will be accepted even by the less
committed members of the organization.

A third example of a value-based management tool within the
Scandinavian tradition is a deliberate work with the narratives from every-
day organizational life, for example through stories that give reasons
for the values and show in which direction the organization is moving
(Nymark 2000). The contents and format of the values are challenged, for
example through what is remembered and retold. The challenge is to make
the values reflect the desired ideal picture through consciously and actively
influencing the social constructive reality. Thus, value-based management
is a matter of organizational culture, identity, and image (Jensen 1999;
Schultz et al. 2000). Whether formulated as a narrative or as value state-
ments as discussed above, it is important that the organizational members
recognize the organization that they work for in the writings. Otherwise
the writings will only represent the language of a fake community, similar
to what Gouldner (1952) once called ‘pseudo-Gemeinschaft .

5. DIFFERENT APPROACHES - SAME FOCI

Comparing the different approaches to the concept of value-based man-
agement a striking resembles to the concept of Scandinavian management
becomes clear. It could even be argued that the concepts are representing
the same managerial conviction under different labels. The Scandinavian
Management concept has been around since the 1980s (Sjoborg 1985).
The Scandinavian Model is based on cooperation between employers,
employees, and politicians (Grenness 2003). Scandinavian Management
is, generally speaking, action-oriented and based on values such as open-
ness, equality, participation, and power-sharing. These values tend to
foster flat organizational hierarchies that are consensus-orientated, where
ideas are reciprocally exchanged, and where decision-making is demo-
cratic (Grenness 2003). Besides appreciating employee initiative and par-
ticipation, the Scandinavian Management tradition also tends to have a
long-term perspective on employment relationships.

At times the most effective manner in which to define an orientation or
idea is to demonstrate what it is not. Comparing the Scandinavian man-
agement philosophy to management in general shows some fundamental
differences. All in all, whereas the international management literature
and in particular, American management literature, takes its point of
departure in a traditional strategic and economic way of thinking, the
Scandinavian management literature departs in the adaptation of the
basic moral and humanist values. Table 3.1 shows several key distinctions
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Table 3.1 Different approaches to managerial thinking

Classical thinking in the
strategic and economic tradition

Scandinavian thinking in the
behavioral tradition

Definition of
value

Focus

Reasoning
and point of
departure

of tools
development

Objectives

Behavior
control

Conflict
solving

Economic value

Value creation
Value measurement

Negative reasoning

Flat and decentralized
management structures
combined with a high level
of process orientation have
created a need for self-
governing, flexible, and
responsible employees

Rules and procedures are
replaced by independency and
influence

There are demands on the inner
value of the organization,
not least in relations to
recruitment and retention of
employees

Focus on measurements of
results

Ensure that financial objectives
are rooted in operational
plans for action

Focus on defining key areas and
on constant follow-up

Communication tools for
allocation of risk and capital

Direct
compliance

Disagreements are used in a
constructive way

Moral value

Value understanding
Value consensus

Positive reasoning

The employees are no
longer an anonymous,
standardized labor
input, but engaged and
responsible enthusiasts
with a high level of
personal commitment

The work is identity-
creating, and personal
development is required
as well as a professional
career and interesting
work

Creation of a common
vision and common basic
values, which promote
dynamic organizational
structures

Determining,
communicating, and
anchoring of the values of
the organization

Coordinate individual and
organization goals

Indirect management

Indirect
commitment

Consensus-seeking
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Table 3.1 (continued)

Classical thinking in the

strategic and economic tradition

Scandinavian thinking in the
behavioral tradition

Theoretical
models and
examples of
tools

Strategic models.

Porter’s value chain, Prahalad’s

core competence model, and
Balanced Scorecard
Federal Sentencing Guidelines
Economic models, e.g.,
Economic Value Added

The ethical accounts

Code and other formulated
behavior-regulating
statements

Storytelling

Understanding and building
culture

(EVA™), CFROI/CVA and
Discounted Cash Flow (DCF)

Source:  Lemmergaard (2004a).

between traditional management thinking and Scandinavian management
thinking.

The basic difference between the two traditions is the definition of
value. The non-Scandinavian point of departure within strategy and
economy is both culturally and institutionally determined and con-
trasts sharply with the dominating Scandinavian approach to the value
concept, which takes its point of departure in a humanist definition of
value. Whether the definition of value is based on an economic or a moral
tradition is significant for the choice of management tools. International
academics, particularly within the more traditional approach to manage-
ment, distinguish between value defined from a moral and an economic
tradition. The Scandinavian tradition, on the contrary, builds on a moral
understanding, where moral and ethical values are adjusted among
multiple stakeholders. This difference in basic assumptions leads to very
different applications of management principles and to working with
organizational values.

However, the underlying values of the Scandinavian management
tradition do raise dilemmas and underpin the faddish characteristics of
especially the Scandinavian version of value-based management. The
dilemmas inherent in the Scandinavian version of value-based manage-
ment are analysed using data from an empirical analysis of a Danish
knowledge-intensive organization managed by principles of value-based
management. By looking into the climate of an organization, we move
closer to the root of explaining the values.
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6. THE CASE STUDY

The following analysis of the case-organization is based upon three
levels of analysis. First, numerous in-depth interviews with the managing
director of the organization were conducted. The managing director was
encouraged to tell her story of leadership in a subjective, reflexive manner
with a strong emphasis on description. Second, an electronic quantitative
survey was conducted measuring the value-orientation of the full-time
employees and the management team. A questionnaire replicating Koys
and DeCotiis’ Psychological Climate Construct was distributed electroni-
cally to all full-time employees (n=44) of the case organization in March
2007 — 43 usable questionnaires were returned, resulting in a 98.0 percent
response rate. Finally, a two-day participant observation study took
place during the organization’s value-based management kickoff seminar.
During the seminar informal interviews were held, direct observations
were conducted, and different documents were analysed.

The findings of this exploratory study are revealing, though simply
indicative as they arise from a small convenience sample of a single Danish
organization. As such, the findings reflect their own observations rather
than empirically established facts.

6.1 Working from the principles of value-based management

The case-organization is one of the leading language translation companies
in Scandinavia. The company has a 28-year track record in providing
document translation services in all major world languages. The company
specializes in providing translation services in a range of fields including
technical, medical, legal, financial, and marketing translations. The case-
organization includes besides approximately 40 full-time employees, a
considerable number of freelance workers. Approximately 400 freelance
workers work on a regular basis for the case-organization.

The managing director of the case-organization was appointed in 2003.
She has been with the company since 1983 first as translator and from 2000
as a middle manager. She perceives leadership as a visionary act similar
to theories of Kousnes and Posner (1987) and Sashkin (1988). Visionary
leadership involves cooperation, networking, teamwork, and creativity.
It requires a leader with an exceptional gift for non-rational communica-
tion and inspiration, where inspiration (Alvesson and Svenningsson 2003)
is seen as obtaining outstanding accomplishments (House and Aditya
1997). Ideally, visionary leaders are charismatic (House 1977), and seen
as people ‘who rises above and beyond the specification of formal struc-
ture to provide members of the organization with a sense that they are
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organized’ (Smircich and Morgan 1982, p. 260). These theoretical char-
acteristics fit with the impressions obtained from observations from the
two-day seminar, and from the formal and informal interviews with both
the manager and other organizational members. The managing director
of the case-organization appears energetic and her emotional expressive-
ness and warmth is notable. However, she also displays a self-promoting
personality by allowing others to know how important she is.

I see myself as the guiding star. . . . I set the direction in a frame where rules are
replaced by norms and values. It is the values that bind us [i.e., the employees
of case-organization] together. We are one big happy family. You see that
for example when you visit our Copenhagen office. [name of an employee] is
wearing slippers, we have candlelight and flowers at our desks, and you always
find freshly made coffee and cakes in the kitchen.

The managing director is very eager to create a solidarity concerning the
basic values of the organization, so that the organization always bases its
activities on these basic values. She sees the employees of her company as
the most valuable asset. She sees the values as mediators influencing the
organizational context and structure on members’ attitudes and behavior.
The values define the stimuli that confront the individual, place constraints
on the freedom of choice within the organizational context, and determine
reward/punish behavior.

The most valuable asset of this company — maybe of any company — is the
people. Therefore I'm willing to go to great lengths to make sure it is fun to go
to work. With enough resources and time our product can be easily replicated.
However, it is extremely difficult to replicate good working values. It is hard
work and takes a bit of luck to gather a workforce of highly motivated loyal
employees who are having fun. We believe in honesty and trust, and we know
where to draw the line. Of course new colleagues need to learn this —and it takes
time. Sometimes you need to weed out some of your values. Of course you need
to take care not to get rid of values that some employees care about.

This is line with the Scandinavian management principles, which is pri-
marily a matter of creating consistency between the desired behavior
and the actual behavior through correlation and harmony among words,
thoughts, and actions. In this way, the value frame of the organization is
personalized (Kirkeby 1998), which contrasts the economic approach to
value. However, as emphasized by the managing director:

The most important thing is not the words, but the ongoing process and the
organizational commitment. My leadership paradigm is built on employee
autonomy and responsibility. These two words describe the main values that
I provided for my colleagues. It is up to them to create the possibilities within
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this framework. If they fail, I have failed in articulating the core values, and I
might risk losing credibility.

It is the purpose of the value-based management principles displayed in
the case-organization that the values are meant to be the overriding frame
of reference for both managers and employees. By extensive dialogue, it is
the objective that all participate and generate a kind of ownership of the
common values. Generally the one-off values are applied both internally
and externally, and the values are meant to be both inspirational and
motivating. Since the values are embodied into all employees it is, at least
in theory, expected that the values substitute rules, manuals, and descrip-
tions of work procedures. Also, it is expected that the leadership style
can be characterized by a high degree of trust, autonomy, and individual
responsibility.

6.2 Measuring values

In the Scandinavian tradition, value-based management is primarily
a matter of creating consistency between desired and actual behavior
through correlation and harmony among words, thoughts, and actions.
However, words as such are not important. Most important is the ongoing
process and commitment at all organizational levels. Value-based man-
agement, in this context, is therefore more about behaviors than about
management, not least because of the indirect management style, which
is attached to the practical tools in connection with the moral way of
thinking when it comes to value understanding.

To make value-based management principles work, an empathic man-
agement team is required, which is in close contact with its employees.
Moreover, a sensible communication strategy is required, which makes
the relationships transparent. One way to detect whether the manager
is in contact with the employees is to identify similarities and differ-
ences between collective organizational values and individual managerial
values. In this study, Koys and DeCotiis’ (1991) ‘Psychological Climate
Construct’ was chosen as an instrument to measure the organizational
value orientation. From empirical findings, Koys and DeCotiis (1991)
concluded that an organization’s value and management orientation
can be characterized along two descriptive dimensions: (1) values and
(2) organizational structure, reward, and control mechanisms. Koys
and DeCotiis (1991) define psychological climate as ‘an experimental-
based multidimensional, and enduring perceptional phenomenon, which
is widely shared by the members of a given organizational unit’ (1991, p.
266). It is an individual’s description of his/her organizational experiences
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that are relatively stable over time, and widely shared by the members of
the relevant organizational unit.

Koys and DeCotiis (1991) arrived at their definition and dimensions
of climate through an extensive literature review of many of the more
influential studies in this field. They found more than 80 differently
labeled dimensions of climate in the literature, which they clustered into
45 original dimensions through an elimination of all objective measures
(for example, absenteeism, turnover, tardiness, labor disputes, and acci-
dents) and evaluative measures (for example, general satisfaction, and
satisfaction with supervisor and co-workers) plus all properties related
to organizational structure (for example, centralization, organizational
size, task structure, and administrative procedures). Koys and DeCotiis’
(1991) study indicated that the lack of consensus in the literature is more
apparent than real as the results of their analysis demonstrated reasonably
adequate reliability and internal consistency on the proposed measures.

The 45 dimensions were empirically categorized into eight summary
concepts each with five items, which they subdivided into two dimensions;
(1) values and (2) organizational structure, reward, and control mecha-
nisms. The first dimension constituted the values of an organization, and
was described in terms of cohesion, trust, support, and fairness. Cohesion
was related to the perception of togetherness or sharing among employ-
ees. Trust was related to the perception of freedom to communicate
with peers, also about sensitive or personal issues. Support was related
to the superior-subordinate relationship and included the willingness to
let organizational members learn from their mistakes, without fear of
reprisal. Finally, fairness was related to the perception that organizational
practices were equitable and predictable.

The second dimension of the psychological climate of an organization
constituted the organizational structure, reward, and control mechanisms,
and was described in terms of autonomy, pressure, recognition, and inno-
vation. Autonomy related to the perception that organizational members
experience self-determination with respect to work procedures, goals, and
priorities. Pressure related to the perception of time demands with respect
to task completion and performance standards. Recognition related to
the perception that organizational members’ contributions were acknowl-
edged, and, finally, innovation related to the perception that change and
creativity were encouraged.

All in all, the definitions are somewhat overlapping which, according to
Koys and DeCotiis (1991), is due to the fact that any given organizational
experience can be described in more than one way. As exemplified by Koys
and DeCottis ‘an organization characterized by participative decision
making . . . may be described as being both cohesive (that is, people work
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together as a team) and providing recognition (that is, employees’ skills
and opinions are recognized)’ (1991, p. 269). The dimensions of the psy-
chological climate are not meant to determine any evaluative measures,
in contrast to, for example, the level of job satisfaction, but represented
perceptions of the context in general in which an individual is supposed to
behave and respond.

It could be argued that the climate instrument does not direct attention
or guide research in any useful way. However, the multidimensional nature
of climate can also be seen as both an asset and a liability when research-
ing the intersection of organizational and individual behavior. Although,
climate is complex, it is not limitless. At some point the dimensions of
climate interconnect, and create a finite system. Therefore, this piece of
research is build on the assumption that Koys and DeCotiis’ psychological
climate model (1991) represents a useful model that does not oversimplify
the values of an organization, but mirrors them.

The results of the presented study show no differences between the
climate dimensions of pressure, recognition, and fairness when compar-
ing the score of the managing director and mean scores of the employees.
For the climate dimensions of trust, autonomy, cohesion, support, and
innovation the employees of the case organization have a significant lower
score than the managing director. A possible explanation for this finding
could be that the managing director is more attentive to the values of the
organization than the organizational members in general. From findings
from the participant observation and from in-depth interviews with the
managing director of the case organization, it is clear that she has a strong
awareness of the organizational values, and that she believes to be practic-
ing value-based management. The managing director is a firm believer in
‘walking the talk’ management principles. But she also attempts to bring
organizational members’ values in line with her own values through her
socialized charismatic leadership style. On the basis of the statements and
comments from the managing director, it could even be argued that she is
almost attempting to untangle the organizational members from previous
attachments and tie them strongly to the organization as a safeguard in an
increasingly fragmented world. This attempt — in the name of value-based
management — is, however, not a new phenomenon but is in many ways
equal to for example Fayol’s recognition that esprit de corps matters.

Despite the intention of the managing director of the case-organization
to use her power for the good of others through attention to values and
employees’ well-being, it was rather clear that the members of the organi-
zation were only partially accepting the values. An explanation for this
partial acceptance could be that the organizational members perceive that
it would increase their possibilities of status and reward as well as their
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warm feeling if they were doing what was valued. In general, the employees
did recognize that the managing director was trying to create a comfort-
able, pleasant, and intellectually stimulating work environment. However,
they were also on several occasions pointing towards the fact that they
could not recognize the organization that they worked for in that descrip-
tion. It could therefore be argued, that the organizational members simply
displayed dedication to the organization in the pursuit of supposedly col-
lective purpose, and exercised self-surveillance in order to erase signs of
disloyalty for the purpose of reaching, for example, personal career goals.

7. MORE THAN WORDS

The Scandinavian consensus-seeking approach to value-based manage-
ment builds upon the plurality of values and upon how values develop,
are adapted, and modified in the interaction among individuals. The
Scandinavian version of value-based management, thus, is more about
behavior represented by reaction, attitudes, and views based on emotional
convictions rather than it is about management. Value-based management
is linked to behavior because of the indirect management style, which is
attached to the practical tools in connection with the moral way of think-
ing when it comes to value understanding. Value-based management is not
achieved through five positive sentences (Jensen 1998; Maclagan 1998). If
the basic values of various organizations are compared, it is only rarely
impressive. Quite often a professional writer or a public relations officer
could have done better (Beyer 2000). According to the Scandinavian tra-
dition, however, it is not a matter of words, but of the underlying attitudes
and emotions, where the creation process, the consensus-building, and
the commitment of the basic values are important (Thyssen 2002). The
management style, a day-to-day personal behavior according to common
values and a framework of the employees’ personal values are important,
not those five positive sentences as such (Beyer 2000). But often the five
positive sentences are followed out of a sense of necessity and survival
than a response to real value-based management just as demonstrated in
the case-organization above. Employees in general want to succeed, but
success must not be at the expense of the heart and soul of the organiza-
tional members. Therefore, the real managerial challenge is the ethical
responsibility that managers have when influencing their employees.
Working with value-based management from a Scandinavian perspec-
tive, organizations often, if not always, depart in the personal values of the
managers when defining and clarifying the organizational values. In other
words, management is in this approach not different from leadership in a
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human relation perspective where leadership is seen as a mechanism for
influencing the behavior of individuals, or as expressed by Barnard (1938)
‘the inculcation of belief in the real existence of a common purpose is an
essential executive function’. Of course the exhaustive consensus-seeking
dialogue and exchange of subjective perceptions of the values that is often
part of the Scandinavian management philosophy provides the opportu-
nity to select those specific values that all organizational members perceive
as significant and worth preserving. But, the values are identified based on
the question: What do we wish to be known for? And here the responsibil-
ity for abstract, long-term decisions on purpose lies with the managers.
Hence, there is a need to influence those individuals at lower organiza-
tional levels with general purposes and major decisions if the organization
is to be a cohesive organic whole. Claiming that value-based management
in practice can rest upon a common vision and common basic values,
which promote dynamic organizational structures is at the best naive and
self-delusional; at worst it is a calculative and manipulative way of seduc-
ing internal as well as external stakeholders. Management or leadership is
the process of influencing self, others, and organizations, through growth
and change, towards achieving results and fulfilling a vision or a purpose.

The Scandinavian consensus-seeking approach to value-based manage-
ment is in many ways similar to the rational thought of the ancient Greek
philosophers, who claimed that since we are all humans, we all want the
same things. However, world history reveals a long and troubled conflict
about core values. Values not only have conflicted, they have also called
for battle, and history is a story of individuals who seem happier to be
defined by their differences than to be joined by what they share. So, how
can managers believe that in a fast changing business world a foundation
of all shared values can be established? Maybe this is also why, in light of
efforts to ensure value-based conduct, value lapses continue to cause sig-
nificant damage and losses in the business world. Moreover, value-based
management and value-based reasoning is a continuous process achieved
by sustaining morale, and by maintaining schemes of incentives, deter-
rents, supervision, and control. The continuity of the process is needed as
organizational members are continuously leaving and entering the organi-
zation. Moreover, organizational members also change due to education
and training or simply due to changes in the life cycle.

8. MEN ARE NEITHER GOOD NOR BAD

Barnard (1938) argues that the art of management is to eschew conflict
in formal order-giving by issuing only those formal orders which are
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acceptable, and disagreements must be dealt with by informal means. By
expanding the means of communication, and thus reducing the need for
formal decisions, the principles of Scandinavian value-based manage-
ment rests on similar assumptions. The core values are expressed in the
interpersonal relationships and are meant to guide and being expressed
in the doings required at work on a daily basis, for example in strategies
of exemplification and promotion secure and maintain desired images of
the organization and its management. Hereby, the values form the view
of situations of all organizational members and influence what is done
and what is thought. The values are fundamental beliefs that rule in the
organization and influence behavior. As such, the values, for example,
express which business arrangements an organization wishes to take part
in and which it does not want to attend. In much the same way, the values
presumably also express what the organization will hold on to even in
times of recession or crisis.

However, when working on value-based principles managers are poten-
tially facing the conflict between being loyal to themselves as opposed
to being a symbol of the core values of the organization, while at the
same time being reflecting critically to the core values of the organization
(Thyssen 2002). For conducting true value-based management, manag-
ers must be able to ‘walk the talk’. Anyone aspiring to demonstrate good
management in the current scenario of constant change must therefore
above all be able to conduct self-management. Without the ability to self-
manage, the manager will be viewed upon as being false, lacking credi-
bility, and lacking real appeal. In other words, committed and competent
managers, capable of influencing others and organizations, must be able
to demonstrate results in managing the challenge of change themselves,
of delivering results themselves, and of moving themselves towards some
higher level of purpose.

Another dilemma attached to the conduct of value-based management
is the issue of being able to present a simplified set of basic values, while
at the same time maintaining the complexity in the various interpretations
of the values. Managers might simply find it impossible to maintain their
trustworthiness when a simplified set of basic values is presented in a few
sentences. The findings from the case-study presented here, though simply
indicative as they rise from a small convenience sample, are revealing.
The managing director is very much aware of the fact that she is operat-
ing within a specific cultural context. Key values that are representing her
management style are co-operating, consensus-seeking, participation, and
power-sharing. However, she falls into the trap of trying to build consen-
sus by reducing the core values of the organization to a limited number of
positive sentences that can be presented on glitter paper. By initiating a
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consensus-building process among all employees, the managing director
of the case organization undermines the already existing common owner-
ship of the corporate core values. Hereby, the failure to increase consensus
in the case-organization strengthens the argument, that conducting value-
based management in the Scandinavian tradition is more about leadership
and value-based behavior than about value-based management.

A third dilemma related to value-based management is attached to the
paradox that exists between the reinforcing hierarchical management and
the apparent responsiveness towards what is common and value-based. In
the case-organization, the solution to this paradox is anticipated by the
organizational members having committed themselves to the organization
in a way where they have almost taken the vows of organization life. A
majority of the organizational members not only work for the organiza-
tion, but belongs to it as well. Such approaches aiming at the hearts of the
organizational members have unsurprisingly been criticized, for example
by Whyte’s (1961) formulation of the ‘organization man’. Supporters of
the commitment-led organizations, however, argue that organizations
recruit those who will fit in and those who will get along well with the other
organizational members. Hereby, the incoming organizational members
will not have any disturbingly exceptional characteristics, but will for the
most part echo the manager’s voice, and not challenge it.

9. CONCLUDING REMARKS

This chapter has questioned the diffusion of the concept of value-based
management and has argued that whether articulated or not, one version
of the concept resemblances the concept of Scandinavian management and
is therefore very much a running management concept. The approaches to
value-based management cover a wide field of techniques with more tra-
ditional and instrumental views of management to techniques that build
upon communication and voluntariness (Brytting and Trollested 2000).
The initiatives also cover a wide field of broad, non-committal statements
of interest to binding statements. But overall, the concept is about values,
which is also the reason why working with value-based management varies
from organization to organization. Depending on the basic definition of
value, it is decided which model to use in the organization in question.
Implementing value-based management principles, practitioners tend
to focus on value measurements and ethical guidelines in line with the
techniques that are used within the economic value way of thinking.
Value-based management in a Scandinavian context, based on a human-
ist understanding, thus presents a unilateral perspective of the concept.
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Regardless of the approach, in practice, value-based management is a
matter of combining principles and techniques from strategic planning,
management, organizational behavior, and business administrative dis-
ciplines. In the right combination between economic and humanistic
values a useful synergy can be found, and only through an understand-
ing of this is it possible for the organizations to succeed in implementing
well-functioning value-based management practices.

Supporters insist that value-based management practices produce posi-
tive ripple effects and argue that value-based management is the essence
of management. Opponents, however, argue that value-based manage-
ment practices are merely euphemisms for a management style basically
driven by extensive profit excess. This chapter argues that value-based
management is a running concept and value-based management is for
everyone. Even the choice of not having a value-orientation signals a
choice of values, which is why value-based management is here to stay.
The nature of value-based management, however, tends toward a higher
level of formalization, but the field will continue to be characterized by
various academic and practical approaches. It is a way of thinking that
has hardly found its final shape and name. Among practitioners, the trend
of discussion already seems to be toward the importance of being able to
distinguish between technical and practical possibilities and between the
legal framework and responsibility. It should, though, be mentioned that
no matter how it is approached, value-based management is not a key to
solving the ethical dilemmas of an organization or to handling actual staff
policy problems (Beyer 2000).

If management is prepared to present a version of value-based manage-
ment that, for example, accepts responsibilities then they are, indirectly at
least, also forced to accept the reciprocity implied. Truly accepting respon-
sibility sharing involves making organizational members feel powerful and
being able to accomplish tasks on their own. It refers to passing decision-
making authority and responsibility from mangers to organizational
members. In other words, the reciprocity requires some kind of universal-
ism that positions managers and subordinates in similar ways. It must be
taken into account though that managers have the special responsibility
of maintaining the organizational communication, securing the essential
services from the organizational members, and formulating the overall
purpose. In this way, value-based management is not different to other
management philosophies, and as argued above, the concept resemblances
the concept of Scandinavian management that in particular stresses the
participation of organizational members in day-to-day decision-making
processes. Consequently, value-based management is a rather conven-
tional and running concept. And when organizations fail in implementing
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value-based management principles it often rests on their failure to com-
municate their mission, purpose, and values as well as they might. There is
no one best value-based management tool, but there are many good value-
based management tools. And independent of the chosen tool, success
comes with sincere communication.
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4. Understanding ethical closure in
organizational settings — the case of
media organizations

Dan Kirreman and Mats Alvesson

1. INTRODUCTION

Organizations have traditionally been understood as instrumental and
social spaces, where products and relationships are conceived and manu-
factured. Increasingly, organizations are also understood as moral spaces,
where humans continually form and exercise ethical judgment (Jackall
1988; Bauman 1989, 1994; Kjonstad and Willmott 1995; Mangham 1995;
Parker 1998a; Jones and Wicks 1999; Tucker et al. 1999; Weaver et al.,
1999; Bird 2002). A growing body of scholarly work points out the various
ways organizational activity includes ethical issues and dilemmas. Some
perspectives picture ethical imperatives mainly as a restriction on organi-
zational activity, comparable with market forces, competition, govern-
ment regulation, and customer preferences (Morgan 1998; Sorrell 1998).
There is some truth in this, but from reasons spelled out below, we are
drawing upon a more expansive understanding of the relationship between
ethics and organizational activity. In particular, we are going to pay spec-
ific attention to the inversed relationship: how organization processes
affects the articulation of ethics and judgment.

Our point of view has some resonance with what Kjonstad and Willmott
(1995) call ‘empowering ethics’, which underlines the learning and devel-
opmental aspects in ethics, and what Butterfield et al. (2000) refer to as
‘moral awareness’, the recognition that an issue is important to consider
in terms of moral standards. We assume that ethical dilemmas are poten-
tially everywhere and can’t really be captured and solved through a set of
moral rules regulating appropriate behavior. Thus, in this chapter we will
understand ethics as a sensitivity or a mode of understanding that is culti-
vated — or inhibited — locally and from within, rather than a restrictive — or
enabling — force applied from outside.

Consequently, as indicated above, we understand ethics as something
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shaped by organizational activity, rather than the other way around.
People learn codes of conduct, and their local meaning and application,
within organizations (Watson 1998). Different forms of organization give
different room for ethical considerations, and consequently shape ethics
differently. We take a specific interest in ethical considerations in one type
of (semi-) professional organizations — media organizations. To be more
precise, in this chapter we pay particular attention to ethical closure — the
ways ethical considerations are arrested, blocked, and short-circuited.

The choice of media organizations is not arbitrary. Media is a powerful
institution in modern Western society and plays an active role in shaping
and propagating values, meanings and norms. It is thus an important and
interesting phenomenon in itself. The existence of an explicit ethical code
for the industry as a whole, in the Swedish context, that is supposed to
regulate media workers’ moral conduct also has particular relevance for
the purposes of the study.

The chapter aims to (1) identify specific categories of ethical closure
in an organizational setting, (2) illuminate the relationship between key
aspects of the organizing of media work in a Swedish context and the
space for ethical reflection and (3) discuss the possibility that ethical codes
of conduct may fuel rather than solve certain ethical problems. The first
aim is clearly the most significant. The third aim is partly an elaboration of
a sub-theme addressed through the first aim, but as it raises some broader
implications and goes to the heart of much business ethics thinking we
draw particular attention to it.

The idea that organizational processes influence and shape ethical
judgment is hardly original. Several influential studies have observed,
and analysed, the formative relationship between ethical judgment and
various organizational processes. Typically, these studies advance from a
general point of view and paint with broad sweeps, pointing, for example,
at organizational processes — in particular the rise of managerialism — as
informative clues on the current state of Western civilization (Maclntyre
1984; Bauman 1994) or at the bureaucratic phenomenon as a necessary,
but not sufficient, ingredient in the sociology of the Holocaust (Bauman
1989; Vetlesen 1994).

There is, however, a small, but growing body of studies addressing the
impact of organizational processes on ethical judgment, rather than as illus-
trations of a larger picture (for example, Paine 1994; Watson 1994, 1998).
Perhaps the most well-known work in the genre is Jackall’s (1988) study on
what he calls the moral mazes of managerial work. In his book, Jackall sets
out to capture the ethics-in-use of managers in large bureaucracies, rather
than their espoused values. As he observes: ‘the notions of morality and
ethics have a decidedly prescriptive, indeed moralistic flavor. They are often
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rooted in religious doctrines or vague cultural remnants of religious beliefs,
like the admonition of the Golden Rule’ (Jackall 1988, p. 4).

However, Jackall treats managers’ occupational ethics as sociologi-
cal entities: as empirical realities possible to uncover. Jackall shows that
American managerial occupational ethics is primarily shaped by the oppo-
sitional forces of, on one hand, the need to conform to internal pressures
towards instrumental achievement and to adapt to a predictable social
order, and, on the other hand, external pressures to ‘look good’ in the
face of the public. In particular, he points at and explores the enigmatic
and highly ambiguous moral terrain managers face, and their habitual
and routine ways of coping with it. Jackall demonstrates that organiza-
tional contexts have decisive impact on the ethical sensibilities developed,
allowed and expressed in particular occupations. We believe that the basic
thrust of his argument is not only valid for managers, as demonstrated
by Jackall’s study, but also for other occupational groups. In this chapter
we will use Jackall’s insights on the organizational framing of ethical
judgment as a starting point for our analysis.

2. THE IDEA OF ETHICAL CLOSURE

In its most elementary form, ethics boils down to the distinction between
what is good and what is evil (bad, harmful) (Maclntyre 1967; Parker
1998b; Brytting 1997; Bird 2002). There is a tendency in organizational
ethics research to focus on codes of conduct (see, for example, Tucker et
al. 1999, for a review). Such codes of conduct typically consist of lists of
actions that are either considered to be good or bad (or right or wrong).
The codes are believed to exercise influence on actions and decision making
in organizations. However, as briefly mentioned earlier in this chapter, we
think that this way of addressing ethics tends to treat it as yet another
restrictive force on organizational behavior. When for example Weaver et
al. (1999) argue that ‘formal ethics programs’ can be viewed as managerial
control systems, they are taking the business ethics approach to its logical
conclusion, where ‘formal ethics programs’ are a way of managing the
workforce — no more, no less.

This perspective is of course not ‘wrong’. It may have some practical
advantages as it may discourage some, easily specified, immoral behavior.
It is, however, narrow and thin, in Geertz’s (1973) sense. Thus, it misses
unique qualities inherent in ethics and morality. As Bird (2002, p. 28)
points out, moral actions are necessarily voluntary. Without choice, the
moral dimension simply ceases to exist. Moral actions are reasoned actions.
To unreflectively adhere to ethical codes of conduct is not the same thing
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as performing moral actions. In this sense, ethics constitute a particular
mode of understanding that guides human conduct and practice, rather
than ‘merely’ operating as a restrictive force. From this perspective, ethics
includes a particular vocabulary, with particular meaning and significance
for action. We find it useful to analyse ethics and morality as language-
games that humans command, or have the capacity to command, given
sufficient exposure and training — rather as humans master a language.

Moral development is thus, much like the development of any vocabu-
lary, a social practice (cf. Bird 2002). As Vetlesen puts it:

[[Individuals are not free to pick just any moral objects they would like.
Perception does not start from scratch; it is guided, channeled, given a specific
horizon, direction, and target by society. Society, not the single individual,
selects the appropriate objects of moral concern and the like; other objects it
rules out, conceals from view, demanding from the individual to do so as well.
(Vetlesen 1994, p. 194)

As mentioned above, we take a particular interest in the concealment of
the moral dimension. From our point of view such concealment is created
through the denial of framing issues in ethical terms — what we from now
label ‘ethical closure’. With ethical closure we mean systematic denials of
the application of moral vocabulary and, thus, informed ethical judgment.
Since there is some ambiguity around the term ‘closure’ — which sometimes
might indicate closing off or sealing something, or indicate the fulfilment
of something — we want to emphasize that the term as we use it gestures
towards closing off an argument rather than resolving it.

Ethical closure has similarities to what Bird (2002) labels moral blind-
ness. According to Bird, moral blindness occurs whenever people fail
to recognize relevant ethical considerations. However, moral blindness
includes all sorts of failures to recognize the ethical dimension. Ethical
closure, in this sense, is a more specific concept: it focuses on systematic
effects emerging from identifiable social processes, thus excluding random
effects and human shortcomings.

The concept of ethical closure has a close affinity to the concept of dis-
cursive closure, as developed by Deetz (1992). Ethical closure attempts to
illuminate a kind of communication breakdown within a particular field
of inquiry and reflection, while the concept of discursive closure points
to the generalized form for such communication breakdowns. Discursive
closure plays, according to Deetz, a pivotal role in creating systematically
distorted communication (Habermas 1984; Forester 1989; Deetz 1992;
Alvesson 1996). Put shortly, discursive closures ‘exist whenever potential
conflict is suppressed’ (Deetz 1992, p. 187). Discursive practices, Deetz
observes, may on one hand lead to the potential suspension of preformed
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convictions and relatively unconstrained production of understanding, or,
on the other hand, the suspension of dissent, difference, and discussion.

Discursive practices . . . can either lead to . . . [the] open formation [of the self]
by further exploration of the subject matter or divert, distort, or block the open
development of understanding. When discussion is thwarted, a particular view
of reality is maintained at the expense of equally plausible ones, usually to
someone’s advantage. (Deetz 1992, p. 189)

It is the latter type of discursive practices that propels discursive closure.
Since the practices themselves consist of tactical moves, rather than sub-
stantive claims, they often appear inoffensive and unobtrusive. This is
further underscored by the fact that such discursive practices are often
seemingly evoked for the common good, ‘to keep the order’, ‘to avoid
rocking the boat’, and, ironically, ‘to let everybody have a say’.

There are numerous processes that potentially create discursive closure.
Deetz discusses and elaborates seven important ones: disqualification,
naturalization, neutralization, topical avoidance, subjectification of expe-
rience, meaning denial and plausible deniability, legitimation, and paci-
fication. Obviously all processes of discursive closure may be involved
in creating ethical closure. However, in this chapter we will pay specific
attention to two of these processes: naturalization and subjectification of
experience. Our reason is primarily empirical: these two processes are
particularly involved in creating the kinds of ethical closure we observed
among newsmakers.

Naturalization occurs when a particular view of a subject matter is put
forward, and accepted, as the way things are. In relation to social reality,
naturalization often appears as a result of reification — the treatment of
social relationships and subjective constructions as natural, fixed and
external objects. Processes of naturalization deny alternative formulations
of experience. Such discursive moves are often used to stop or block dis-
cussion at the moment where it becomes interesting. For example, a natu-
ralizing move is typically made by declaring ‘this is the way it is’ in a way
that makes it difficult or impossible to ask the more interesting question:
“Yes, but how did that happen?’ Naturalizing moves make such a question
seemingly irrelevant, since it is claimed that this is a natural state of affairs,
implicating that alternative formulations are against the natural order.

Subjectification of experience — the idea that experience and meaning
are strictly personal and private — stems from an anthropological oddity
of modern Western society: the subjectification of experience as embod-
ied and expressed in the institution of the individual (Meyer 1986). It is
also foundational for a particular perspective on ethics and morality: the
emotivist position. According to Macintyre (1984), emotivism has been
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equally successful as its companion individualism, to the extent that it
‘has become embodied in our culture’ (1984, p. 22). Emotivism states that
moral judgments have no rational justification. They are rather expres-
sions of attitude, preference, or feeling (Mangham 1995). Moral judg-
ments are first and foremost means for influencing other people’s attitude
or conduct. They do not make any meaningful truth-claims, in the sense
that one moral position can be truer or falser than another. Moral posi-
tions, from the emotivist perspective, are in that sense equal to tastes and
opinions. They are debatable, of course, but such debates are not possible
to resolve rationally.

Here is not the place to point out all the pitfalls and shortcomings in the
emotivist position. We will restrict ourselves to discuss two weak spots in
the emotivist argument. First, it draws heavily on the separation between
values and facts. Most emotivists claim that rational discourse is indeed
possible, as long as it concerns facts. As proponents of critical theory,
amongst others, long have pointed out (cf. Horkheimer and Adorno
[1947] 1979; Habermas 1987), it is simply impossible to maintain a sharp
distinction between facts and values, since facts necessarily are selected
and constructed from a value point of view. Other values would produce
other facts.

Second, the emotivist position assumes that experience and meaning is
private and personal: locked into the emotional and cognitive apparatus
of the individual. However, the various linguistic turns in social science
(Deetz 1992; Alvesson and Kéarreman 2000) have increasingly undermined
such assumptions. Today, many social scientists and philosophers would
claim the opposite: that meaning and experiential structures precede the
individual in space and time, that the individual is thrown — as phenom-
enologists would express it —into an already formed, interpreted and expe-
rienced world. From a cultural point of view one could say that socially
shared meanings and values provide much more significant reference
points for people’s ethical reasoning than idiosyncratic tastes. Butterfield
et al. (2000) found that when an individual perceives a social consensus
around an issue being ethically problematic, his or her moral awareness
will be triggered, indicating the social rather than individualistic nature of
ethical thinking.

The subjectification of experience provides discursive closure by pushing
issues from the public realm to the private realm. As the case of emotiv-
ism illustrates, this move may even articulate the whole issue of ethics as
a strictly private matter. As such, it ceases to exist as a matter of public
discussion. Ethical convictions and judgments are turned into personal
attitudes and opinions, true only to myself and my current personality or
‘character’ (Maclntyre 1984).
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Both naturalization and subjectification deny the socially constructed
character of reality. Instead of recognizing that social phenomena are con-
stituted through social action and collective definitions of what is true and
good, reality is uncritically reproduced as either too objective or subjective
to warrant scrutiny.

3. ETHICAL CLOSURES IN SWEDISH MEDIA
ORGANIZATIONS

The empirical material stems partly from an ethnographic case study
of a Swedish evening newspaper (at the time of the study, Sweden had
three evening newspapers) and partly from in-depth interviews with 12
journalists. The case study is based on participative observation over nine
months, two or three days a week, 15 more or less formal interviews, and
numerous informal conversations. The second set of data is comprised
of interviews with editors and reporters from a wide array of positions
(including editors-in-chief, editors, senior columnists and reporters) and
media outlets (morning papers, evening papers, and national and local
radio). Since the ethnographic material allowed for depth, informant
selection for the second set of interviews was aimed to generate breadth.
The ethnographic material has provided the richest and the most pro-
found insights in to how Swedish journalists form and articulate ethical
judgment. It has been particularly revealing to observe how Swedish jour-
nalists juggle with the practical, professional and ethical aspects of report-
ing while doing work. Although the ethnographic material has provided
depth and richness, it may also restrict the validity of our results, since the
ethnographic material draws exclusively from one media organization. It
can be argued that evening newspapers are neither representative, nor par-
ticularly illuminating for how mainstream news organizations operate.
However, Swedish journalists are remarkably homogenous, both as a
social group and in terms of espoused values (Nohrstedt and Ekstrom
1994). This is partly due to the fact that most, if not all, journalists are
shaped in a similar mould. The early career steps almost invariably include
internships and short-time temporary work, often in different parts of
Sweden, at a variety of media organizations. Internships and temporary
positions at evening newspapers are, in this context, commonly perceived
as important qualifications because evening newspapers are perceived to
be highly competitive and performance-oriented workplaces. In this sense,
evening newspapers provide benchmarks for aspiring journalists.
Fieldwork has been conducted through an open and emergent approach,
asking questions about how the interviewees view moral issues in their
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work organizations. We have primarily used qualitative methods. We
have adopted a perspective with an emphasis on interpretation, looking
for deeper meanings behind more obvious aspects of the empirical mat-
erial. Thus, we have opted for a critical-hermeneutic perspective that
primarily constructs analysis and interpretation in terms of reading and
understanding.

3.1 The meaning of ethics among Swedish journalists

Ethics has a particular meaning for Swedish journalists, shared in the sense
that almost every Swedish journalist is aware of a set of principles and
relate to these in one way or another. One of our informants summarized
these as follows:

Ethical dilemmas in journalism are most often constituted by the, on the one
hand, legitimate interest to expose as much material of common interest as pos-
sible, and, on the other hand, the fact that people may be hurt by such exposure.
It is important to remember, though, that the journalistic ethics does not aim at
eliminating damages due to publication. If it would, there would not be much to
print, at least not with any substance. (Former morning newspaper and evening
newspaper editor-in-chief)

This dilemma is often framed — reduced — into the question whether one
should provide material that identifies the people in a story, or not. Judging
from our material, as well as other studies (Nohrstedt and Ekstrom 1994;
Ekstrom and Nohrstedt 1996), this is the ethical question for journalists.
However, as some informants made clear, journalistic ethics covers more
than name publishing:

There exists a well-documented and elaborated ethical responsibility, codi-
fied in the rules of the game. They are the ethical foundation for the trade. . . .
They are developed in a collaboration with several stakeholders; the union, the
owner’s organization and the publisher’s club [a professional organization]. It
is part of the freedom of press-articles in the constitution, that the press is self-
regulated, rather than government-regulated. And it regulates issues of name
publishing. It regulates the separation between editorial content and advertis-
ing. And it concerns the journalist’s integrity, how involved one can be — which
means that one cannot. (Morning paper senior columnist)

Name publishing, editorial purity, integrity — put bluntly, it is around
these issues Swedish newsmakers are expected to develop a professional
conscience, guided by agreed-upon ‘rules of the game’. These are the
issues that are generally perceived as relevant for the occupation, ethically
speaking.
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Journalists do not generally claim that these issues exhaust the realm of
ethics. However, it is quite clear that other issues, that at least the outsider
would expect to have ethical relevance for journalists, have a difficult time
qualifying as issues that are relevant for the profession. Such issues include
respect for private life rather than intruding and exploiting it; telling the
truth (as far as possible) rather than producing half-truths, misleading
information, or even lies; illuminate important phenomena (thus serving
society and democracy or informing the public of global problems) rather
than focusing on nonsense (such as celebrity gossip).

Journalists do not deny that these issues are ethical issues. But they are
not considered to be particularly relevant for the profession — at least not
on the workplace level — in the sense that they are issues that are regularly
intraprofessionally considered from an ethical point of view. They are, in
that sense, ‘dead’ as ethical issues.

This narrow understanding of ethics is constructed and maintained
through particular processes of ethical closure. Judging from our empiri-
cal material, it is possible to identify four specific processes of ethical
closure that operate in the Swedish newsmaking context. We label them
ethical sealing, ethical bracketing, double dehumanization, and com-
modification. Below we elaborate the content and characteristics of each
process.

3.2 Turning judgment into ‘rules of the game’ — the codification and
reification of ethical conduct

Ethical sealing occurs when a particular set of moral judgments and issues
is selected and maintained as the set, singling out a limited number of
demarcated themes as objects of ethical consideration in for example an
official set of ethical rules for a corporation or a profession. This move
shrinks the scope for ethical judgment and creates ethical closure by (a)
making a narrow, but seemingly crucial, space for it, and (b) turning it
into a following of guidelines and rules. Ethical sealing draws mainly on
naturalization, which may seem as a bit odd, since it ought to be difficult
to argue that ethical judgments are ‘natural’, and not human achieve-
ments. The process of ethical sealing relies on reifying practices in this
regard. This is beautifully illustrated in the newsmaker context by the way
ethical judgments are converted into rules of the game. As such, they are
looked upon as bureaucratic protocol to be followed or bent, rather than
a particular perspective on the human existence.

The journalistic ethics in use in Sweden is, more or less, a following of rules.
So it is not, apart from a historical point of view, based on moral judgment.
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Everything is put together in a pamphlet: this is what you are allowed to do.
The limits and boundaries are expressed there, everything is regulated in there.
Everything, from Freedom of Press-bills to the ethical, moral rules of the game,
as they are called, and which really is nothing but recommendations. (Evening
newspaper editor-in-chief)

The codified, and almost formal, nature of ‘the rules of the game’ makes
them impersonal and lends them a pretense of objective existence. They
are there and are to be followed as something natural and self-evident.
The reference to extrapersonal institutions (unions, employer organiza-
tions, professional organizations, and legislative bodies) as key guardians
of the book of rules further detaches them from their origins as outflows
of concrete human judgment, thus making them appear more ‘objective’
and less part of subjective human experience. Morality is here based
on the seemingly superior rationality of certain institutions. As a con-
sequence, moral judgment becomes an exercise in converting rules into
practice; into yet another area regulated by bureaucratic protocol. Ethical
sealing is in this sense another example of the substitution of technical for
a moral responsibility in bureaucratic settings, as described by Bauman
(1989, p 98fY).

Ironically, what is set to safeguard ethical conduct in vital ways rather
undermines it (cf. ten Bos 1997). However, as ten Bos points out, rules
are also resources for ethical reflection and may not necessarily stifle
all forms of ethical reflection. In this sense, ethical sealing thus simulta-
neously enhances and eclipses domains of ethical judgment. Sealing is
thus not purely about ethical closure. It facilitates the accomplishment of
certain ‘minimal’ standards within at least a narrow terrain. In the end,
the process of ethical sealing creates moral reservations, where engagement
in ethical reflection is both legitimate and encouraged, but also narrowly
prescribed and regulated. Particular sets of issues and judgments are
singled out as valid, whereas others are pushed to a fringe existence. In the
end, ethical sealing results in the conversion of informed conduct, guided
by practical reason, into restricted behavior, determined by technically
motivated application of a body of rules. Ethics in practice then shows
resemblance with bureaucracy.

3.3 Lost in the divide — the privatization of moral judgment

Ethical bracketing is another important process that provides ethical
closure in the Swedish newsmaker context. Ethical bracketing allows
newsmakers to manage the breach between ‘official morality’ as expressed
through ethical sealing, and other ethical convictions that may be held
by individuals. As discussed above, ethical sealing primarily operates
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on a topical level. That is, it provides ethical closure through systemati-
cally enhancing a certain set of moral judgments and issues, and eclipsing
others.

Ethical bracketing, on the other hand, operates on the personal level.
Such a process is necessary since newsmakers are likely to hold ethical con-
victions and exercise moral judgments that transcend the boundaries of the
‘official morality’. However, ‘excessive’ moral convictions and judgments
may create problems in the work process, since they may call for action
that is incompatible with action deemed necessary to make the story stick
(Jackall 1988). Of course, if such a dilemma arises within the boundaries
of what is ethically sealed, there are certain guidelines and rules for how to
proceed. However, if they arise outside the limits of the moral reservations
provided through ethical sealing, individuals are expected to suspend, or
more accurately, temporarily bracket their normal ethical standards and
moral judgments.

New employees, particularly temps and interns, often jolt when they under-
stand that they are supposed to knock on the door of, let’s say, the dead boy’s
home and ask his parents for a photo to publish in the paper, for example. But
you are expected to be a Viking and accept that that’s the way it is to work at a
paper. (Evening newspaper copy-editor)

The individual newsmaker has little possibility to voice morally motivated
objections, in a situation as the one pictured in the quotation. To be more
precise, he or she can voice as much moral indignation as he or she likes,
but it will not be recognized as a voice speaking with moral authority.
Rather, it will be recognized as ‘out of bounds’. Its reception may range
from the sympathetic: as understandable but irrelevant personal pain;
over the ignorant: as meaningless noise; to ridicule: as wimpy whining, but
it will regardlessly be viewed as besides the point.

The process of subjectification of experience, as described above, mainly
propels ethical bracketing. It allows journalists to maintain their own
ethical standards and judgments, as long as they don’t interfere with news-
making procedures. Since moral convictions are systematically viewed as
private and individual concerns, apart from the set of convictions that
exist in the moral reservation created by ethical sealing, they are also
viewed as something that each individual must manage.

Let’s take an example, the boy who got lost in the woods in Smalltown. In the
end, we ask ourselves, will we approach the parents or not? And we usually
do. But you can never force a reporter to do it. I can’t say: ‘~ Do it.” “~ No, it’s
so uncomfortable’, they might say. And that’s OK. So you have to . . . at the
same, you know that in nine cases out of ten, they [the parents etc.] will talk
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with you. I mean, if they don’t want to, you have to be very careful, because
you can’t force them. . . . You can never force a reporter to make those calls.
But, on the other hand, you will always suggest them to make them. (Evening
newspaper editor)

It is OK but somewhat suspicious, as indicated above, to withdraw from
a task on moral grounds, as an individual. However, because of the sub-
jectification of experience, this will be viewed as an individual choice,
due to personal idiosyncrasies, rather than a morally motivated decision.
Typically, newsmakers respond by bracketing personal moral convictions
and judgment capacity, since newsmaker practices often create situations
that demand action that is difficult to make compatible with conventional
moral standards. There are only a limited number of occasions in which
one can decline a task before becoming labeled as unfit for the job, and
there simply are no arenas where reservations would be recognized as
voicing valid moral concerns.

3.4 The instrumentalized newsmaker

The combined effects of sealing and bracketing put a third kind of ethical
closure, double dehumanization, a concept borrowed from Vetlesen (1994),
into play. Sealing creates an environment where professional ethical judg-
ment is reserved for a narrow set of topics, and where personal ethical
judgment has no possibility to speak with moral authority in the work
context, since that particular position is occupied by the sealed sets of
judgments. Bracketing provides a mechanism that makes it possible for
individuals to maintain privately held moral convictions and work in a
context where actions incompatible with their personal moral convictions
routinely and systematically occur.

Usually, this makes it easier for newsmakers to instrumentalize them-
selves in their professional role: they view themselves as instruments of
the trade. The idea of being instruments substitute the notion of being a
human agent, guided by conscience and practical reason (an end), with
the notion of being a functional utility (a mean) regulated by external
constraints. Journalists are ‘the messengers, not the message’, and they are
‘only printing stuff people want to read’. They are no longer humans: they
are conduits of information and mere expressions of supply and demand.
Ethical closure is motivated not by references to a restricted set of official
ethical rules or to a purely personal (subjective) view on morals. It is the
logic of instrumentalization, the emphasis on a technical response to the
imperatives of media and market forces that produces closure. Neither a
predefined closed arena of morality, nor a personalization of opinion, is



Ethical closure in organizational settings 69

needed for instrumentalization to take place. The domination of instru-
mental reason may stand on its own feet, but is sometimes facilitated by
ethical sealing and bracketing. Sealing fits into an instrumental rationality
in the sense that ethics is compartmentalized and taken care of in a well
packaged and compartmentalized way, leaving major parts of operations
free from disturbing considerations.

The process of double dehumanization dehumanizes and instrumen-
talizes relentlessly. Since newsmakers usually interact with other people;
witnesses, victims, villains, heroes, sources, confidants, and so on, these
people are also instrumentalized and dehumanized in the process — hence
double dehumanization (cf. Kiarreman and Alvesson 2001). They are, of
course, instrumental in the sense that they are necessary for producing
stories. But they are also converted into instruments, rather than human
beings, by instrumentalized newsworkers that attempt to stage the story —
the message — in the most effective way.

As noted earlier, such staging may include the use of moral perspec-
tives. But the moral point of view is not used here as a way of guiding
human conduct. It is used as an effect, as a way of adding drama and
sensation. The following extract, taken from a routine meeting between
day- and nightshift personnel at an evening newspaper, provides an
illustration:

Day editor: This piece, I don’t know whether it should be in the national
edition, but it goes straight to the gut. There have been several severe acci-
dents at a crossroad outside the hospital in Arvika. Two accidents with fatal
outcomes have occurred in only a couple of weeks. In one case, well, the father
is still in intensive care with life-threatening damages. The little daughter was
buried yesterday. The mother . . . they were on their way to pick her up, so
she witnessed the crash. Anyway, we have got her down to the crossroad for a
picture, and there will be a petition tomorrow in favor of a rebuilt crossroad. It
goes straight to the gut, really.

Night editor: Portrait of the daughter and the spouse?

Day editor: Yes, I hope so.

The extract is unusual in its compact demonstration of the double de-
humanization of newsmakers and the use of human tragedy, with moral
indignation as the main dramaturgical ingredient, as a story-enhancing
effect. Typically, double dehumanization is less obvious, although still
possible to identify in most instances of newsmaker procedure. The voice
of moral indignation, so useful for evening newspaper newsmakers in par-
ticular, but also a story-line standard for newsmakers in general, is what
makes the story newsworthy. However, such moral indignation has almost
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nothing to do with morality and ethics proper. It is merely a pose, used to
maximize a particular effect.

3.5 Trading in morality: the commodification of ethics

We have, to some extent, already touched upon the fourth kind of ethical
closure we have identified among Swedish newsmakers, particularly in
the paragraph above. We have labeled it moral commodification since as
a process, it transforms ethics and morality from a particular mode of re-
flection into a valuable commodity in the marketplace. Newsmakers trade
in offering products that appeal to the customer’s morality, typically in a
spontaneous, self-evident and common-sensical way. The commodifica-
tion of ethics occurs because good stories need drama, at least according
to newsmakers, and because most media organizations are commercial
enterprises. One way of adding drama to a story is to cast it in moral
terms. Such moral casting typically introduces narrative elements that
make it easier to frame the story in a dramatic fashion. It provides a
chance to establish heroes, villains, and victims within a moral story.

Since good stories are equivalent to selling stories, particularly at an
evening newspaper (Karreman and Alvesson 2001), moral drama becomes
a selling point. Morality offers a tool of the trade that makes a story more
compelling, interesting and/or dramatic. The commercial nature of most
media organizations frames and further emphasizes ethics and morality as
parts of the product package — as commodities.

Moral commodification provides ethical closure because it disqualifies
the notion of ethics and morality as specific modes of understanding, and
turns them into something that may or may not add value to the product.
Thus, it becomes possible to address moral issues without engaging in
ethical reflection at all. Rather, ethics and morality are, as noted above,
reduced to drama-enhancing effects.

Commodification of ethics occurs in all types of media. However, in the
Swedish context, it seems as if evening newspaper people have a particular
self-conscious relationship to moral commodification. These newsmakers
quite often refer to market conditions. They compete in a marketplace,
they claim, where competition is intense. There is a market for moral
storytelling — a market in which Ethics Inc. operates. Ethical judgment
gets mixed up in conjectures on the readership’s shared moral standards.
Second-guessing the ethical judgments of the typical reader becomes as
important, or even more important, as making independent ethical judg-
ments. Ultimately, what the market is perceived to want replaces inde-
pendent ethical judgments.
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4. THE ROUTINE PRODUCTION OF ETHICAL
CLOSURE: CONTEXTUAL FEATURES AND
ORGANIZATIONAL ARRANGEMENTS

It is perhaps tempting to explain ethical closures as effects of a lack of or
unsophisticated and poorly implemented codes of conduct. This is true,
in a tautological and trivial sense, but it also misses the point with the
concept of ethical closure. Such ‘explanations’ miss how particular con-
texts produce circumstances that facilitate, foster, and even inevitably lead
to ethical closures of different kinds. Ethical closures can be explained and
understood from the particular contexts where they are working. In our
case, we will put emphasis on the way organizational arrangements facili-
tate and enable the production of ethical closures. We will point at four
organizational structural features that enable the kinds of ethical closures
discussed in the chapter: the rhythm of the work flow, division of labor,
division of ethical responsibility, and solipsistic social relations.

The practical business of newsmaking is typically divided into recur-
ring sequences of work within short time-spans. The periodic character of
most, if not all, news media creates a work situation where output formats
regulate, sometimes even dictate, work procedures (Tuchman 1978; Gans
1979). Newspapers, TV, and radio rely on a steady inflow of stories and
commentary. Deadlines are omnipresent. Time is scarce. Print space is
scarce.

You are not allowed to write 6000 characters because there is not enough space
in the paper. Everybody knows that. And you have to write a certain kind of
preamble, because it has to fit into a certain layout. You have to accept those
rules. (Editor-in-chief)

Most newsmakers tend to point at this particular aspect of work when
explaining ethical shortcomings. However, their main concern is rarely
rigid formatting, or lack of print space. According to newsmakers,
scarce time and tight deadlines are the main contributors to ethical
shortcomings.

To the extent journalists don’t meet their own perceived moral standards, it is
because of time pressures. The pressure is so intense and everything has to move
so quickly. You don’t have time to reflect. (Editor-in-chief)

Although it is questionable if time pressure is the main cause behind
ethical closures, it is clear that time pressures create situations where news-
makers may have to choose between reflection and production. Steady
production and reflective conduct are both valued at a premium in most
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news organizations, but since production mostly is seemingly unproblem-
atic from an ethical point of view, production is routinely chosen before
reflection. This is, of course, further underscored by ethical sealing and
division of ethical responsibility (see below) which — on a surface level —
guarantee that minimal ethical reflection occurs somewhere in the editorial
production process.

As with most modern organizations, the typical media organization
relies heavily on elaborate and sophisticated division of labor. Labor is
divided both horizontally and vertically. In the horizontal dimension,
labor is usually divided and specialized in two areas: work functions and
topical coverage. In the case of work functions, division of labor is typi-
cally grounded in various kinds of technical expertise. Newsmaker work is
also typically divided based on topical coverage. This means that news-
papers, in particular, but also other media, organize the news flow in various
topical categories: business, domestic, sports, international, entertainment,
culture, and so on. Newsmakers are expected to be able to move between
the boundaries of topical division: reporters specialized in domestic affairs
should, in principle, be able to work in the sports department. However,
newsmakers normally specialize in one or a few topics and stick to it.

Labor is also typically, if not always, divided vertically. Formal vertical
division of labor may vary in its scope. A small local newspaper may for
example restrict formal vertical division of labor to two levels: a supervisor
and supervised journalists. On the other hand, large newspapers may have
several levels in their hierarchy of formal authority.

The significance of formal vertical division of labor is generally down-
played by newsmakers. They often claim that hierarchical authority
has little influence on everyday operations, and that too visible use of
hierarchical authority would be counterproductive.

There exists a hierarchy here, with an editor-in-chief, two deputy editor-in-
chiefs, a managing editor with a sort of general responsibility for the daily work
with the news, plus the managing editor for each department. But it is not that
disciplinary, it is relatively free . . . it is not that authoritative, so to speak. Your
managing editor will not yell at you. There will be discussions and then there
will be a consensus on how to carry on with the work. Each department has
large degrees of freedom. The business department, for example, decides what
they want to do for themselves. There is nobody who will tell them ‘Now let’s
do this, this is what we will do’. There is a general policy that most agree upon.
And then we work from there. Sports are minding their business, Politics theirs,
and so on. (Morning newspaper senior columnist)

Nevertheless, as labor process theorists, organizational sociologists,
and others have demonstrated (Jackall 1988; Bauman 1989, 1994; Knights
and Willmott 1990), division of labor is hardly as innocent as most
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newsmakers tend to believe. Division of labor is often a gain in efficiency
for the organization, and perhaps in the possibility of developing expert
knowledge for individuals. But it also includes costs. Such costs typically
involve fragmentation and the separation of decision and execution.
Fragmentation and separation of decision and execution make it difficult
for individuals to create a meaningful picture of the activity that is carried
out in the organization, and thus to relate their own work to the various
outputs produced in the organizations. It also makes it difficult to influ-
ence the end product of your work.

I have control over my stuff until the minute I deliver them to the managing
editor. Until I have finished the writing. Then it falls freely. You can ask any
reporter how it feels to deliver a story that one thinks is good, and the pic-
tures. . .. You think ‘I’'m delivering a complete kit here, this is damn good’. And
then you see it in the paper the day after and you realize that you delivered it to
a donkey. (Evening newspaper senior columnist)

Such frustration is not untypical in media organizations, and perhaps in
all modern organizations. Although the informant in the excerpt above
suggests incompetence or even sabotage on behalf of the receivers of his
‘kit’, the problem is rather that they have little knowledge of his particular
vision, or little possibility to realize it. Copy-editors, on their side, often
complain that they receive confusing and almost incomprehensible mat-
erial from the field workers (reporters and photographers). Sophisticated
division of labor generally tends to make work results and responsibilities
diffuse, or ‘floating’ in Bauman’s (1989, 1994) vocabulary, and provide
structural conditions for far-reaching separation between organizational
members. Needless to say, diffuse responsibilities and structural separa-
tion both facilitate and reinforce processes of ethical closure. It facilitates
processes of ethical closure through providing structural contingencies
that make them difficult to resist. It reinforces them through fragmenting
responsibilities to the extent that it makes bracketing — both ethical and
other kinds of bracketing — the only possible way to cope.

Actual division of labor is normally decided within an organization.
However, government regulation may sometimes force organizations to
particular divisions of labor. As is the case in media organizations, such
mandatory division of labor, although well intended, may create build-
ing blocks for ethical closures. In media organizations, the law divides
legal responsibility. Individual journalists are not legally responsible for
the accuracy and truthfulness of their stories in Sweden. Instead, the law
leaves this responsibility exclusively with one person in the media organi-
zation: the ‘responsible publisher’. Newsmakers typically have no objec-
tions to this system. They tend to accept it, which may be a bit odd since it
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means, in pragmatic terms, that power over editorial content is, in the end
of the day, exclusively concentrated to the responsible publisher.

What is really special with the position of the responsible publisher is that
it is completely uncorroded by the various Swedish experiments in worklife
democracy. It is a position that makes one person responsible, and [gives] this
person absolute power. It is an anachronistic dictatorship, that oddly enough
is accepted by all concerned, by this freedom-loving group. It is a paradox.
(Former morning newspaper and evening newspaper editor-in-chief)

It is the responsible publisher who is punished for wrongdoings conducted
in the name of the media organization. This means that, from a legal
point of view, the individual newsmaker does not operate within his or her
own ethical frame of reference but, by proxy, within the ethical frame of
reference of the responsible publisher. When individual newsmakers face
ethical dilemmas that cannot easily be resolved within institutionalized
rules of thumb, they also face choices that simply are not theirs:

Decisions concerning publication of name do not normally bother me much.
If we publish, well, it wouldn’t affect me. I mean, in some cases it is so obvious
that all you have to do is to make the decision. But if it is a close call, I just let it
flow up in the hierarchy [to the responsible publisher], because it would be him
ending up in jail. So he better make the decision. (Evening newspaper manag-
ing editor)

In this sense, the system with ‘responsible publisher’ makes individual
newsmakers insignificant as moral agents. Legally speaking, they are
nothing but remote-controlled extensions of the ‘responsible publisher’.
This system may have other advantages, but it undoubtedly invites news-
makers to take comfort in bracketing their ethical convictions and moral
judgments, and ultimately reduce the inclination to position themselves as
ethical subjects.

Newsmakers working in news organizations are rarely in direct contact
with their colleagues due to division of labor, as noted above, and to
shift work. Tasks, functions and duties are distributed in time and space.
Most tasks and functions are performed by at least two persons separ-
ated in time and space. Opportunities to direct and interpersonal con-
tacts between individuals performing identical functions and tasks are
minimal. Communication and sharing of experience are limited to phone
conversations and exchange of documents.

At the same time, newsmakers regularly face unexpected events. They
must often make difficult decisions with short notice and in general work
under a strict time pressure — the newspaper must be put together every
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24th hour. Due to the low degree of social interaction between larger
groups of people — most interactions and meetings only involve two or
three persons — and infrequent contacts between people doing the same job
— due to shift work — chances to develop a shared understanding through
everyday interaction are few and far between.

This means that newsmakers typically work in situations where divi-
sion of labor and responsibility is elaborate, narrow, and specific, but
where social relations are loosely and thinly coupled (Weick 1976; Orton
and Weick 1990). Individuals work under high degrees of separation,
even where the workflow makes them highly interdependent. A typical
newspaper story may be co-created by people who actually never see or
communicate directly with each other. A reporter who may make some
telephone calls and then write the piece may, for example, contribute with
the text. Pictures are either bought from picture agencies or taken by a
newspaper photographer. Work will be coordinated by a managing editor,
which usually means that the editor orders pictures from the department
of photography, and has a few words with the reporter. The text and the
pictures are eventually delivered to a copy-editor, who will add headlines
to the story, and also decide the presentation of the piece, together with his
or her managing editor.

This is, of course, typical for professional and semi-professional work.
Reporters, photographers, and copy-editors are expected to be able to
perform their work on their own, with minimal intervention from supe-
riors and colleagues. After all, they are the experts. However, this also
means that there are few places or spaces where organization members
regularly meet in a fashion that allows them to engage in conversations
that transcend what is minimally necessary for putting the paper together.
The lack of opportunities to develop rich social relations with peers and
other organizational members facilitate subjectification of experience.
It also neutralizes moral reflection by denying proximity. According to
Bauman (1989), proximity is essential for ‘the moral impulse’ (cf. ten Bos
1997):

That proximity-cum-responsibility context within which personal images are
formed surrounds them with a thick moral wall virtually impenetrable to
‘merely abstract’ arguments. Persuasive or insidious the intellectual stereotype
may be, yet its zone of application stops abruptly where the sphere of per-
sonal intercourse begins. ‘The other’ as an abstract category simply does not
communicate with ‘the other’ I know. (Bauman 1989, pp. 187-8, emphasis in
original)

Bauman is referring to ‘the other’ outside the organization (for an analysis
of an ethics for the other, see Jeanes and Muhr this volume). However,
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there is no reason to think that proximity starts and stops at organiza-
tional borders. If I have few opportunities to find out whether my expe-
riences are strictly personal or shared by others — if I am systematically
denied proximity — it is likely that I eventually will feel confusion around
the character of the experience. The confusion may vary from person to
person. Some may confuse potentially shared experiences with personal
experiences. Others may confuse personal experience for shared. All may
confuse abstract stereotypes for personal knowledge. Either way, the
result will be confusion, caused by the solipsistic mistake of placing one’s
own preformed interpretations at the center.

5. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we have taken an interest in the social construction of
counterforces to moral awareness and ethical reflection in organizational
settings. We have introduced the concept of ethical closure in an attempt
to reveal and analyse such counterforces. We have attempted to under-
stand ethics as a particular mode of understanding that is not only exer-
cised but also shaped in organizational settings. Ethical closure occurs, we
claim, when people are systematically denied — or ‘voluntary’ refrain from
— engagement in ethical reflection. In this chapter, we have attempted to
connect the concept of ethical closure with the related concept of discur-
sive closure, as developed by Deetz (1992). In particular, we have pointed
to how ethical closures, in a manner similar to discursive closures, operate
through unobtrusively diverting attention from potential ethical reflection,
rather than through overt prohibition and restriction.

Drawing from empirical material from media organizations we have
identified four processes of ethical closures: sealing, bracketing, double
dehumanization, and moral commodification. Processes of sealing typi-
cally assign the role of ethical judgment to a narrow set of issues — and
thereby eclipsing others — where ethical ‘reflection” normally is guided,
indeed confined, by elaborate systems of rules. Bracketing allows news-
makers to disconnect from individual ethical frameworks, and thus make
actions they otherwise would find ethically questionable, possible. This is
also facilitated by double dehumanization, which constructs newsmakers as
well as those people addressed as instruments, allowing little space for the
wider considerations of goals and values. Finally, moral commodification —
the reframing of ethics from a particular mode of understanding to a selling
effect — allows newsmakers to address and utilize ethical issues without
engaging in ethical reflection at all. It means a kind of displacement of
ethics into the market.
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Although quite distinct as processes, the four kinds of ethical closures
discussed here may be empirically interlinked and operate in a mutually
reinforcing fashion. For example, sealing, bracketing, and double dehu-
manization provide space for moral commodification, and moral com-
modification, when established, further reinforces processes of sealing,
bracketing, and double dehumanization. Their combined effect makes
it difficult for newsmakers to engage in ethical reflection in matters that
concern their work. Since processes of closure counteract ethical reflection
through indirect displacement, rather than direct oppression, they also
become difficult to resist.

Resistance is further eroded and inhibited by the way organizational/
contextual features provide fertile ground for the ethical closures we have
identified in media organizations. The rhythm of work, with its tight
deadlines and short job-cycles, gives little space for ethical reflections.
Division of labor diffuses and fragments responsibility. The division of
ethical responsibility, peculiar for the Swedish context, centralizes all legal
responsibility to one person in the organization and converts other news-
makers from moral agents to mere agents. The solipsistic social relations
provide few, if any, occasions where ethical judgments can be collectively
articulated, evaluated, and formed.

The kinds of ethical closure, and the contextual features that facili-
tate and foster them, identified and discussed in this chapter are to some
extent specific for media work, and news work in particular. The process
of moral commodification, for example, seems to be particular for media
work although there are some other areas of work where moral commodi-
fication is likely to be an issue, for example in advertising and lobbying
agencies and their client organizations. However, such businesses are in
many ways also media organizations, with a sufficiently generous, but not
meaningless, definition of the term. Thus, they also fall into the category
of media work.

Other processes that we have identified in this chapter are arguably more
general, meaning here not only restricted to media organizations. Ethical
bracketing is likely to occur in most modern bureaucratic organizations,
partly due to the emotivist bias in Western culture (Macintyre 1984) and
the following subjectification of experience, and partly due to the nature of
bureaucracy (Jackall 1988; Bauman 1989, 1994). Double dehumanization
is probably also common in capitalist society. Market economy strongly
encourages the treatment of human subjects as means for profit and actors
on this market are expected to develop a strong instrumental orientation
in this respect.

The final process of ethical closure identified in this chapter, sealing, is
likely to be less particular than moral commodification, and less general
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(frequent) than bracketing and perhaps also double dehumanization. One
might suspect that sealing is likely to occur in settings where there is an
‘official’ moral code established. Consequently, most (semi-) professional
organizations, which are prone to develop or incorporate specific codes of
conduct, are likely to show more or less evidence of processes of ethical
sealing.

The concept of ethical closure has general relevance. Wherever ethical
reflection is applicable, ethical closures may be set to operate. Actual
processes of ethical closure are likely to differ between occupations and
organizational settings, but the outcome would be the same: the blocking
and denial of ethical reflection.

It is an important task to identify the various forms and processes of
ethical closures at work in different contexts, may they be occupational
or organizational. There is a need to further develop and elaborate our
theoretical sensitivities in this field of inquiry. We offer this chapter as a
modest but hopefully valuable empirically illustrated outline to a general
conceptualization of ethical closures in organizational settings.
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5. The business of business and the
politics of opinion
Steen Vallentin

Sentiment is a corrupting and debilitating influence in business. It fosters leni-
ency, inefficiency, sluggishness, extravagance, and hardens the innovationary
arteries. . . . The governing rule in industry should be that something is good only
if it pays. Otherwise it is alien and impermissible. This is the rule of capitalism.

Theodore Levitt, 1958

I call myself a liberal in the true sense of liberal, in the sense in which it means
of and pertaining to freedom.
Milton Friedman, 1975

1. INTRODUCTION

Recently, several calls have been made for a politically enlarged concep-
tualization of corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Margolis and Walsh
2003; Scherer and Palazzo 2007; see also Dubbink 2004; Matten and
Crane 2005, Matten and Moon 2008, Vallentin 2009). These calls have
been motivated by the dramatic increase of corporate power and influ-
ence in the global economy — with the rise of the multinational corpora-
tion and corporate entanglement in a variety of activities and issues that
have hitherto been associated with the state/government or civil society,
namely philanthropy and community investment, environmental manage-
ment, workers’ rights and welfare, human rights, animal rights and cor-
ruption. Private companies can not only be considered as citizens in and
by themselves (vis-a-vis the notion of corporate citizenship), they are also
increasingly assuming, sharing or taking over the function of protecting,
facilitating and enabling other citizens’ rights. Examples of this include
business involvement in educational and community development pro-
grams, provision of health and educational services for workers in devel-
oping countries, and protection of civil rights in countries with oppressive
regimes such as Nigeria or Burma (Crane et al. 2004). In certain respects,
private companies are assuming a statelike role and becoming more and
more governmental (Matten and Crane 2005; Walsh 2005). This is a
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reflection — both cause and effect — of an on-going politization of business:
the actions, decisions and responsibilities of private companies are increas-
ingly exposed to public scrutiny and societal demands and expectations
that have formerly been associated with government and the functions of
public authorities and institutions.

This leads toward a political understanding of CSR. Drawing on Rorty
(1991) and Habermas (1996), Scherer and Palazzo (2007) argue for a politi-
cal conception of CSR that establishes a primacy of democracy to phil-
osophy: ‘It does not start with philosophical principles but with a political
analysis of the changing interplay of governments, civil society actors,
and corporations, and the institutional and cultural consequences of that
dynamic’ (ibid., p. 1098). However, in giving primacy of democracy to
philosophy there is a fundamental choice to be made of whether to empha-
size consensual or conflictual aspects of democratic processes. Political
approaches to CSR that emphasize the democratic value of consensus
often tend to lead to more of the same, that is, alternative forms of norma-
tive and idealized reasoning about business and society (even if they are
motivated by a perceived need to break away from such reasoning). This
chapter is concerned with the role of public opinion in defining corporate
responsibilities, and I will argue that this conceptual emphasis calls for a
conflictual understanding of the politics of CSR. Public opinion is a highly
influential political force that has many points of intersection with busi-
ness, but recognition of its significance does not necessarily imply recogni-
tion of its democratic value. Public opinion is certainly a democratic ideal,
but it is a contested ideal, hero to some, villain to others, and the differences
of opinion — in regard to public opinion and CSR - often seem irrecon-
cilable because they are ideological in nature and therefore immune to
change.

Instead of arguing for the superiority of a particular normative con-
ception of public opinion, I will emphasize the contested and ambiguous
nature of public opinion and its different articulations. Instead of letting
the political emerge as a kind of salvation, a supposedly superior solution
to the problem of providing a properly embedded and material justification
for CSR, I will strongly emphasize the need for a political understanding
of CSR to embody a critical mode of reflection. A mode of reflection that
is not preoccupied with finding new answers to the same old normative
questions, but instead seeks to elucidate the conflicts and problems that
come to the fore in political struggles over the meaning and value of CSR.
More specifically, this chapter is concerned with the ways in which public
opinion is framed and given political meaning by the opposing camps in
the on-going battle of ideas over CSR. In other words, I will explore the
uses of public opinion in CSR discourse.
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As argued elsewhere (Vallentin 2009), this kind of approach does not
imply a devaluation of normative approaches to CSR as such. It merely
points to the need for a plethora of complementary research strategies to
be operative in the field of business and society. There is (also) a need for
research to maintain a critical, albeit not sceptical, distance from develop-
ments in this field, and for political enlargements that are less concerned
with the democratic safeguarding of corporate activities and more con-
cerned with the social and strategic reality of how CSR is actually being
debated and acted upon.

The chapter will proceed first by juxtaposing the consensual view of poli-
tics as salvation and the more critical mode of politics as reflection. Section
2 discusses the important contributions of Scherer and Palazzo (2007) and
Preston and Post (1975). In section 3 I present the ‘postmodern’ view of
public opinion that informs the following analysis and discussion of public
opinion as it is used by the two opposing camps in the CSR debate: (neo-)
liberal sceptics (section 4) on the one side and CSR promoters (section 5)
on the other.

2. POLITICS AS SALVATION: ENTER
DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY

As mentioned, a political conception of CSR can be guided by either
a consensual or a conflictual understanding of democratic processes.
Scherer and Palazzo (2007), strongly inspired by Habermas, opt for the
former. They see a theory of deliberative democracy as a viable discursive
and dialogic alternative to positivist economic approaches that merely
provide an instrumental interpretation of corporate responsibilities, and
monological business ethics solutions to the problem of providing a
normative justification for CSR.

Scherer and Palazzo are not the first to come up with the idea of looking
to democratic processes rather than philosophical principles (concern-
ing virtues, duties, consequences, discourse, social contracts) in order
to justify CSR. Another grand conceptual design has been proposed by
Preston and Post, who, in their seminal book: Private Management and
Public Policy — The Principle of Public Responsibility (1975), argued that
the most significant impact that society exerts on business is through the
realm of public policy. Importantly, they avoid a narrow and legalistic
interpretation of the term ‘policy’ as they emphasize that public policy
may be made explicit in law and other formal acts of governmental bodies,
but that it can also manifest itself in implicit policies that are not formally
articulated or enforced. Indeed, Preston and Post define public policy as
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an inclusive process through which ‘the members of society — individuals,
organizations, and interest groups — identify issues of public concern,
explore conflicting view points, negotiate and bargain, and — if a resolu-
tion is reached — establish objectives and select means of obtaining them’
(ibid., p. 2). Public policy is ‘the means by which society as a whole articu-
lates its goals and objectives’ (ibid., p. 101), it refers to ‘widely shared and
generally acknowledged principles directing and controlling actions that
have broad implications for society at large or major proportions thereof’
(ibid., p. 56). The public policy process reflects ‘general societal commit-
ments and shared values’ (ibid., p. 12). As Oberman (1996) points out, the
implicit theme here is social control through value consensus. Building on
a structural-functionalist paradigm, Preston and Post tend to emphasize
integration and consensus while disregarding conflict and coercion.

Scherer and Palazzo follow in the footsteps of Preston and Post (even
if they do not, actually, refer to them), as they propose deliberative
democracy as a guiding force for CSR. An arguably even broader — and
vaguer, one might add — notion than public policy. They nevertheless find
that ‘Habermas’ theory of deliberative democracy is a very promising
approach to appropriately define the social responsibilities of the business
firm as a political actor in a globalized world’ (2007, p. 1106). Scherer and
Palazzo see deliberative democracy as a collaborative political process that
calls for active participation from business in alternative modes of govern-
ance. In their view, ‘[a] deliberative concept of CSR embeds corporate
decision making in processes of democratic will formation. These proc-
esses, driven by civil society actors and spanning a broad field of public
arenas, establish a democratic control on the public use of corporate power’
(ibid., p. 1109.

These grand designs are both examples of normative CSR using political
means. They essentially substitute (monological) philosophical ideals with
(discursive) democratic ideals — hoping to be able to rectify governance
gaps and failures through the means of deliberative democracy. But the
question remains whether there really is a fundamental difference between,
on the one hand, philosophical normativity, and, on the other, democratic
normativity. The political conception of CSR provided by Scherer and
Palazzo is certainly wide open to the general criticisms that can be levelled
at idealized notions of deliberative democracy: it remains strongly norma-
tive and procedural, more concerned with ideals and intentions than with
reality and implementation, it pays little attention to corporate agency, it
tends to overemphasize the potential role and significance of civil society
organizations in regard to CSR while disregarding the legitimation prob-
lems their actions involve, and it relies too strongly on communicative
rationality (the power of ‘the better argument’) in the face of massive non-
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communicative (strategic) forces. Thus, it tends to separate rationality
from power and rhetoric (cf. Flyvbjerg 1998).

3. POLITICS AS REFLECTION: THE AMBIGUITY
OF PUBLIC OPINION

This chapter has a different ambition in regard to contributing to a politi-
cally enlarged conceptualization of CSR. Quoting Foucault (1984, pp.
375-6), and keeping in mind the suggested shortcomings of the grand
normative designs proposed by Scherer and Pallazzo and Preston and
Post, it can be argued that ‘the forms of totalization offered by politics
are always, in fact, very limited’. Paraphrasing Foucault, the aim here is
not to produce alternative totalizing forms, but to open up problems, to
approach politics from behind and cut across it on the diagonal (ibid.).

This calls for an open conception of public opinion, one that is not
so much invested with normative value beforehand as it provides a lens
that allows us to explore, empirically, on a second order level, how public
opinion is invested with value in the CSR discourse. Peters (1995) provides
the analytical point of departure. He argues that public opinion in modern
society has no existence apart from mediated representations, and therefore
always has an important textual or symbolic component. It is a rhetori-
cal invention and in many uses appears more as a political or ideological
construct than a discrete sociological referent. Its forcefulness often owes
as much to its strength as a persuasive symbol as it does to being an actual
social force. Although it may claim to be an expression of the popular
will, public opinion is often, in fact, public only ‘as a visible fiction before
the eyes of the people’ (ibid., p. 16). Peters speaks of ‘the modern need to
imagine the public’ (ibid.). When the political public cannot be assembled
in one place we look to substitutes, symbolic representations of the social
whole, however they are mediated. Importantly, the imagined public is not
imaginary in the sense that when we act upon symbolic representation of
‘the public’ it comes to exist as a real actor: ‘Fictions, if persuasive, become
material, political reality. In the region of politics, fact and fictions inter-
mingle, often begetting one another’ (ibid., p. 17).

Habermas similarly touches on the theme of fiction. He refers to public
opinion as an institutionalized fiction that cannot be identified directly as
a real entity in the behavior of the populace, but serves as a critical as well
as a manipulative force in public communication (1991). He also refers
to it as a normative postulate with empirical relevance (Habermas 1996).
According to Habermas, public opinion is a symbolic expression of a con-
stitutive ideal underlying the self-understanding of modern democratic
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societies: that the exercise of social and political power — in order to be
or appear legitimate — must be subjected to the normative mandate of
democratic publicity (Habermas 1991).

In contrast to the modernist aspirations of Habermas, whose view of
public opinion isembedded in a normative theory of deliberative democracy,
the fictionalized view of public opinion that informs the following analysis
can be considered as ‘postmodern’ (Peters 1995, see also Ettema et al. 1991).
In accordance with the tenets of postmodern/poststructuralist philosophy,
the starting point is that there is no ultimate frame of reference, no ultimate
truth, and no universal knowledge. As Scherer and Palazzo point out, post-
modern thinking is non-foundational, which makes it a problematic source
for the definition of the role of business in society (2007). This is, however,
only a problem if your aim is to actually define this role in (authoritative)
moral or democratic terms. Parallel to this, some writers on public opinion
(see Splichal 1999) find the turn to a postmodern understanding too radical
because it provides little leeway for making normative statements and
convincing appeals to the democratic ideals inherent in the concept.

Importantly, the proposed understanding of public opinion as a robust
fiction does not lead to a strategy for debunking the concept. As a con-
clusion this would be quite uninteresting, inconsequential and politically
impotent. Rather it provides a point of departure for exploring how and
by which rhetorical and symbolic means public opinion come to play a
(real) role in the CSR discourse. In other words, it provides a performative
view of public opinion.

Conceptually, public opinion has so far been neglected in CSR. While
references to public interests and opinions are legion in this literature, no
more thorough treatment of the concept as such is found (Vallentin 2009).
To find conceptual developments and theoretical reflection we have to
look for disciplines such as political philosophy, political science, mass
communication and sociology (Glasser and Salmon 1995). The suggested
analytical strategy makes it possible to show how theories and concep-
tions of public opinion are (implicitly) mobilized and come into play in the
CSR discourse. Thus, the chapter will show how insights from the public
opinion literature can be used to inform and broaden the language we use
to make sense of CSR. Now, let us turn first to the question of how public
opinion is performed in the (neo-)liberal opposition to CSR.

4. PUBLIC OPINION AS ENEMY OF REASON

The antithesis of public opinion in regard to CSR is spelled out very
clearly in the classical statements against CSR made by prominent liberal
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economists. Milton Friedman famously begins his short chapter on social
responsibility in Capitalism and Freedom (1962) by stating: ‘The view has
been gaining widespread acceptance that corporate officials and labor
leaders have a “social responsibility” that goes beyond serving the interests
of their stockholders’ (p. 133, emphasis added). To Friedman, of course,
CSR is a subversive and fundamentally misguided doctrine. It is also
self-defeating. The call for corporate managers to be more public-minded
and concerned with societal matters beyond the purely economic does
not lead to more responsible business but, in the long run, to a dangerous
concentration of power in the hands of these very corporate managers. A
development that must, ultimately, be circumvented by government. In
other words, social responsibility is a recipe for more intrusive government
— giving less sway to market forces and undermining the model of free
enterprise. To Friedman, business is a private, not a public matter. The
problem with public opinion is that it tends to disagree.

In “The social responsibility of business is to increase its profits’ (1970),
Friedman speaks of ‘the present climate of opinion with its widespread aver-
sion to “capitalism”, “profits”, the “soulless” corporation and so on’, and
of ‘the already too prevalent view that the pursuit of profits is wicked and
immoral and must be curbed and controlled by external forces” (p. 159,
emphasis added). To Friedman, CSR is nothing more than hypocritical
window-dressing, but he cannot summon much indignation to denounce
those corporate managers that respond to the call for more social respon-
sibility as ‘our institutions and the attitudes of the public make it in their
self-interest to cloak their actions in this way’ (ibid., emphasis added).

Friedrich A. von Hayek (1960) similarly speaks of ‘the fashionable doc-
trine that [corporate] policy should be guided by “social considerations™
(p. 225). He finds that [i]t is perhaps only natural that management should
desire to pursue values which they think are important and that they need
little encouragement from public opinion to indulge in these “idealistic”
aims’ (p. 226, emphasis added). To Hayek (as well as Friedman), the fun-
damental problem with CSR is that it leads to the acquisition of arbitrary
and potentially dangerous powers by private companies. He finds that the
old-fashioned conception, which regards corporate managers as trustees
of corporate shareholders, is the most important safeguard against this
development. Nevertheless, ‘public opinion, and the traditions growing
inside the corporations, have tended in the opposite direction” and have
been ‘directed toward making corporations act more deliberately in
“the public interest”. He continues: ‘These demands appear to me to be
radically mistaken and their satisfaction more likely to aggravate than
to reduce the dangers against which they are directed’ (ibid., emphasis
added).
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Even before Friedman made his first statement on CSR, Theodore
Levitt (1958) made what is arguably the richest of the classical liberal
statements against CSR. In ‘The Dangers of social responsibility’ he
similarly picks up on the theme of fashion. According to Levitt, the busi-
ness of business is to generate profits, but promoters of the corporation’s
profit-making function do not get invitations to speak at the big, pres-
tigious business conferences ‘where social responsibility echoes as a new
tyranny of fad and fancy’ (p. 42, emphasis added). Indeed, ‘[i]t is not fash-
ionable for the corporation to take gleeful pride in making money. What
is fashionable is for the corporation to show that it is a great innovator;
more specifically, a great public benefactor; and, very particularly, that it
exists to “serve the public’ (ibid.). In some respects, the talk about social
responsibility is merely talk. But it is also more than that. What people say
they can come to believe, and CSR is moving into the believing stage. It is
becoming a design for change, and this constitutes a danger. Levitt pulls
no punches: if the corporation becomes preoccupied with its social burden
and invests itself with all-embracing duties, obligations and powers, it can
gradually be turned into a twentieth-century equivalent of the medieval
Church — with the corporate bureaucrat emerging as a new Leviathan.
The result can turn out to be a form of business statesmanship, a corporate
ministry of man leading to ‘a monolithic society in which the essentially
narrow ethos of the business corporation is malignantly extended over
everyone and everything’ (p. 46). To avoid this slippery slope, we need to
keep functions separate. Corporations should have as their only goal to
produce sustained high-level profits. Indeed, ‘[w]elfare and society are not
the corporation’s business. Its business is making money, not sweet music’
(p. 47).

As should be apparent, it is characteristic of liberal critiques of CSR that
they present themselves as being in opposition to general public opinion,
and that they see public opinion not as a voice of democratic reason but
as a fundamentally misguided anti-capitalist force. Social responsibility
represents an eclipse of economic and political reason and to the extent
that it supports this doctrine: so does public opinion. The main thrust of
the argument is not that CSR is bad for business in terms of profits, but
that it is bad for democracy in terms of pluralism. Thus, the authors are
operating in the realm of political economy and using political arguments.
Of course, their statements should not be taken at face value. They must
be considered in terms of their symbolic content. Public opinion becomes
a way of framing arguments (Goffman 1974). It is a rhetorical tool rather
than a necessarily accurate and well-substantiated reflection of facts. To
argue that one is in opposition to the dominant trend is, in this particular
case, a way of softening the impression of hard economic reasoning. It is
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also a way of performing a reversal of fortunes: when you read Friedman,
Hayek and Levitt you get the impression that CSR has been the dominant
business philosophy for decades and has put traditional economic reason-
ing about corporate affairs to shame. They seem to suggest that making
money is generally, however wrongly, considered to be a shameful pursuit.
To less partisan observers this can, at best, be considered as an alternative
representation of reality.

It may come as no surprise that economists, usually strong believers
in technical rationality and expertise, tend to paint a two-dimensional
picture of public discourse as a source of noise and distortion that stands
in the way of sound economic reasoning and obstructs the free reign of
market forces. The implied theory of public opinion is a negative one that
associates publicity not with rationality, but with conformity, fashion,
tyranny. This leads us to the view of public opinion presented by Elisabeth
Noelle-Neumann (1995), who, indeed, makes a basic distinction between
(1) public opinion as rationality, and (2) public opinion as social control
(I return to the former conception in the next section). Public opinion as
social control is not concerned with the quality of arguments. “The decisive
factor is which of the two camps in a certain controversy is strong enough
to threaten the opposing camp with isolation, rejection, and ostracism’
(pp. 43—4). In her theory of ‘the spiral of silence’, Noelle-Neumann (1984)
suggests that people are equipped with a ‘quasi-statistical’ organ that
allows them to perceive with great subtlety the development and climate of
opinions in their social environment. Focusing on the fear of isolation as a
social psychological force, she argues that it is more important for people
to avoid isolation than to express their own judgments and concerns in
public. Particularly when it comes to controversial, socially contested
issues, people tend to conform to the majority opinion among their sig-
nificant others. Public opinion can then be defined as those opinions ‘in
the sphere of controversy that one can express in public without isolating
oneself” (Noelle-Neumann 1979, p. 150). Public opinion represents not
the voice of reason, not a rationally formed consensus but the voice of the
majority or the voice of a loud minority being perceived as the majority
via mass media and other means of communication. This view of public
opinion is thus closely related to notions of ‘the tyranny of the majority’
(Tocqueville 1969) and ‘the silent majority’ (Bryce 1995). Public opinion
becomes similar to the concept of fashion. It creates conformity by silenc-
ing opposition to dominant ideas; it establishes priorities and confers
legitimacy (Noelle-Neumann 1979).

Social control can be considered as the model of choice for CSR
skeptics. It considers public opinion as a negative, controlling, if not
even tyrannical presence, that limits the freedom of business as well as
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individuals. Public opinion becomes an expression of political correct-
ness, and sensible business leaders, who must per definition be opposed
to CSR, are presented as victims of a hostile opinion climate. This kind of
framing does, however, also give CSR skeptics an opportunity to present
themselves in a favorable light: as courageous fighters for reason and the
common good amidst a sea of perhaps well-intended but nevertheless
misguided public nonsense. According to this view, ‘the chance to change
or mold public opinion is reserved to those, who are not afraid of being
isolated’ (ibid., p. 155). Levitt uses exactly this kind of reasoning when he
argues that altruism, self-denial, charity and similar values, although vital
in other walks of life, are virtues that are alien to competitive economics,
and °[i]f it sounds callous to hold such a view, and suicidal to publicize it,
that is only because business has done nothing to prepare the community
to agree with it’ (1958, p. 49). It seems as if the courage among business
people to go against the dominant stream of opinion in order to change it,
was missing in the 1950s.

Apparently, little has changed. Even if the classical liberal critiques of
CSR in many ways seem out of sync with current realities, the rhetoric
used by the liberal camp has, at least until recently, essentially remained
the same (although to some extent the historically specific theme of anti-
totalitarianism has been toned down). In the skeptical review of CSR
written by Clive Crook and published by The Economist in January 2005,
the promoters of CSR are still, however regrettably, declared as undis-
puted winners of the battle of ideas concerning CSR: ‘According even
to middle-of-the-road popular opinion, capitalism is at best a regrettable
necessity, a useful monster that needs to be bound, drugged and muzzled
if it is not to go on the rampage’ (p. 10, emphasis added). Crook even goes
as far as to claim that:

[iln public relations terms their victory is total. In fact, their opponents never
turned up. Unopposed, the CSR movement has distilled a widespread suspicion
of capitalism into a set of demands for action. As its champions would say,
they have held companies to account, by embarrassing the ones that especially
offend against the principles of CSR, and by mobilising public sentiment and
an almost universally sympathetic press against them. Intellectually, at least,
the corporate world has surrendered and gone over to the other side. (p. 3,
emphasis added)

The other side being, of course, the wrong side, that is, the anti-capitalist
side. Crook, like his predecessors, tends to polarize matters. Supposedly,
you cannot be pro CSR and not be fundamentally opposed to capital-
ism. It is either/or. Once again, the competition that the promoters of
CSR are winning is not about reason and what is right and wrong in a
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moral sense. It is only about popularity. They have been able to capture
the public agenda and silence the opposition (vis-a-vis the model of social
control). Fortunately, it is a hollow victory, as corporate CSR is mostly
for show. The intellectual surrender of the corporate world is indeed only
that, as corporate CSR-policies ‘smack of tokenism and political correct-
ness’ (p. 4). CSR is little more than a cosmetic treatment, at best a gloss
on capitalism that many, justifiably, see as ‘a sham, the same old tainted
profit motive masquerading as altruism’ (ibid.). Does this give cause for
concern? On the whole the answer is no because there is no need for funda-
mental reform. ‘Better that CSR be undertaken as a cosmetic exercise than
as a serious surgery to fix what doesn’t need fixing’ (ibid.).

The nonsense of public opinion stands in stark contrast to a sound
business rationale. The positive and productive aspects of public opinion
are not totally disregarded, however. Crook concedes to the promo-
ters of CSR, that ‘[c]apitalism does function on top of, and one way
or another is moulded by, prevailing popular opinion’ (p. 10, emphasis
added). ‘Companies do operate in a climate of opinion. To be successful
and profitable, they must take account of how they are perceived (ibid.,
emphasis added). Public pressure is seen as a positive force in the sense
that without it there would be no economic incentive for companies to
behave decently:

If nobody is paying attention, why worry about dealing honestly with people,
or honouring a contract? This pressure of outsiders’ perceptions is an indis-
pensable force. Without it, companies in a private-enterprise system would be
nasty, brutish and very short-lived. (ibid., emphasis added)

Having said that, it is important that this pressure is, if not well-informed,
then certainly not utterly misguided. It needs to embody some basic eco-
nomic understanding. ‘“To improve capitalism, you first need to under-
stand it. The thinking behind CSR does not meet that test’ (p. 4). In other
words, public opinion cannot entirely be disregarded as a counterproduc-
tive and irrational force, but the publicity surrounding CSR for the most
part can.

Crook concedes defeat but only in the most superficial and passive-
aggressive sense that involves belittlement and ridicule of the victors and
of the concept of CSR as such. It is, as we have seen, a tried and tested
strategy. But lately new winds have been blowing from the liberal camp.
Friedman died in 2006, and almost symbolically this is also the year that
saw the publication of an important Harvard Business Review article by
Michael Porter and Mark Kramer entitled: ‘Strategy and society — the
link between competitive advantage and corporate social responsibility’.
This article reads as a programmatic statement of strategic CSR, which
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is about realizing that social responsibility can be much more than a cost
or a constraint. ‘It can be a source of opportunity, innovation, and com-
petitive advantage’ (Porter and Kramer 2006, p. 82). In tune with this
statement, many recent contributions to the CSR literature focus on how
attentiveness to social responsibility issues can lead to the development
of new products and services providing new solutions to social and envi-
ronmental problems. Instead of social responsibility being about passive
and/or accommodating corporate responses to outside forces, it becomes
a creative act of seeing or envisioning new market opportunities with a
responsible edge. Indeed, Porter and Kramer suggest that value creation
should be the guiding principle behind corporate engagement in CSR: ‘The
essential test that should guide CSR is not whether a cause is worthy but
whether it presents an opportunity to create shared value — that is, a mean-
ingful benefit for society that is also valuable to the business’ (2006, p. 84).

With strategic CSR, former CSR skeptics are moving from a defeatist
mode of reasoning (however faux the announced defeat may seem to be)
to a more confident and proactive mode aiming to set a new, more eco-
nomically inclined public agenda in regard to CSR, i.c. to establish a new
and more politically correct (and therefore more politically sustainable)
economic truth about CSR: that it is only ‘only good’ to the extent that it
creates economic value. We are thus witnessing a transition from a liberal
to a neo-liberal mindset. Whereas classic liberalism has called for a clear
separation of business and politics, neo-liberalism dissolves the distinction
between economy and society as it subjects all human action to economic
rationality — with ‘the social’ being encoded as a specific instance of ‘the
economy’ (Lemke, 2001). As a result, moral concerns become embedded
in the rationality of markets. Moral problems and issues are recoded and
re-emerge as business opportunities (Shamir 2008). According to this
view, CSR is not about adhering to public interests, it is about optimizing
business interests in ways that are also beneficial for society. The turn to
strategic CSR indicates a change of tune. To illustrate, the special report
on CSR written by Daniel Franklin and published by The Economist
in 2008 is certainly critical, but not totally skeptical towards CSR. It is
acknowledged that ‘CSR has arrived’ and has seemingly come to stay,
and that it is now a matter of ‘not whether but how’ companies should
engage in it (Franklin 2008, p. 8). It is concluded that done badly, CSR
‘is often just a figleaf and can be positively harmful. Done well, however,
is it not some separate activity that companies do on the side, a corner of
corporate life reserved for virtue: it is just good business’ (ibid., p. 6). The
liberal camp is not so much surrendering to CSR (in its various, politically
correct and publicly supported incarnations) as it is aiming to appropriate
it by means of economic reasoning.
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5. PUBLIC OPINION AS A DEMOCRATIC FORCE

The pro-CSR camp, in contrast, sees public opinion as a democratic and
rational force for good and as a possible source of enlightenment. Whereas
liberal economists are concerned with conditions of private ownership,
free markets and free enterprise, CSR promoters are concerned with,
using again the formulation by Scherer and Palazzo (2007), embedding
corporate decision making in processes of democratic will formation. As
mentioned earlier, public opinion has conceptually been neglected in the
CSR literature, which is to say that we do not find a fully developed theory
or normative conception of public opinion in this literature. Looking for
references to public opinion we find bits and pieces here and there rather
than a coherent body of work. Nevertheless, modern contributions to the
CSR literature can arguably, if only implicitly, be said to subscribe to ‘the
idea of public opinion as a democratic legitimation’ (Mills 1956, p. 299).
Public opinion, in the positive sense, very much embodies the message
of democracy in CSR, i.e. the need to uphold the principle of popular
sovereignty as a guiding light for business. The positive argument does,
however, have at least one thing in common with its negative opponent.
It presents itself as being in opposition to mighty powers — not public
opinion but the economic and political powers that be.

In spite of the defeatist claims made by the liberal adversaries, we do not
find the CSR camp already celebrating its victory. CSR may increasingly
appear fashionable and politically correct, but even today it hardly consti-
tutes the dominant way of thinking about business, whether in academia,
in politics or in private companies. Hence, CSR promoters tend to present
themselves as a concerned opposition fighting a constant battle against all
sorts of short-sighted economizing, philosophies of profit maximization,
and economic performance indicators as the predominant measures of
success in business. They are facing some mighty adversaries — not only the
liberal skepticism of Friedman and others, but also theoretical dogma and
the political, legal and economic ways of the world, so to speak. Economic
theories of the firm, for instance, leave little room for any kind of demo-
cratic intervention in corporate affairs. Similarly, societal institutions and
legal frameworks most often favor the rights of owners/shareholders at the
cost of other stakeholders. Parliamentary politics are often (even when we
are talking about political parties not devoted to the cause of deregulation)
more concerned with competitiveness and growth than with democratiz-
ing business. And business is usually more concerned with the kind of
public opinion we can speak of in economic market terms (in the language
of market analyses), than with public opinion as a more politically sig-
nificant non-market force (Mahon et al. 2004). Not to mention modern
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investor capitalism, in many instances short-sighted and/or excessively
risk-taking, which often seem to operate beyond democratic control and
to be far removed from any self-imposed restrictions that we may associate
with adherence to the public interest.

But what kind of democratic, rational and progressive force for good
is public opinion, then, in regard to business? And how can we speak of
it? Liberal skeptics conjure up images of public opinion as a mighty and
powerful beast glorifying CSR, putting capitalism to shame, and silenc-
ing the opposition. However, the hopes of CSR promoters in this regard
generally fail to match the intensity of the misgivings of the adversaries.
CSR promoters usually prefer to speak of stakeholders and stakeholder
relations, or of regulatory measures related to public policy instead of
public opinion, and this has to do with the political limitations of the
latter notion. Public opinion lacks the materiality needed to push CSR
through. Although it is an important influencer and a vital legitimizing
force in the corporate sphere, public opinion is, strictly speaking, not a
regulatory force. It can influence but not determine corporate decisions.
As Habermas would have it: ‘public opinion reigns, but it does not govern’
(1991, p. 239). A discursively generated public opinion is an empirical
variable that can make a difference, but public influence is transformed
into communicative power only if and when it passes through the filters of
actual decision making processes (Habermas 1996).

Keeping these limitations in mind, CSR promoters still see public
opinion as a form of social control (although, obviously, in a positive
sense). Ideally, it is a democratic or moral force serving the common good
by subjecting business to general societal interests, demands and expecta-
tions. A lot of the drama (suggested, particularly, by Levitt and Crook) is
taken out of the equation, however. Considering its inability to govern and
directly control business, public opinion is not an effective harbinger of
radical reform, but, at best, a moderator or corrective of all-out capitalism
and free market economics. It is not an alien force, but rather represents
an affirmation of democratic ideals that can be considered fundamental to
business.

This is the argument made by Joel Bakan in his critical exposé of The
Corporation (Bakan 2004). Bakan shows how corporate concerns about
public legitimacy go back almost as far as the institution of business itself.
The business corporation was originally conceived as a public institution
with the purpose of serving national interests and advancing the public
good. It was, and is, a creation of the state, a product of public policy.
However, as the corporation has grown in size and power, it has attained
considerable autonomy, becoming a private concern, a self-interested,
profit-driven institution, which is today the dominant economic force in
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society. The process of business becoming more powerful, influential, self-
sustained has been accompanied by increasing awareness of and demands
for corporate social responsibility with the corporation increasingly being
regarded not just as a private contract relationship between corporate
managers and owners/shareholders but in terms of a social contract with
society. Berle and Means (1968) were among the first to argue that cor-
porations and their managers, due to the magnitude of their powers, are
obliged to serve the interests of society as a whole and not just the interests
of their shareholders (Bakan 2004). The call for business to reaffirm its
original purpose of serving the public interest has been made countless
times since then — in the CSR literature and elsewhere.

Bowen (1953) argued that ‘(tJhe duty of business in a democracy is . . .
to follow the social obligations which are defined by the whole community’
(quoted from Preston and Post 1975, p. 1, emphasis added). Frederick
(1960) spoke of ‘the public responsibilities of private businessmen’ and of
corporate managers who ‘should voluntarily act as trustees of the public
interest’ (1960, pp. 54, 56, emphasis added). His definition of corporate
responsibility prescribes

that businessmen should oversee the operation of an economic system that
fulfils the expectations of the public. . . . in the final analysis [it] implies @ public
posture towards society’s economic and human resources and a willingness to
see that those resources are used for broad social ends and not simply for the
narrowly circumscribed interests of private persons and firms. (ibid., p. 60,
emphasis added)

Similarly, it has been suggested that business functions by public consent
and that business belongs to the people (Carroll 1999).

The positive, democratic ideal of public opinion that is brought to bear
in these examples from the classical CSR literature has its origin in politi-
cal philosophy (Splichal 1999). It has long been part of political theory
‘that the prince’s fortress lies in the hearts of his people’, that the prince
must heed the opinion of his subordinates, and that his virtues must always
reflect the people’s expectations (Luhmann (referring to Machiavelli’s
Discourses) 1990, p. 203). In modern times, public opinion has arisen as
the ‘secret’ sovereign and the invisible authority of political society. It can
be considered as ‘the culminating idea of the political system’ (ibid., p.
204). Indeed, it ‘plays the same role as tradition in earlier societies: to offer
something to which one can adhere in a way that saves one from reproach’
(ibid., p. 215).

Keeping in mind the assumptions on which the present analysis is based,
i.e. that public opinion is an institutionalized fiction that serves as a criti-
cal as well as a manipulative force in public communication, it is obvious
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that these ways of talking about public opinion have a high symbolic
content. Although they may be inspirational, such assertions are also open
to various sorts of manipulative abuses (as when business leaders pay lip
service to democratic ideals without actually delivering on their promises).
They evoke images of the public of classic democracy:

based upon the hope that truth and justice will somehow come out of society as
a great apparatus of free discussion. The people are presented with problems.
They discuss them. They decide on them. They formulate viewpoints. These
viewpoints are organized, and they compete. One viewpoint ‘wins out’. Then
the people act out this view, or their representatives are instructed to act it out,
and this they promptly do. (Mills 1956, pp. 299-300)

As Mills laconically points out, this description must be recognized as ‘a
set of images out of a fairytale’ (ibid., p. 300). It is ‘not a description of fact,
but an assertion of an ideal, an assertion of a legitimation masquerading
— as legitimations are now apt to do — as fact’ (ibid.). It is, however,
also a description that allows CSR promoters to present themselves in a
favorable and, indeed, legitimate light, as fighters for democracy and the
common good against the evils of modern corporate capitalism. CSR pro-
moters often evoke the spirit of civil society and seem to speak on behalf
of ‘the people’ and represent ‘the public interest’. This is no less a symbolic
act and no less a reflection of rhetorical framing and strategizing than the
statements made on the other side. It can always be questioned with what
right and mandate self-appointed representatives of the public interest
take it upon themselves to, indeed, speak on behalf of the social whole.
One way to counter the one-dimensional and ideologically tainted view
of public opinion presented by CSR skeptics is, to put it bluntly, to replace
ideology with fairytales. Another way, I would suggest, is to provide a
broader and multidimensional view of all the, far from univocal, ways in
which public opinion actually influences corporate approaches to CSR
— and the ways in which companies actually influence public opinion.
As argued elsewhere (Vallentin 2009), the concept of public opinion has
meaning above and beyond the principles associated with the classical
(fairytale) model of democracy. It embodies a variety of insights as to
how companies respond to outside pressures. As a reflection of corporate
social responsiveness, public opinion can be considered both as a market
force (as reflected in corporate uses of surveys and various sorts of market
analyses), and as a mobilization of civil society interests (‘opinions of
publics’) (as reflected in stakeholder management). Also, in the realm
of issues management, it can be considered not only as a form of social
control (vis-a-vis section 4), but also as a mode of strategic enactment
(vis-a-vis the manipulative aspects of the concept). In other words, a richer
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vocabulary of public opinion that is attuned to all the ways in which it
does its work — while emphasizing the symbolic, rhetorical, socially con-
structed nature of the concept — is less prone to ideological manipulation
—and therefore may prove an efficient weapon against CSR skeptics intent
on reducing it to simply being an enemy of reason.

Speaking of ideology and manipulation, let us end the discussion by
taking it back to where it began. What about the fundamental problem
suggested by liberal economists: that the public-minded way of thinking
about business implied by CSR is ultimately self-defeating as it, if put into
practice, will lead to a dangerous concentration of power in the hands of
corporate managers? How can this argument be countered from the CSR
camp? This idea can be considered both as a hypothesis and as an ideo-
logical premise. If it is the former, it has certainly not been unequivocally
confirmed over the last decades. Business has increasingly taken upon
itself to help solve or alleviate social and environmental problems. But
does that mean that corporate managers have become more powerful,
or does it reflect that corporate managers are increasingly under public
pressure to behave decently? Certainly, it can be argued that in today’s
globalized economy we are in a situation not unlike the scenario envis-
ioned by Friedman, Hayek and Levitt: private companies, particularly
multinational giants, control enormous resources and are gaining power
and influence compared to governments. Few would, however, argue that
CSR is the cause of this concentration of power. CSR may not be the solu-
tion to the problem, but it is certainly not the main cause of it.

Therefore, it may be argued, the problem with CSR that liberal com-
mentators point to is not the most pertinent one. Private companies are
already extremely powerful. The most pressing question is not whether
CSR will, in some respect, make them marginally more powerful, but
whether or how CSR and the winds of change blowing around this concept
can serve to give some of that power back to society, so to speak.

6. CONCLUSION

The aim of this chapter has been to elucidate the political arguments made
in regard to public opinion in the CSR discourse, not to establish a par-
ticular understanding of public opinion as being somehow truer or more
sustainable than others. The argument has thus been made for a political
understanding of CSR to embody a critical mode of reflection. The on-
going politization of business can be considered both as a blessing and a
curse, and in this regard public opinion can emerge both as friend and foe.
Instead of political efforts in CSR being preoccupied merely with finding
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new answers to the same old normative questions, they can also see it as
their task to be attentive to problems, conflicts, tensions, ambiguities, and
(seemingly) irreconcilable differences in the CSR discourse, and to provide
a vocabulary allowing for a richer understanding of the political forces at
play in this discourse. To focus on public opinion is one way to go about
this agenda.

The proposed critical mode of reflection is not just about debunking the
opposition to CSR. It also suggests a need for self-reflective attentiveness
towards the blind spots established by the ways of seeing that constitute
the modern CSR discourse. The point that has been made about public
opinion being a rhetorical tool and a way of framing arguments, applies
equally on both sides of the debate — and therefore we have to be attentive
to the strengths and weakness of arguments on both sides.

Liberal skeptics have tended to frame CSR and capitalism as a matter
of either/or (although the notion of ‘strategic CSR’ suggests a break away
from this dichotomy), but to argue for the democratic value of public
opinion in regard to business is not (necessarily) to argue against capital-
ism as such. It is to argue against a particular brand of capitalism that is
morally blind and immune to democratic impulses; a brand of capitalism
that, in today’s world, can be considered not only democratically and
morally suspect, but also as very risky (as strongly indicated by the current
financial crisis). The debate goes on.
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6. Business ethics and the question of
objectivity: the concept of moral
progress in a dialectical framework

Samuel Mansell

1. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the possibilities and limits of
moral argument in informing the development of corporate legislation.
Through a philosophical consideration of what is implied in the concept
of a moral argument, a dialectical framework is outlined in which a moral
basis for regulation can be conceived. This framework is built upon the
idea that moral progress, as it applies to corporate regulation and more
generally, is dependent upon the interaction of two contrary forces. These
can be called ‘continuity’ and ‘progression’ (see, for example, Coleridge
[1830] 1972). The latter refers to the distillation of moral argument that
arises in a discursive space upon the need to solve a particular moral
problem in the present, and the former refers to what may be called the
historical sediment of moral convention, out of which a culturally specific
value system has grown. Though these two forces may at times pull in
contrary directions, the morally informed development of corporate legis-
lation can be seen as dependent upon the mutual interaction of both.

With the proliferation of ethical concerns over the social conduct of
business, arising from such issues as the accounting scandals of Enron,
WorldCom, Parmalat, and Ahold, the exploitation of sweatshop labor by
multinational corporations, the problem of environmental protection in
an era of global capitalism, etc., many critics have urged that a tougher
regulatory environment is required for the moral reform of business (see
for example Mitchell and Sikka 2005 and Jones et al. 2005, p.132). If
regulation requires a moral validity upon which its legitimacy depends,
then one can ask what sort of justification is possible in establishing this
validity and what limits there might be to its implementation. This chapter
suggests the form that a possible answer might take.

First a range of recent criticisms of the idea of ‘objectivity’ in business
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ethics is engaged with. I consider what may be problematic in the way
these concerns are stated, and an alternative view is presented of what
‘objectivity’ could mean in the moral critique of organization. This view
is consistent with one important intention behind these various critiques,
that of enabling a plurality of divergent arguments to be heard and uphold-
ing the value of free speech, while differing crucially in how ‘objectivity’ is
understood as a concept.

Part of the argument is that if the possibility of obtaining ‘objective’
truth is inherent in any (rational) argument surrounding a disputed item of
knowledge (whether concerned with ethics or not), and yet the knowledge
a subject possesses of any object is generally assumed to be fallible (i.e.
never beyond the possibility of error), then implications arise for how a
discursive space can be conceived for the pursuit of knowledge. I will look
particularly at the arguments for free speech and toleration proposed by
liberal thinkers John Milton ([1644] 1886) and John Stuart Mill ([1859]
1991). However, it is fruitful also to explore what limitations there might
be to the institutionalization of a moral position that might be agreed
within the kind of discursive space advocated by these writers. To this end,
I consider the ‘procedural conservatism’ of Edmund Burke ([1790] 1968),
who emphasizes how inherited views of the good are embedded at a cul-
tural and psychological level, which limits the effectiveness of any radical
alternative to how a given society is organized.

It is within this dialectical framework of continuity and progression, the
former being concerned with the embedded nature of moral convention
(or tradition) and the latter with the development of morally informed
legislation in an environment of free speech and thought, that a response
can be envisaged to concerns about ethics and business. First, however, I
turn to criticisms that have been made of the very possibility of ‘objectiv-
ity’ in the field of business ethics.

2. SKEPTICISM CONCERNING THE ‘OBJECTIVITY’
OF ETHICAL KNOWLEDGE

To inquire into the possibilities of building a moral argument upon which
the validity of legislation can stand, one might first consider the ontologi-
cal status of ethical claims. Whilst there has been no shortage of debate on
this issue amongst ethical philosophers of the past few decades, a useful
distinction can be drawn between cognitivist and non-cognitivist under-
standings of ethical language (see Singer 1990; Darwall 1998; Rachels 1998
for useful overviews). The former holds that when ethical language is used
an objective property of the world is being described, in the light of which
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the utterance made can be either true or false. Darwall gives the following
account:

The thesis that ethical convictions admit of truth and falsity in this way is called
cognitivism. Cognitivists believe that claims made with ethical language, and
the states of mind we call ethical convictions or beliefs, have propositional or
cognitive content, that these concerns admit of literal truth or falsity, and that
ethical claims or convictions are correct or incorrect if, and only if, the prop-
ositions they assert are true or false, respectively. (Darwall 1998, p. 71)

On the other hand, a non-cognitivist approach denies that ethical lan-
guage actually refers to anything that could be true or false, and is instead
the statement of a subjective preference, or merely the expression of an
attitude or desire. This is the position taken by those writing in the tradi-
tion of logical positivism, such as Russell (1935) and Stevenson (1963).
According to Darwall (1998, p. 71), non-cognitvism holds that ‘no ethical
facts exist of the sort that could make ethical claims true, but it denies that
any ethical claims are strictly false either. Ethical claims are not “apt” for
truth or falsity. They assert nothing propositional’.

For a non-cognitivist, moral argument consists entirely in persuad-
ing others to adopt a certain preference or attitude, while the cognitivist
proceeds on the basis that one might arrange their reasoning and evidence
so as to demonstrate the ‘truth’ of their ethical view. It is important
to note that this distinction does not concern whether ‘objective truth’
about ethics can actually be acquired, but only whether this possibility is
assumed in the ordinary language people use when expressing their moral
convictions.

In the context of these considerations, it is worth examining some of
the skeptical epistemological positions that have been advanced recently
by various scholars in the field of business ethics. Willmott (1998, p. 77)
states emphatically that ““good” and “evil” do not inhere within particu-
lar actions. Rather, certain actions are deemed to be morally defensible
or repugnant within particular culturally and historically contingent
discourses on ethics.” It is not clear whether this is consistent with the
cognitivist or non-cognitivist position, as Willmott (1998) does not clarify
whether ethical language admits of truth and falsity. His position would
nonetheless have the implication for a cognitivist that all ethical claims are
false, as according to him there are no objective ethical facts to be known.
This skepticism regarding the possibility of ethical ‘facts’, is shared by
Jones et al. (2005, p. 173) who ask ‘what fixed points might we find on the
human scale? The answer so far seems to be none. The very multiplicity
of ideas about human nature, progress, utopia, beauty and so on . . . tells
us something rather significant about the impossibility of certain human
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knowledge.” This leads them to suggest: ‘Ethics no longer becomes the
articulation of a good that is self-evident from a first or universal prin-
ciple . . .> (2005, p. 174). Again, this is not to deny that ethical language
can be propositional, but only that ethical ‘knowledge’ cannot be found
in any objective fact that is independent of the subjective conditions of
experience.

Brewis reaches a similar conclusion in elucidating a Foucauldian argu-
ment for a feminist business ethics. She writes: ‘He [Foucault] has no
notion of a better society in terms of the ways in which we live and relate
to each other. Foucault’s (1991, p. 79) notion of knowledge being contin-
gent in its entirety means that we have no firm ethical grounds for judging
particular practices’ (Brewis 1998, p. 64).

This resonates with Parker’s ‘absolute insistence on the contingency of all
identity thinking, including that which identifies itself as “for” or “against”
Business Ethics’ (2003, p. 209). Furthermore, Freeman and Philips (1999,
p. 129) outline a ‘pragmatic’ and ‘postmodern’ business ethics: ‘there is no
Truth to be known. There are no ‘foundations’ to be found. Rather, Truth
is the compliment we pay to ideas upon which there is relatively more
agreement among intelligent creatures.” What these authors share with
Jeanes and Mubhr (this volume) as well as Rozuel (this volume) is a strong
aversion to any presumption of there being a fixed, objective set of moral
facts that could be discovered and used in moral argument.

However, when the implications of this are considered for the forma-
tion of ethical reasons that might be used to justify new legislation for
business, difficulties arise. Given this ‘non-objective’ outlook, it is entirely
unclear what status would be given to the role of argument and counter-
argument in establishing a consensus on a particular issue. Few people,
for example, would desire statutory legislation for business to be passed
on the basis of nothing more than a single person’s subjective attitude.
Yet if there is no solid ground beyond one’s own (culturally and histori-
cally conditioned) subjectivity, then what merit would there be in taking
a plurality of perspectives into account? It seems that if there are no
‘facts’ to be acquired through moral argument, then the existence of a
discursive space wherein competing views of the good can be articulated
would seemingly lack support. If I happen to say that I prefer apples to
pears, and a friend says s/he prefers pears to apples, it does not follow
that we need a discursive space in which to articulate our rival views on
the taste of fruit. So what is the difference with ethics? Is ethics nothing
more than a question of preference? Or might there be objective reasons
for why we ought to act in a certain way, independent of our subjective
inclination?

If we return again to the critics of objectivism, a strong normative stance
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can often be found which appears to be at odds with any supposedly
contingent view of the good. Often it can be seen that the moral values
of toleration and pluralism, in the sense that multiple ways of living and
knowing ought to be allowed, stand as an implicit justification for their
non-objective epistemology. This can be seen in the following examples.
Alvesson and Willmott (2003, p.17) write of ‘counteracting discursive
closure’ and that problems of objectivism ‘freeze the social order’. They
go on to argue that ‘when informed by poststructuralism, studies of man-
agement strive to open up representations in a way that has unsettling
and potentially emancipatory consequences’ (2003, p. 19). Here the moral
view that a frozen social order is bad and ‘emancipatory consequences’ are
good seems to be used as part of the justification for their non-objective
epistemology. In similar fashion Parker (2003, p. 207) argues for the
contingency of all ethical claims: “To take a position, a stance, on a par-
ticular matter is immediately to concede the ground to a rapacious form
of philosophy which seeks to close things down’. The normative position
that this ought not to happen becomes intertwined with his claim for the
contingency of ethics.

Willmott (1998) makes this trend explicit, writing that poststructuralist
thinking contributes to an ethics with a ‘non-specific normative purpose
as it unsettles our comfortable sense of there being authoritative descrip-
tions of ethics’ (1998 p. 79, emphasis in original). He goes on to state that
‘Poststructuralist analysis is . . . perhaps best characterized as involving
a commitment to a mood of restlessness’ (1998, p. 90, emphasis in orig-
inal). For Willmott (1998), the normative and epistemological appear
as inseparable. This is again evident in Parker (1998, p. 294), who tells
us: ‘I want the madness to remain, to acknowledge the impossibility of
ethics if I am to live my life well’ and furthermore: ‘It would be better to
embrace the paradox — that being ethical requires giving up on ethics and
doing justice requires giving up on the search for the law’ (1998, p. 295).
The impossibility of ethical knowledge, which by itself is a strictly episte-
mological position, is here justified by what is required by ethics, what is
required by justice, and what is required for Parker to live his life well. The
epistemological is again intertwined with the normative.

As a final example, Freeman and Philips (1999, p. 136) say that ‘the role
of the Business Ethics scholar is neither to prescribe nor describe busi-
ness, but one of putting together narratives which describe the best and
the worst of business as we know it’. How can the business ethics scholar
avoid being prescriptive if s/he is to distinguish the ‘best’ from the ‘worst’
of business? The difficulty with the position taken by all these theorists,
is that if their normative view of how business and society ought to be
(e.g. that society ought to tolerate a multiplicity of ethical perspectives)
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becomes part of their argument for the epistemological contingency of
ethical knowledge, then clearly a normative ground is being assumed
that is independent of this contingency. As the philosopher and poet S.T.
Coleridge put it:

If there be nothing infallible in nature, if honour, if honesty, if to do to others as
you would be done by, are not infallible, what becomes of your own modesty,
of your own tolerance? Nothing remains for you to tolerate, there remains no
distinction, no criterion upon earth. (Coleridge [1819] 1949, p. 172)

The complete contingency of all moral positions, and the denial that
there exists any such thing as a moral ‘fact’, becomes in practice difficult
to sustain. One cannot from this position advocate toleration, multiplicity,
pluralism, difference, or even human rights, as overriding moral values;
nor can one promote a toleration of different perspectives because this
will lead to a more ‘complete’ view of the good. However, as can be seen,
a support for toleration and pluralism and an aversion to rationalization
and closure are central ideas for many of these authors. As Parker (1998,
p. 289) writes, ‘The means—end rationalization that ends in the practice
now known as business ethics . . . seems to be destroying the very pos-
sibility of ethics itself”. Willmott (1998, p. 93) asserts that the contribu-
tion of post-structuralism ‘dwells in the subversion of closure’ (emphasis
in original) and Jones et al. (2005, p. 139) state emphatically that ‘ethics
is about justice and about goodness and both are a/ways debatable and
contestable’ (emphasis in original).

However without any ethical ‘facts’ that can be known, one might
wonder what basis remains for arguing that ethics is ‘contestable’ or
that we ought to ‘subvert closure’. If one takes the non-cognitivist view
that ethics is just a subjective attitude, or a cognitivist view that all prop-
ositional ethical claims are false because there are no ethical ‘facts’ to be
known, it becomes difficult to see why ethics should be debated and con-
tested. What is it that we are trying to discover in a debate about ethics?
What is it we are trying to show when we contest the ethical standpoint
of another person? Of course, one might equally posit that if there is an
objective ethical ‘Truth’ that we can discover once and for all, then there
would be no reason to debate and contest it once it has been found. To
assume that we can possess objective ethical knowledge might be said to
lead to the very rationalization and closure of debate, which is feared by
the authors quoted above. So, if there ought to be a discursive space within
which ethics can be contested, then what epistemological assumption is
consistent with this? This question shall now be explored.
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3. COGNITIVISM AND THE ASSUMPTION OF
FALLIBILITY

If the experience of ethical conviction is considered phenomenologically,
then considerations arise which suggest that ethical language generally
has a propositional use. If we hear on the news that a group of children
has been kidnapped and are being tortured so as to extract money from
their parents, we would probably feel moral outrage. Imagine we now
hear someone being interviewed who is trying to justify the torture of the
children because of the overall goal of the kidnappers. If after hearing and
considering all the justifications, we still feel the same moral outrage as
before, would we feel that compared to the interviewee we had merely a
difference in attitude, or that as Darwall (1998, p.18) puts it, ‘[our] respec-
tive convictions appear to vie for a space that, logically, no more than one
can occupy’? Would we not feel the conviction of the interviewee to be not
merely different from ours, but also incorrect? As Darwall argues:

It is not unusual to hear people say, in one moment, that ethics is no more than
opinion, taste, or preference and then vehemently express, in the next moment,
some strong ethical view. In the latter instance, it certainly looks as if they are
committed to the correctness of their view. Surely it looks that way to their
interlocutors. (Darwall 1998, p. 19)

It therefore seems that ethical convictions differ from the mere tastes
or attitudes that people have. There does appear to be a role for argu-
ment and counter-argument, which suggests that ethical language carries
a propositional weight, which goes beyond what is entailed in stating an
attitude or preference. R.M. Hare (1963, p. 53) outlines what he sees as
‘three necessary ingredients’ of moral argument, which allow us to reject
alternative propositions. These are (1) facts; (2) logic; and (3) inclination.
With regard to the second of these, he writes:

When we are trying, in a concrete case, to decide what we ought to do, what we
are looking for . . . is an action to which we can commit ourselves (prescriptiv-
ity) but which we are at the same time prepared to accept as exemplifying a
principle of action to be prescribed for others in like circumstances (universaliz-
ability). If, when we consider some proposed action, we find that, when univer-
salized, it yields prescriptions which we cannot accept, we reject this action as
a solution to our moral problem — if we cannot universalize the prescription, it
cannot become an ‘ought’. (Hare 1963, p. 51)

What Hare has identified here is that there are mechanisms of reasoning
which people ordinarily use to test the validity of their moral arguments.
This lends weight to the notion that people aspire to correctness in their
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judgments, and feel that others who differ from them can be ‘wrong’. It
may be objected that even if we can trace a certain objectivism in the way
people express their convictions, it by no means follows that there really
exist objective ethical facts that can be known and which categorically
bind us to a certain course of action. Mackie (1977, p. 79), for example,
suggests that this can be explained by ‘patterns of objectification” where
people internalize socially conditioned demands and desires, which come
to represent categorical imperatives in the imagination, whereas in fact
they are only hypothetical.

This view may be correct. Even if we assume a cognitivist understand-
ing of ethical conviction, which seems to have been suggested from what
has gone before, it does not follow that people actually do grasp subject-
independent facts when they express their moral convictions. However
on this point, Thomas Nagel ([1980] 1998) provides an important inter-
vention, which is worth quoting at length. He argues that this skepticism
regarding the possibility of objective facts, or what Jones et al. (2005) call
‘fixed points’ on the human scale, is due to an inappropriate allocation
of the burden of proof — where unless something can be demonstrated its
existence is called into doubt. He writes:

No demonstration is necessary in order to allow us to consider the possibility
of agent-neutral reasons: the possibility simply occurs to us once we take up
an objective stance. And there is no mystery about how an individual could
have a reason to want something independently of its relation to his particu-
lar interests or point of view, because beings like ourselves are not limited to
the particular point of view that goes with their personal position inside the
world. They are also . . . objective selves: they cannot help forming an objective
conception of the world with themselves in it; they cannot help trying to arrive
at judgements of value from that standpoint. (Nagel [1980] 1998, pp. 120-21;
emphases in original)

It follows that despite the difficulty of proving the existence of objec-
tive ethical values, the propensity to consider ethics from an objective
standpoint is such that a denial of the existence of ethical facts would
run counter to the way that people actually experience ethics. There is of
course a great deal more which could and has been said on the question
of ethical objectivity. The intention here has merely been to suggest that
a cognitivist understanding of ethics, which is to say that ethical language
carries with it an aspiration to objective truth, is consistent with how
people experience ethics. Therefore, the denial of any facts to be known
in ethics, which is the common thrust of the various critiques of objectiv-
ity in business ethics, seems to undermine an indispensable part of ethics:
namely, how people experience it, which seems to include an aspiration to
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correctness of judgment from a standpoint which is independent of one’s
class, race, culture, etc.

A belief in the possibility of ethical truths can therefore be a starting
point for framing a discursive space in which debates about corporate
legislation might occur. However, there is still the objection that if there
are fixed ethical truths, which can in theory be discovered once and for
all, then why is a discursive space needed in which a plurality of views
can be articulated? Why listen to other voices once the Truth has been
found? This may be why Alvesson and Willmott (2003, p. 17) relate objec-
tivism to ‘taken-for-granted assumptions and ideologies that freeze the
contemporary social order’.

However, the idea that ‘objectivity’ necessarily has anything to do with
closing down debate might be a mistaken assumption. This objection
would be convincing if one took ‘objectivity’ to entail omniscience and
hence infallibility. However the role of logical argument in establishing the
validity of an ethical opinion, which was considered above, would suggest
that the sense in which the word ‘objectivity’ might be used certainly does
not entail infallibility (that is, that we cannot be in error). That we are
prone to error is suggested by the fact that we seek evidence and reason-
ing to support our views — if we were infallible there would be no need for
this. As suggested earlier, we may in practice inevitably assume a lack of
fallibility with regard to some ethical positions, as could be seen in the
explicit normative intent behind much of the ‘post-structural’ insistence on
contingency noted above. Nevertheless, to the extent that moral argument
is felt to require a basis in logic and evidence, it is sensible to assume that
this also entails a person’s fallibility with regard to truth.

4. THE FALLIBILITY OF ETHICAL KNOWLEDGE
ENTAILS A DISCURSIVE SPACE FOR
PLURALIST DEBATE

If the possibility of obtaining ethical knowledge is admitted as a sensible
presumption, then it follows as an implication that one can speak of the
‘moral progress’ of a society, culture, individual, or nation, etc. If there is
no moral yardstick or reference point that is independent of our subjec-
tive conditions of experience, then literally there could be no standard to
which progress can be made, or by which progress could be measured (see
Frederick 1999). By admitting an independent ethical standard, it becomes
possible to speak of progress (for example, through the passing of corpo-
rate regulation) toward a more ethical state of affairs. If fallibility with
respect to ethical truth is also admitted, it follows that in the disposition to
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do good we are inclined to seek out all the relevant factors that might alter
our viewpoint — given sufficient time to acquire this information and delib-
erate upon it (see Aristotle 1980, pp. 125-6). It would seem unwise to act
in accordance with what one deems to be right, whilst knowingly failing to
consult evidence that might lead to a different perspective.

If we consider a concept of moral progress where the limits of moral
argument can be outlined for a reform in corporate legislation, it might be
asked what role should be given to a discursive space of public debate and
enquiry, following what has been said above. Merely because someone
is fallible with regard to the truth, it doesn’t necessarily follow that a
plurality of different perspectives should be listened to in reaching an
ethical judgment. For example, if I try to compute in my head the answer
to 56 squared, it is highly likely that I shall arrive at the wrong figure.
With respect to the answer of 56 squared, I can consider myself fallible.
However, if I really want to arrive at the answer, I should either get a cal-
culator or work harder to figure it out mentally. It is not strictly necessary
that I should consult a multiplicity of perspectives on what the answer
might be. So is it likewise with moral judgments? If a legislative response
is made to the ethical controversies surrounding business, should a single
entrusted legislator simply sit down and work out, on the basis of all
available evidence, what the ‘objectively correct’ legislation should be?

For John Stuart Mill ([1840] 1980, [1859] 1991), truth in ethical questions
is not of the same order as in mathematics or science, where a fully correct
answer can be discovered by a single person. Mill argues that ‘truth’ in
ethics must be looked for in a plurality of competing perspectives, where
moral progress can occur only through the collision of divergent views.
This seems to rest on the assumption that it is impossible or highly unlikely
that all the factors relevant in an ethical judgment could be possessed by
one person at any one time. He writes: ‘All students of man and society . . .
are aware that the besetting danger is not so much of embracing falsehood
for truth, as of mistaking part of the truth for the whole’ ([1840] 1980, p.
105). According to Mill, a partial truth might be contained in even those
doctrines that appear obviously false overall. In his famous essay ‘On
liberty’ ([1859] 1991) he argues that there is a common case in which ‘the
conflicting doctrines, instead of being one true and the other false, share
the truth between them; and the nonconforming opinion is needed to
supply the remainder of the truth, of which the received doctrine embodies
only a part’ ([1859] 1991, p. 52).

If it is assumed that human beings are not merely fallible (i.e. prone
to error) in their pursuit of truth, but in non-scientific subjects one must
harness a plurality of viewpoints, it would seem that a discursive space
is necessary in which as great a range of arguments as possible might
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be heard. This basic requirement can be seen as vital in the pursuit of a
morally informed legislative response to the ethical crises of the contem-
porary corporate world, or to any other matter of moral concern for which
regulatory intervention is considered necessary. “Truth’ and the notion of
‘moral progress’ can then be seen to arise in a dialectical fashion, through
the collision of contrary yet complementary positions. The seventeenth
century poet and political writer John Milton argues in a similar spirit in
his 1644 essay ‘Areopagitica: a defence of the liberty of unlicensed print-
ing’. He writes: ‘all opinions, yea, errors, known, read, and collated, are
of main service and assistance toward the speediest attainment of what is
truest’ ([1644] 1886, p. 30); and this rests in part on the fact that ‘we bring
not innocence into the world, we bring impurity much rather: that which
purifies us is trial, and trial is by what is contrary’ ([1644] 1886, p. 32).

If the suggestion here is that truth is best attained through a collision of
contrary opinions, no matter which opinion is preconceived as right, then
further support is added by Mill ([1859] 1991, p. 41), who writes ‘on every
subject on which difference of opinion is possible, the truth depends on a
balance to be struck between two sets of conflicting reasons’. Mill is keen
to emphasize how the suppression of dissenting opinions is injurious not
merely to the dissenters but to those whose view is held in the majority.
This is because the rational assurance held by a person that their view is as
free as possible from error, is altogether lost if no views to the contrary are
permitted. He declares:

the peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing
the human race; posterity as well as the existing generation; those who dissent
from the opinion, still more than those who hold it. If the opinion be right, they
are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they
lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impres-
sion of truth, produced by its collision with error. (Mill [1859] 1991, p. 21)

This is essentially an argument for free speech and thought, and the tolera-
tion of opinions that differ from those of the status quo. In short, it is an
epistemological justification for hearing all sides of an argument. Milton
([1644] 1886, pp. 32-3) sees the attainment of virtue as being dependent on
the survey of vice, and the scanning of error necessary for the confirmation
of truth. Therefore, he asks: ‘how can we more safely and with less danger
scout into the regions of sin and falsity, than by reading all manner of
tractates, and hearing all manner of reason?’ (ibid.)

Contrary to the understanding that ‘objectivity’ of truth leads to discur-
sive closure, where all debate would cease if a single Truth was believed, it
can instead be said that truth has the right to be called objective only to the
extent that it continues to fight off contesting opinions, on its own merit,
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through free and open discussion. Objectivity requires a spirit of pluralism
with respect to truth. As noted earlier, this toleration of competing views
on the basis of our own fallibility makes little sense if there is no subject-
independent truth to be known in the first place. Mill articulates what
seems a sensible position:

There is the greatest difference between presuming an opinion to be true,
because, with every opportunity for contesting it, it has not been refuted, and
assuming its truth for the purpose of not permitting its refutation. Complete
liberty of contradicting and disproving our opinion, is the very condition which
justifies us in assuming its truth for purposes of action; and on no other terms
can a being with human faculties have any rational assurance of being right.
(Mill [1859] 1991, p. 24)

Mill goes on to argue that the confidence an individual may place in
their own judgment where conflicting opinions are possible, can follow
only from their efforts to acquaint themselves with the full range of avail-
able argument. He asks how it is that a person’s judgment can be deserv-
ing of confidence: ‘Because he has kept his own mind open to criticism of
his opinions and conduct. Because it has been his practice to listen to all
that could be said against him. . . . No wise man ever acquired his wisdom
in any mode but this; nor is it in the nature of human intellect to become
wise in any other manner’ ([1859] 1991, p. 25). In accordance with this,
Mill makes the poignant insight that one cannot really know the strength
of an idea without knowing how to defend it against all the ideas that con-
flict with it. For this, one needs a thorough knowledge of the competing
ideas:

He who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that. His reasons
may be good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is equally
unable to refute the reasons on the other side; if he does not so much as know
what they are, he has no ground for preferring either opinion. (Mill [1859] 1991,
p. 42)

The progression of moral ideas over time might then be conceptualized
as occurring within a discursive space, which allows for the free expression
of thought and ideas. There is of course the important question of where
to draw the line, of whether a particular view that is thought to possess
dangerous consequences for society should still be allowed full expression,
or should be curtailed on moral grounds more pressing than any right to
free speech. I will return to this point later, yet for now it is sufficient to
remark that the necessity for a maximized space in which the collision of
contrary opinions can occur is implied by the pursuit of ethical truth and
the assumption of fallibility. If this argument is valid then ‘progress’ in
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the domain of ethics might ideally proceed along these lines. As Milton
poetically describes it:

Well knows he who uses to consider, that our faith and knowledge thrives by
exercise as well as our limbs and complexion. Truth is compared in Scripture
to a steaming fountain; if her waters flow not in perpetual progression, they
sicken into a muddy pool of conformity and tradition. A man may be a heretic
in the truth; and if he believe things only because his pastor says so, or the
assembly so determines, without knowing other reason, though his belief be
true, yet the very truth he holds becomes his heresy. (Milton [1644] 1886, p.
57)

As regards the various calls for the moral reform of business through
regulation, for example as articulated by Sikka (2002) and Mitchell and
Sikka (2005), the implication is that all manner of disputing voices must
be heard in the formation of a morally justified policy. Those who are
responsible for legislation must try to base their arguments on as wide a
pool of opinion as possible, listening to the arguments of shareholders,
trade unions, members of affected communities, workers, managers, the
press, government advisers, business school academics inter alia, etc. This
is not to say that each of these groups should be entitled to a say in the
final policy decision, but only that where they wish to make a relevant
argument they should be given this chance wherever possible.

It can of course be added that in a climate of skepticism about the
possibility of objective answers to ethical questions, the epistemological
necessity to hear a diverse range of views collapses. As Thomas McCarthy
(1994, p. 21) writes, ‘context-transcendent claims to validity are perma-
nently exposed to criticism from all sides’ and serve the ‘ongoing critique
of dogmatism, error, and self-deception in all their forms’ (ibid., emphasis
added). The extent to which a viewpoint advances a truth that reaches
beyond its own context is, logically, the extent to which it can be critiqued
from outside that context. This notion of being ‘open to criticism’ is neces-
sary in any assumption of fallibility, and without this it is difficult to see
any argument for tolerant and pluralist debate.

However, to say that as wide a range of viewpoints should be heard ‘as
possible’ is of course a rather imprecise statement. What determines the
boundaries to what can and cannot be said? Should there be any bound-
aries at all? If, for example, a discussion takes place regarding the rights
of people to glorify acts of terrorism, then as part of the ‘tolerant and
pluralist debate’ should Muslim clerics be allowed to preach anything they
choose to anybody who will hear, as part of this very debate? The ques-
tion, of what moral limits there should be to the expression of thought and
opinion, is an impossible one to answer here. However, I wish to suggest
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the outline of a consideration that may be relevant, and space permitting,
to link this to questions of business regulation.

5. THE POSSIBILITY OF MORAL PROGRESSION
ENSURED THROUGH THE COUNTERWEIGHT
OF MORAL CONTINUITY

The classical liberal argument for the limits of free expression is provided
by J.S. Mill in On Liberty (1859), who argues that where harm is directly
caused by the public actions of a person, then society is justified in restrain-
ing that person’s liberty. He writes: ‘Acts, of whatever kind, which, without
justifiable cause, do harm to others, may be, and in the most important
cases absolutely require to be, controlled . . . by the active interference of
mankind” (Mill [1859] 1991, p. 62). However, Mill does not argue that this
simple idea is an a priori moral truth that must apply equally to all civiliza-
tions of all ages. He states: ‘Liberty, as a principle, has no application to
any state of things anterior to the time when mankind have become capable
of free and equal discussion’ (1859, p. 15). The historical development of
a civilization is therefore a factor that cannot be overlooked in judging the
context in which a discursive space can operate for the free exchange of
ideas. In short, a discursive space cannot exist in a historical vacuum.

It follows that the effectiveness of a discursive space in facilitating moral
progress is dependent upon its historically inherited legitimacy as a source
of legislative power. The extent to which an institution for public debate
is considered a legitimate source of power by all those subject to its decis-
ions, cannot have been produced ex nihilo out of the very debates taking
place in it. The British House of Commons, for example, does not hold a
right a priori to exercise its legislative and policy making powers without
limit. Its legitimacy depends on its existence within a framework of moral
conventions, which can be called a constitution (even if unwritten), and
over the bounds of which it cannot step. It can be argued that no matter
how correct, reasonable and justified a proposed policy may seem to all
those who advocate it (who may indeed be a majority), the assumption of
fallibility implies that there be limits to its powers.

What limitations might be implied by the assumption of moral fallibil-
ity? It can be argued that greater weight should be given to inherited values
and laws which have undergone years of interrogation and critique, and
have proved their usefulness to society, than the most finely calculated
argument drawn from the diversity of perspectives to be heard on a present
issue. It is instructive on this point to consider the position Mill attributes
to S.T. Coleridge, whom he regarded as a ‘Romantic conservative’:
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he considered the long or extensive prevalence of any opinion as a presumption
that it was not altogether a fallacy; that, to its first authors at least, it was the
result of a struggle to express in words something which had a reality to them,
though perhaps not to many of those who have since received the doctrine by
mere tradition. The long duration of a belief, he thought is at least proof of an
adaptation in it to some portion or other of the human mind; and if, on digging
down to the root, we do not find . . . some truth, we shall find some natural
want or requirement of human nature which the doctrine in question is fitted to
satisfy. (Mill [1840] 1980, p. 100)

If there is some merit in this position, we can assume there will always
be a residue of tradition and moral convention surrounding any policy
initiative or new regulation, and this residue will not easily lend itself to
rational explanation or objective proof. This is not to suggest that moral
decisions and the values they depend upon cannot be justified objectively,
but that if we assume fallibility on our part then there are limits to what
we can reasonably expect to achieve with moral argument. A significant
weight might then be given to the moral values that are inherited by tra-
dition, and a legislative power to the institutions that purportedly repre-
sent them. This might be a justification for the House of Lords in Britain
as a counteracting power to the Commons (though whether the House of
Lords represents such values is of course debatable).

It can be envisaged that given the fallibility of all attempts at moral
progress, a counterweight, which can be called a force of continuity, is
needed to complete the framework within which moral development can
occur. Edmund Burke, in Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790)
in which he launches his famous denunciation of the French Revolution,
argues that if an importance be granted to the inheritance of moral rights,
then certain institutions must also be inherited in parallel. If we expect
to pass on our rights to free speech, freedom of association, freedom of
religious expression, etc., to our descendants, then there is no assurance
of this if the question of these rights is to be decided afresh with every
change of government. This is what Burke has in mind when he declares:
‘No experience has taught us, that in any other course or method than that
of an hereditary crown, our liberties can be regularly perpetuated and pre-
served sacred as our hereditary right’ (Burke [1790] 1968, p. 109; emphasis
in original). Furthermore, he states ‘from Magna Carta to the Declaration
of Right, it has been the uniform policy of our constitution to claim and
assert our liberties, as an entailed inheritance derived to us from our fore-
fathers, and to be transmitted to our posterity . . .” (Burke [1790] 1968, p.
119; emphasis in original).

Burke explicitly derives this emphasis on the hereditary nature of liberty
from the limitations of human reason and what he calls ‘moral competence’
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([1790] 1968, pp. 104-5). He writes ‘to fortify the fallible and feeble con-
trivances of our reason, we have derived several other, and those no small
benefits, from considering our liberties in the light of an inheritance’
([1790] 1968, p. 121). If a counterweight of inherited values can be con-
sidered as a limit to the possibilities of reform and public policy making,
then the existence of a discursive space out of which moral progress arises
depends on the existence of a dialectical framework. The thesis is a force of
progression, the articulation of multiple competing viewpoints in a discur-
sive space of public debate, the antithesis a force of continuity, the limita-
tions set upon the power of progression by the inherited values, which are
specific to a given culture. Burke gives an excellent account of the benefits
arising from such a framework when describing how the constitutional
balance of France stood before the Revolution of 1789:

These opposed and conflicting interests . . . interpose a salutary check to all
precipitate resolutions. They render deliberation a matter not of choice, but of
necessity; they make all change a subject of compromise, which naturally begets
moderation; they produce temperaments, preventing the sore evil of harsh,
crude, unqualified reformations; and rendering all the headlong exertions of
arbitrary power, in the few or in the many, for ever impracticable. Through that
diversity of members of interests, general liberty had as many securities as there
were separate views in the several orders. (Burke [1790] 1968, p. 122, emphasis
in original)

Today in the UK, the frequent clashes of opinion (a notable example
being the proposed legislation for detaining terror suspects without
charge) between the House of Commons and House of Lords illustrate
the necessity for compromise that Burke refers to. It could be conjectured
that toleration for dissenting opinions is most seriously threatened by the
imposition of a single ideology that has overwhelming popular support,
where what is aimed at is a total upheaval of existing society — without the
‘checks and balances’ of a system aimed at producing compromise. The
‘popular’ revolutions that have occurred through history often seem to
enjoy a substantial level of popular support — the sentiments behind the
social upheaval of France in 1789, China in 1949, Russia in 1917, and even
Germany in 1933, were not confined to a small minority. The point is that
where a sweeping change of values and institutions is desired by a great
number of the people, in any public debate — however open — the revolu-
tionary mindset may well be the dominant one. However, what concerns
writers such as Burke ([1790] 1968), is that the will of the popular majority
at any one moment is not ‘morally competent’ to affect drastic changes to
the institutions around which a society is organized.

Earlier I looked at how various critics of business ethics are concerned
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by how a single ideology can ‘rapaciously’ close down debate, and ‘freeze’
the social order. History gives us many examples of this being achieved
through the workings of ideologies, which hold, or have held, tremen-
dous popular support. The force of progression, even where distilled and
sublimated through a process of public debate and the free exchange of
ideas, needs a counterweight if this process itself is to remain intact. It
can be concluded that the protection of the discursive space, which is so
clearly desired by those critics of business ethics who fear the closure of
ideas, is best ensured by the existence of contrary forces (which I have here
called continuity and progression) which through their collision produce
compromise and moderation.

In considering the implications for a moral reform of corporations, as
regards their regulation, there is not the space here to enter into particular
detail. However, plenty of general examples can be brought to mind where
the rational argument of academic debate may conflict with the traditional
moral norms of organizational life. For example, at least since the late
1980s there has been a ‘stakeholder vs. sharecholder debate’ about corpor-
ate responsibility. Stakeholder theorists such as Donaldson and Preston
(1995) and Blair (1995) have called into question the assumption that
shareholders have inviolable property rights over the corporation’s assets.
However, regulation could not be passed which removed the property
rights of shareholders without a clear consideration of the role played by
the idea of property rights, however justifiable (or not), as a moral norm
in society. This is not to say that moral convention should always have
priority over improvement — indeed as Burke remarks: ‘A state without
the means of some change is without the means of its conservation’ ([1790]
1968, p. 106). Rational argument can of course bring about a change in
convention over time, but if the process of improvement is to be considered
legitimate for those subject to it, it is sensible to see balance as a necessity.

A further example might be found in countries where there may be a
perfectly rational argument for gender equality in the workplace (that
is, equal pay for equal work, equal opportunity for promotion, etc.) but
the social equality of men and women is not recognized. However justifi-
able a law may look in rational terms, unless it strikes a balance with the
preconceived opinions and traditional views of those subject to the law, it
is unlikely to be found fully acceptable. Equally, a law, which obligated
companies to adopt a two-tier board structure with worker representa-
tion at board level, would be problematic in cultures with no precedent
for worker control. From personal conversation with managers who have
dealt with the sudden implementation of works councils in business, I
have been told that constructive dialogue was impossible due to the totally
divergent agendas preconceived by the workers and management.
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6. CONCLUSION

It can be said in conclusion that the idea of ‘objectivity’ and the rational
pursuit of ethical ‘truth’ does have a role to play in the progress of new
ideas in the field of business ethics and corporate legislation. The idea of
an ‘objective’ truth to which argument can aspire has met with much skep-
ticism from various authors. I have tried to show that ‘objectivity’ need
not be considered as the dogmatic imposition of an ideology, which closes
down all space for discussion. Indeed, the very notion of contesting an idea
by providing better reasoning and evidence in support of an alternative,
which according to Hare (1963) is inseparable from the practice of ethical
justification, is inconsistent with the denial that one may be ‘correct’ or
incorrect’ in the assertion one makes. Furthermore, if an assumption is
made that we are fallible and hence prone to error in our truth claims, an
idea can be called ‘objective’ only to the extent that it has successfully con-
tested all available arguments to the contrary. One of Mill’s ([1859] 1991)
central arguments is that our surety of an idea can never be so strong that
we put it beyond all means of contestation. So a tolerant pluralism of ideas
where prevailing dogmas are free to face critical examination is implied by
the very idea of objectivity — not by its denial.

The progression of moral ideas can be considered as a dialectical move-
ment of competing opinions that collide with one another in the practice of
open and rational debate. I call this ‘rational’ because of the role of reason
and evidence in moral argument. A morally informed legislative response
to a given issue can be said to depend upon this dialectical collision of con-
trary viewpoints, where ideally the new regulation passed takes account of
all the available arguments that have been heard and discussed.

If this dialectical movement of rational argument and counter-argument
is desirable for arriving at new ideas, then this is only so at an ideal and
abstract level. It cannot however exist in a vacuum, and the very exist-
ence of a discursive space for debate depends on the powers it yields being
limited by the culturally specific moral norms that surround it. The institu-
tions and powers that represent this context of moral convention may be
called forces of continuity, as opposed to the forces of progress that arise
out of a discursive space for rational debate, as a moral response to a given
concern. It can be conjectured that the protection of this discursive space
against a ‘rapacious’ (Parker, 2003, p. 207) ideology that seeks to close it
down, is best ensured through a delicate balance between the implementa-
tion of fresh argument and ideas, and the historical context of moral con-
vention. There is not to say that there is an essential conflict between the
abstract ideals people strive toward