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Chapter II

LITERATURE REVIEW: SUSTAINABILITY IN DISCOURSE

‘The most important powershift of all … is the hidden shift in relationships between violence, wealth and knowledge as societies speed toward their collision with tomorrow’.  (Toffler 1991, p. 464)

‘The important thing here is not that such changes can be rapid and extensive, or rather it is that this extent and rapidity are only the sign of something else: a modification in the rules of formation of statements which are accepted as scientifically true’.  (Foucault 1980a, p.112) 

2.1 Introduction

This Chapter assembles and reviews a body of knowledge relating to dealing with sustainability issues specifically in the context of these being obligatory and externally imposed (OEI) issues.  Building on an understanding of sustainability and the associated social-political movement, a review is made of the historical grounding of sustainability.  Developments are shown to have reconceived performance measurement.  From this foundation, an examination is made of the effects of activism on various movements connected with sustainability, and then a reaction to that activism.  The sincerity of managers and how they respond to the need for sustainability is considered, followed by an exploration of how they reject it.  An introduction to sustainability discourse leads to an appreciation of the need for a qualitative approach to this research.

In conducting this research, differing meanings in key words and a variation of terms have been observed; publications relating to the environmental, social and economic triple bottom line (TBL) refer to this trinity in a variety of ways.  At the beginning of this project, the research topic was being defined in terms of TBL, but it was decided to define the topic as sustainability and reserve TBL to define a performance measure of sustainability.  While it is acknowledged that meanings may well vary in some contexts, reading of this thesis will be simplified by using sustainability in favour of other terms commonly used.  One of the participants in this research put it well.

Sustainability – that’s what we call it now – and call it sustainability or TBL or whatever and at the end of the day it is just common sense. 
Yet, there may be a hidden hazard in the participant’s simplification.  In speaking of dealing with failure in business as ‘a distaste for … cleaning up old problems’, Juran (1988, p. 3-20) enjoins ‘nothing short of upper-management intervention can break up the impasse’.  The author is reminded of Wilson’s (1991, p. 127) observation that could be read to imply those leaders who view challenging issues as common sense are simply lazy and lack resolve.  

‘Intellectual laziness and common sense are the same thing.  Common sense is just the tradename of the firm’. 

This research assumes that leadership is central to dealing with sustainability issues.  This is suggested by Cohen (1994), who demonstrates positive correlation between ‘proactive leadership on environmental issues and bottom-line business success’.  James et al (1999) identify the significance of strong leadership in connecting environmental strategy formulation with implementation of that strategy.  They summarize that senior managers must form opinion, requisition resources, champion policy, and observe the subordinate relationship of other contributing factors to this leadership.  Yet, they conclude, despite such championing by senior managers, failure to implement strategy may occur.  This, they suggest, results from not accounting for operational reality or considering capability to undertake a chosen strategy.

As an example of the current priority placed on the sustainability issue, consider Appendix A.  In this email to all Ford Employees, Jac Nasser, then CEO of Ford Motor Company reports a meeting where he, his Chairman, the CEO BP Amoco, and John Elkington – who figures prominently in this Chapter – meet to discuss sustainability.  Nasser identifies (sustainability) as one of their five key areas of competitive advantage.  He accepts that there is a misunderstanding of the meaning of sustainability.  He demonstrates his realization of the expectations placed on his business to resolve environmental, social and economic problems.  He acknowledges that activists’ demands have influenced this realization.

2.2 Grounding of Sustainability Issue

While it has not always been a prominent issue, the idea of sustainability is not new.  To demonstrate a historical grounding of sustainability, several examples are briefly cited here.  This is not intended as an exhaustive list.  Instead, it demonstrates that, for some time, a causal relationship has been understood to exist between stewardship of social and environmental issues and economic performance.

2.2.1 Owenism

Quarter (2000) begins his examination of ten pro-sustainability business leaders with Robert Owen, the industrialist of 19th century Britain who was credited with founding the approach later termed Owenism.  Owen introduced community support for his workers that included extensive residential, medical, social, and even educational establishments (Arnold 1989, Donnachie and Hewitt 1993, Owen 1841 and 1842).  Community service, particularly in the form of education, has been viewed to be important by Roddick (1991, p. 117) as well as all six participants in the research reported in this thesis.  Owen (1841 and 1842) urged that economic benefits would flow from responsible stewardship of social as well as environmental factors.  He viewed the implementation of his ideology at New Lanark, near Glasgow, Scotland as his ‘New View of Society’.  While Owenism failed when transplanted to other locations and not led by Owen himself, Owenism has been cited as a utopian ideal by academics in Europe, the Middle East, Asia, North America and Australia (Hardy and Davidson 1989).

Arnold (1989) reports on Owen’s concern for the environment and the integration of society, and contemporary application of his ideas and work.  Owen (1841) valued education and lifelong learning from birth as a contribution to society.  He viewed that the greatest amount of wealth would be created and knowledge attained if everyone was beneficially employed, and physically and mentally challenged.  Owen (1842) expressed his desire for proactive measures that led to ‘a pure atmosphere’ for everyone.

Owen’s influence has been so great, that a movement evolved around his ideas.  Owenites draw on ideology and methodology of Owenism.  Harrison (1989, p. 14) explains that ‘search for community, harmony and wholeness’ was at the core of Owen’s undertakings.  Owenites feel that a sense of community is an essential element for satisfactory human relationships in society.  Referring to Owen’s writings, Harrison (1989, p. 15) explains Owen’s model for ‘individual happiness’ included ‘health of body and mind’, ‘full education and freedom of thought’, and being part of ‘a society whose institutions are in unison with the law of nature’.  It is interesting to note that Laqueur (1990, p. 228) speaks of the ‘utopian socialist Robert Owen’; Owen would appear to be more a capitalist.  This suggests that Owenism, like Taylorism (see Section 2.2.4), has evolved into something different than was originally intended.

There is another point of view based on Foucault’s (1978, p. 140-1) analysis of capitalism, where he argues that capitalism was only possible by employing people who could be used.  He named that attribute ‘utility’ and put forth that ‘docility’ was its precursor.  Foucault realised that there was a fine balance of ‘optimizing forces, aptitudes and life in general without at the same time making them more difficult to govern’.  Foucault’s (1979) introduction of the term governmentality was used to explain the mechanism of power that achieved that balance.  This governmentality created a complex of special types of controlling knowledges that Foucault (1972, p. 15) had previously referred to as ‘savoir’ and that were distinguished from ordinary knowledge that he had referred to as ‘connaissance’.  Central to Foucauldian thought is that truth produced by governmentality may or may not be true.  Rather, savoir leads to a truth that enables docility.  This distinction of static and dynamic knowledge re-emerges when discussing the discursive production of selves in Chapter 3.

Foucault’s interest in utility of manpower and docility could explain an alternate reason why Owen invested so heavily in what Foucault (1983) refers to as ‘technologies of power’.   This being the case, Owen may well have been a smart capitalist and not the great reformer that he has been recorded as.

Donnachie and Hewitt (1993, p. 63) demonstrate what could be seen as sustainability thinking in Owen’s motivation.   In Owen’s words, he made improvements to operations at New Lanark with the intention ‘“to bring the greatest comfort and improvement to the numerous population to whom it afforded employment”’.  However, as he admitted himself, his reforms were also introduced ‘“to produce the greatest ultimate profit to the proprietors.”’  They (p. 65) go on to acknowledge that Owen’s system may not have been either unique or original, citing a noted Quaker, Joseph Lancaster, who had implemented the same ideas as Owen.

2.2.2 Quakerism

Originally known as the ‘Religious Society of Friends’, an assembly of religious enthusiasts was founded in the mid 17th century.  Curious onlookers, in mocking the zeal with which members would tremble with enthusiasm, coined the term Quakers.  In a show of defiant strength, the assembly took what was intended to be defamatory as their own.  Apart from rebellious religious doctrine, the Quakers were convinced that an aggregate of benefits would ensue from both concern for the environment and removal of causes of conflict (Walvin 1997).  While their perception of benefits likely placed a low priority on economic performance, it could be implied that that they considered economic stability would better enable spiritual pursuits.  In assembling an interpretive framework for the observation of pro-sustainability business leaders, Quarter (2000, p. 175) views some aspects as being derived from Quakerism and notes the direct influence on at least one participant in his research.

Cadbury literature explains that, in 1847, two Quaker brothers started Cadbury Brothers of Birmingham.  As such, it is founded on principles of social responsibility and environmental ethics congruent with Quakerism.  This literature refers to over a hundred years of social and environmental responsibility.  Similar to Owen at New Lanark, Cadbury built schools, homes and churches as a service to its employees.  What is new, however, is that the company is today looking at corporate citizenship as it applies globally.  For example, during floods in Poland, in 1999, Cadbury vans were donated to move people’s furniture and belongings.  This was viewed as being good for community cohesion.

While Cadbury has been criticized for appearing to sell chocolate to schools, the company’s work with schools is said to be motivated by altruism.  Cadbury’s educational partnerships reflect a desire to enable people to have disposable income and a more rewarding lifestyle.

2.2.3 Prince Albert – Consort to Queen Victoria

Even in the Victorian era, evidence can be found of conflict between sustainability and its alternative (PBS 2001, Weintraub 1987, Strachey 1924).  Despite Queen Victoria’s preferences, her consort Prince Albert had interest in such utopianisms as avoiding expansionist enterprise, improving working-class housing, eliminating the slave trade, and civilianization of Africa.

With the social and economic developments of the industrial revolution also came a variety of social problems.  In her youth, Queen Victoria had been shielded from exposés of the realities of child labour, such as Charles Dickens’ writings.  However, on learning of harsh treatment in factories and other inequalities in England, Prince Albert took steps to educate the Queen.  Being moralistic, conscientious and progressive, his motivation was to advance the social wellbeing of the English and he saw such improvements as contributing to the economic performance of the nation.  However, with his death many of Prince Albert’s ideals faded from prominence, and failed to be credited sufficient priority to achieve a place on Queen Victoria’s agenda.

In the latter half of her reign and with the absence of her consort’s guidance, Queen Victoria appears to have been pulled back and forth by Disraeli and Gladstone, who alternated as prime ministers of Great Britain.   (It should be acknowledged here that Dukes of Saxe Coburg Gotha – from which Prince Albert was drawn – were not constitutional rulers and enjoyed considerably more direct authority over their smaller realms than the British Monarch.  Conversely, the British Monarch is constitutionally bound to be guided by the Prime Minister.  Yet, Queen Victoria was not without agency (see sect 3-2) and while Prince Albert was alive he apparently influenced a sustainable course of events.)  Disraeli, the Tory, promoted nostalgic and unrealistic traditionalism, while Gladstone, the Whig, supported – and often introduced – social and educational reforms.  Swayed by Disraeli’s political capability and Gladstone’s lack thereof, the Monarch entered Great Britain into more aggressive colonialism and empire expansion.  With this, Britain’s concern for the well-being of the people and environment of colonies was at best superficial.  Had Gladstone been able to match Disraeli’s charm, perhaps the substance of Prince Albert’s vision would have been sustained; an early example of political influence in sustainability issues.  See PBS (2001), Weintraub (1987), and Strachey (1924) for details.  

2.2.4 Taylorism

Many of the contemporary proponents of sustainability might well be shocked to learn that Taylor (1967) raised environmental and social issues in his seminal work on scientific management. Dalrymple (2000) explains how Taylor (1967) has been misunderstood, and Griffin (1971, p. 7) suggests that piecemeal adoption of Taylor’s system has gravely inhibited the acceptance of scientific management.  Taylor (1967, p. 5-6, p. 70-3) justified his pursuit of scientific management through a connection of financial success with a need to prevent the squander of non-renewable resources, and equal concern for the maximum prosperity and opportunity for the employee.  He summarizes (1967, p. 143) that scientific management means the end of poverty and an increase in affluence for employees and the wider community.

Gergen (1992, p. 211) sustains the generally perceived connection between scientific management theory and time-and-motion technology.  Micklethwait and Wooldridge (1996, p. 19) uphold this misunderstanding by falsely attributing to scientific management the perception of workers as lazy fools, who can only be motivated by greed.  Dalrymple (2000, p. 2) explains that it was not Taylor who made this impact of scientific management.  It was followers of Taylor who made the movement what it became.  He then reminds us of Taylor’s insight into the need to understand process work as a prerequisite for process improvement.  In this sense, the notion of understanding reflects Foucault’s (1972) distinction between connaissance and savoir, and that of Proverbs (1971, iv, 7), ‘get wisdom, and whatever you get, get insight’.

2.2.5 Sociocracy

Convinced that people are ‘uncaring, idle and unreliable egoists’, Endenburg (1988, p. 9) suggests that a decision-making system must be ‘founded on optimum tolerance for each individual and each group’.  He views that Sociocracy is a development on democracy, in the same way that democracy is an improvement on dictatorship.  At the heart of his system is his ‘principle of consent’, which permits decisions to be made only when ‘reasoned objection’ is not presented (p. 23).  Endenburg (1988, p. 56) explains that the principle of consent requires a parity in which ‘the exercise of power is controlled’.  (A parity / power continuum is introduced in Chapter 3.)  For consent to be possible, Endenburg (1988, p. 57-8) suggests that individuals and organizations must be willing and capable of doing what they consent to; if unwillingness or incapability is the reality, the system seizes up.

Quarter (2000, p. 180) informs that Endenburg was influenced by alternative value cultures – Quaker boarding school – that he transferred to his business endeavours.  Although he is not associated with revolutionary movements, he has established a centre for sociocratic study.

2.2.6 Is there an Identifiable Sustainability Movement?

Most social movements are assembled from a diversity of groups that do not always see all issues in a congruent way.  Yet, despite antagonism, all parties share overall objectives of whatever identifies the movement (Metcalf 1989, p. 61).  The various groups that come together to comprise the sustainability movement place a varying degree of importance on each of the issues that comprise the TBL.  These three issues – environmental, social and economic – will be discussed in the next Section, as well as a fourth – political issues.  While the groups making up the sustainability movement may come and go, the issues being dealt with by the movement appear to be consistent.

It is anecdotally accepted that there is a movement, but it does not consolidate in a formal way (Metcalf 1989).  Perhaps this indefinableness is to enable activism to occur.  Such activism will be discussed after an examination of what has happened to the basic measure of business performance in Section 2.4.

2.3 Reconceptualisation of the Bottom Line

Regardless of its nomenclature, the movement behind sustainability is focused on tempering a purely economic approach with environmental and social stewardship.  With this in mind, Elkington (1996) coined TBL to refer to an approach that balances these three issues – environmental, social and economic.  For a detailed discussion on this sort of reconceptualization refer to post-modern writings of Rosenau (1992), Gergen (1992) and Giddens (1991).  Lyotard (1992, p. 93) provides the essence of post-modernism that is drawn on to inform this research.

‘(T)he “post-” of “postmodern’ does not signify a movement of comeback, flashback or feedback, that is, not a movement of repetition but a procedure in “ana-”: a procedure of analysis, anamnesis, anagogy and anamorphosis which elaborates an “initial forgetting”’. 

Elkington’s (1996, 1998, 1999, 2001) approach to sustainability implies that it is necessary to forget ways of the past before ways of the future can even be perceived.  While this may appear extreme, it corresponds to business process re-engineering principles (Hammer and Champy, 1993).  In Appendix A, Nasser reveals how Elkington has helped him to realize a misunderstanding that needs to be forgotten and that new understandings need to be formulated.  Elkington developed the ideas of TBL and sustainability on the controversy reported in Rowell (1996) regarding industry’s backlash to the environmental movement; two issues in particular.  First, Shell International Petroleum Company Limited was apparently involved in assassination – ‘condemned by the British government as “judicial murder”’ (Rowell 1996, p. 1) – of nine Nigerian activists (Rowell 1996, p. 309-19), by an illegal military junta.  Second, the same company planned to dispose of a redundant oil-drilling platform (Rowell 1996, p. 323-27), by loading it with concrete and sinking it in the ocean.  

Perhaps because Elkington named his consulting business SustainAbility™, other labels have crept into the lexicon of environmental and social movements to differentiate among commercial offerings.  Some are proprietary terms, belonging to consulting firms, and others are generic for all to use.  In accepting Elkington’s nomenclature, the author acknowledges the risk of appearing to be biased by his version of events, and takes precautions to prevent adopting too narrow a view.  Despite his commercial interests, it will be seen in subsequent Sub-Sections that Elkington is a defining and seminal force.

Institutional response has reflected increased public concern for environmental and social issues, sustainability and corporate responsibility.  For example, in 1997 the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) of the United Nations (UN) received and adopted a plan for achieving sustainable development.  Since then, the UN has held annual sustainable development summits and other gatherings to implement the plan (CSD 2001).  

Hawken, Lovins and Lovins (1999, p. 10) expressed the obligation of social and environmental stewardship in economic terms, by referring to social and natural processes as if their occurrence were ‘a perpetual annuity’.  They suggest that responsible stewardship by businesses who draw on societal and environmental assets would require them to ensure that social and natural processes would continue the same as or better than if their businesses were not operating by making appropriate investment in advance of drawing on the resources.  As interpreted in this thesis, sustainability is concerned with three issues – environmental, social and economic – as well as a fourth – political (Boxer and Dalrymple 2001).  These are discussed in the following Sub-Sections.

2.3.1 Environmental Issues

Perhaps the predominant factor in the sustainability movement is concern for the environment, and the dominant environmental issue is global warming.  Indeed, while sustainability typically relates to the triple bottom line, Elkington (1998) argues it is now strongly skewed towards environmental issues.  Yet there may be an even narrower focus.

Although issues such as toxic waste and containment of effluent receive attention, Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999, p. 32) suggest the mainstream discourse appears to be focused on global warming, with all other issues as subset causes.  For example, greenhouse gas, ozone depletion, soil degradation and greenhouse effect are four terms used to represent environmental issues.  All four relate to global warming either directly or indirectly.  The inability to quantify and define scientifically an issue leaves it open to debate; debate about the magnitude and causal connections with other phenomena with environmental issues in the sustainability movement.  This is argued for example by Harris and Rieber (1996) and Broecker (2001), and is a dominant feature of general political rhetoric of government and industry.

There is ongoing debate to determine whether or not global warming is scientifically valid.  Harris and Rieber (1996) argue that many scientific assumptions and methods of environmentalism are flawed, and Broecker (2001) challenges the science substantiating the concept of global warming and suggests that warming trends generally accepted as being global have been relatively isolated.

Beyond global warming, there are other environmental issues.  Toxic residue from long-term operations has left some organizations with enormous liabilities.  A case in point is the Massachusetts Military Reservation (Kavanagh 2002).  Having been used by the United States military to fire a wide range of weapons since 1911, there is a considerable residue of a variety of toxins in the land and water tables in the vicinity of the reserve.  Resident groups have not only successfully prevented the United States military from using the reserve, but public opinion has influenced judgements against the military making them liable for a forecast total of over one billion dollars in clean-up costs.

2.3.2 Social Issues

Another sustainability oversight apparent in the Ok Tedi case is that local people were initially denied any right to benefit from the operation that was imposed on their society.  In this case, a prominent Australian company entered into a copper mining operation at a place called Ok Tedi, apparently without considering the social consequences of its approach.  Rather than drawing on local people, managers and skilled workers were brought in; local people were only employed in menial tasks, if at all.  Effort has been taken to demonstrate that this has now changed (http://www.oktedi.com/).  It may or may not be valid that local people were not educated and thus incapable of undertaking management or skilled positions.  Regardless, the option of not preceding with building and operating the Ok Tedi mine might have been a more appropriate decision.  The cost of dealing with adverse consequences of the Ok Tedi mine is a small fraction of profits, but Akpan (2000) suggests the damage to the reputation of BHP among international activist groups is considerable, especially concerning anthropological issues.  This analysis is supported by a joint press release of the Mineral Policy Center, MiningWatch Canada, and MineWatch UK (1999).

Social issues raised by the sustainability movement are varied and far-reaching.  Dodson (2000, p. 13) quotes Dick Warburton, a well-known Australian company director who wants wealthy and powerful people to do far more to foster (sustainability).  Cox (1998, p. 160-1) explains how social capital (Fukuyama 1995, Putnam 1995 and 2000), being about connecting and working through linkages, increases with use.  If social capital is not used then these connections deteriorate, and business operations can fall apart or disappear entirely.

For many years, it has been common for businesses to move into undeveloped regions, and impose on local people a regime of organization, infrastructure and management (Elkington 1999 and 2001, Hawken, Lovins and Lovins 1999, Peters 1999) that has led to ‘natural and human capital’ being discarded without regard for the benefit that may ensue from their retention (Hawken, Lovins and Lovins 1999, p. 286).  This has been made worse by eradicating people’s ability to be self sufficient after associated long-term eradication of access to clean drinking water, clean land and clean air (Rowell 1996, p. xi).  Kirsch (2000, p. 113) and Banerjee (1999, p. 14) conclude that capitalist development can undermine society if social relations are not factored in rather than factored out.  Elkington (1999, p. 85) explains this in terms of ‘wealth-creation potential’ and – drawing on a World Bank official – that such growth needs to be accompanied by contribution towards education, health and nutrition.

Companies have a similar obligation within their home countries, such that disrespect for social capital does not result in its exploitation or deterioration.  As a general rule, Handy (1995, p. 208) suggests foreign company managers need to reflect on whether their treatment of others matches how they treat their own families and society.

2.3.3 Economic Issues

At the heart of sustainability is the notion that profit-making businesses need to be able to continue to provide goods and services for society, as well as offer employment for people.  Is this true that there is ‘the one and only financial bottom line’ (Hogarth 2001, p. 75)?  Managers tend to be rewarded for meeting targets, and these targets tend to be related to production volumes or financial quotas and they are armed with technologies to aid them in that pursuit.

At best, economists consider that environmental and social issues are captured effectively in externalities.  From this neoclassical economic perspective, pollution is viewed as an external cost of production (Verhoef 1997, p. 2).  This implies pollution results in ‘uncompensated costs to others’ (Mansfield 1994, p. 327-9) and requires ‘government’ to ‘intervene’ to correct ‘external diseconomies’ (p. 547-9).  The ultimate question posed is whether or not there has been an economic cost imposed on an uninvolved third party by a negligent business.  However, in this mind-set, if business pollutes and then nullifies the pollution through some clean-up process there is no harm done from an economic perspective.  So, is this sustainability?  Verhoef rejects such use of externalities, suggesting that an externality might instead be an ‘unpriced effect’.  He views this as ‘tension between efficiency and equity’.  Verhoef (1997, p. 15) suggests the practice of requiring polluters to pay for pollution would enable those with enough money to continue polluting.  This could be viewed as highlighting a need for achieving a TBL measurement, where more than financial quantitative measures are relied on.  

Yet, Denton (1998) concludes that, rather than containing cost, avoiding fines and fixing mistakes, the real benefit of cleaner production is the savings in operations.  Similarly, in the quality movement there is reference to the quality versus cost trade-off (Juran and Gryna 1988, pp. 4.1-4.30).  Boxer (1991 and 1993) and Denton (1999) demonstrate the benefits of harnessing employees in the pursuit of the resolution of the causes of pollution, but there is a need to allocate sufficient resources to such initiatives.  They do this for neither ethical reasons nor marketing reasons.  Rather, they recognize anything that maximizes the output from all their raw material resources, saves money and boosts competitiveness and profits. 

In exploring the value created from corporate image and reputation, Fombrun (1996) concludes that economic performance tends to be better for organizations that care about their reputation, and specifically in terms of communities, employees and the environment (Fombrun and Foss 2001).  While Fombrun (1996) speaks in terms of respect, trust and building a consistent image, he does allude to behaving in accordance with society’s expectations.  Environmental and social stewardship could be perceived to be of interest to society.  Konar and Cohen (1997) identified a direct correlation between reduction of emissions and increase in market value.

The sustainability movement appears to dismiss the financial bottom-line approach to determining the financial cost of quality.  For example, Elkington (1998) and Birch (2002) suggest it may be an error to reduce everything to financial quantitative terms, when the richness of qualitative description may better demonstrate real costs.  While it has been argued that they are naïve to suggest that business could be made to care about anything other than financial costs, it has been suggested in previous Sub-Sections, environmental and social loss or benefit is difficult to reduce to a quantitative cost.  Roddick (1991, 2000) describes her unconventional approach to business, focusing on resolving moral and economic imbalances in a way that treats environmental and social issues as non-quantitative financial factors.  In doing so, she does not start with an optimised financial cost.  Rather, an optimised holistic view of responsibility to an aggregate bottom line that is composed of quantitative financial profit and qualitative moral harmony.  Hostility towards her success (BBC News Online 2000) may be due to an underlying force that traps business in a paradigm of purely quantitative financial optimisation.  Such a force is considered in Chapter 7.

‘A kind of “meta-power” which is structured essentially round a certain number of great prohibition functions; but this meta-power with its prohibitions can only take hold and secure its footing where it is rooted in a whole series of multiple and indefinite power relations that supply the necessary basis for the great negative forms of power’.  (Foucault 1980a, p. 122) 

This paradigm might also be conceived to be the force that determines share price.  Those who are able to manipulate markets and do so for their own benefit might engage the power relations that could affect share price.  A broad array of forces can interrupt the logic of this economic paradigm, not the least being politics.

2.3.4 Political Issues

In exploring how politics undermines sustainability, Boxer and Dalrymple (2001) argue that economic, environmental and social factors all interact in a politically charged ether.  The American Spectator (2001) reports that then-Senator Al Gore threatened to cut off funding to an unnamed eminent scientist who was once the leading campaigner against global warming.  Here Gore could be seen to be influencing an otherwise independent search for the truth.  While this is speculative and perhaps opportunistic journalism, politics is a reality and it can be a subterfuge (Boxer and Dalrymple 2001, Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser 1999.)

Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1974, p. 546) refer to periodic political suppression as being nothing new in America, which raises concern about political patronage.  Boxer and Dalrymple (2001) suggest that there appears to be a correlation between political donations and support for sustainability.  They conclude that politics often provides a subterfuge for not dealing with sustainability, but they caution that politics is not reported as a fourth bottom line.

Senior managers who appear to deal with sustainability issues appear to do so at least partially to complement their image (Cohen 1994, James et al 1999).  In the context of larger social pressures, it makes good sense for senior managers to carefully consider the political implications of dealing with sustainability issues.  These implications vary from place to place including a variety of social reactions, the most relevant to this research being activism.  
2.3.5 Economic Reflection

Suggesting that all economic success is founded on social stability, Hirsch (1977, p. 12) explains the unsustainable reality of a system that moves forward by undermining its heritage.  While he focuses primarily on social issues (and only briefly refers to environmental pollution in terms of the social limits being reached (pp. 2, 57, 64)), he does imply a need to take the non-financial factors of social and environment into account, thus limiting the capability for sustainable economic growth.

Hirsch is a graduate of the London School of Economics, a former editor of The Economist, and a professor of international studies at the University of Warwick.  Combining economic theory, demographics, and a reflection of the impact of human behaviour in an environment of declining morals, Hirsch offers a substantial critique of modern economic theory.  He establishes that there are social limits to economic growth and suggests that these be incorporated in policy development.

Referring to the limits of diversity and individual choice, Hirsch (1977, p. 187) warns that the sustainability of society depends on restricting individual freedom of action.  Rather than a protest against environmental and social destruction in developing countries, militant activism against the World Trade Organization (WTO) may be reaction of established interest against restrictions to their freedom of commerce. Hartcher (2001) identifies wealthy industrialists who fund WTO protests.  He suggests they do so in order to obstruct the objectives of the WTO in order to sustain their vested interests established in existing markets.

Hirsch’s reflection suggests that there is an imbalance between the environmental, social and economic.  This implies a need to balance these components, which appears to be the objective of Elkington’s TBL construct and sustainability message.  Yet, as seen in Section 2.2 sustainability is nothing new, despite its recent emergence to prominence.

2.3.6 Changes to Managers’ Capacity to Exercise Personal Value

Whereas in the past Quaker-like personal values could direct management practices towards environmental and social stewardship, a shift in the external legal environment may present consequences that prevent that freedom in publicly listed companies.  Hilmer (1993) explains that the contemporary role of the board is to strive to achieve better than average performance.  Tompkins (1994) clarifies New Zealand’s 1993 Companies Act explaining that a director’s duty is ‘to “the best interests of the company” - not, it is to be noted, the shareholders or the creditors’.  This could be read to imply that satisfying shareholder demands for short-term financial profit is not what directors should do.  Furthermore, Dunlop (1999) demonstrates that there is growing awareness that ‘shareholder interests are unlikely to be served if stakeholders (e.g. employees, suppliers, creditors, communities) are ignored’.  He goes on to offer specific guidance that ‘broader corporate objectives’ must be considered.  This is not to overlook the need to maintain share-price to prevent corporate raiders from taking over companies and stripping assets.  Cornfield’s (1998) conclusion balances the various factors:

‘The duty to maximize shareholder profit will always be exercised within the constraints of the non-shareholder constituency interests and neglect of those interests is likely to affect the long term viability of the corporation’. 

2.4 Sustainability Focused Activism

Steven Mayne (http://www.crikey.com.au/), a shareholder activist has explained in conversation with the author and on various public media that individuals realize they are able to best exercise influence at shareholder meetings, whereas collectives work in and through larger and more diverse public forums.  To borrow from marketing (Kotler, Clark and Adam 2001), individuals tend to use a ‘rifle’ approach and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) use a ‘shotgun’ approach; NGOs appear to deploy individuals on specific tasks.  Regardless, they are reacting against government of one sort or another.

Where specific activism focuses on specific issues (such as the practices of a business), there is a broader threat to unity and utility.  Business can no longer carry on as in the past, not necessarily because it is unsustainable to do so, but because activists are influenced by an ideal of natural capitalism (Hawken, Lovins and Lovins 1999) and empowered with a self-perception that they can make a difference.  The following Sub-Sections examine possible sources of activism and explore how that phenomenon is focused to influence business leaders to deal with a variety of issues such as sustainability.

2.4.1 A Foucauldian Perspective on Activism

Cheney (1995) observed that Foucault was a key figure at the time social activism was gaining such momentum that it was able to disengage the United States of America from the Vietnam War.  Although not directly involved in activism, Foucault’s much quoted analysis of the exercise of power in society can be seen as a way to explain how social order or domination is maintained.

Governmentality (Foucault 1979) –  the ease of which society is governed and utilized in productive endeavours –  has declined in recent years.  Foucault’s (1978) interest in docility and utility led to his concept of governmentality; a less governmental society is less docile and of less benefit to the production of wealth.   Foucault (1978, p. 86) shows that exertion of power is tolerable only if its mechanism is concealed.  With increasing transparency and a decline in the impact of disciplinary processes (Foucault 1977b) these mechanisms are increasingly apparent.  In this light, Ferentzy (2000, p. 222) draws on Foucault to suggest that some beliefs are not as controlling as they once were.  O’Farrell, (1997) and McInlay and Starkey (1998) similarly draw on Foucault to suggest that people no longer put up with being told they must comply with things they do not believe to be true.

Foucauldian (1978, p. 89) philosophy can explain that contemporary Western society’s control ‘is not ensured by right but by technique, not by law but by normalization, not by punishment but by control, methods that are employed on all levels and in forms that go beyond the state and its apparatus’.  Collectively, the many diverse groups that are springing up throughout the world appear to struggle against a common hegemony of Foucauldian bio/disciplinary power, but they are committed to anonymity and unanimity amongst themselves.  This too is explained by Foucault (1991, p. 76-78), in which he employs an ‘event’ concept as a way to break up or disrupt well-established and taken-for-granted continuities in traditional history, and as a tool to ensure that historical events are seen and grasped in their unique singularity and not forced onto pre-established patterns of historical understanding.  In recent years significant activism has focused on an event and taken the first letter of the month and date.  For example S11 2000, when the WTO was under siege in Melbourne.  Not all dissent is radical nor is it violent, but if it is collective even passive dissent is activism. 

The recipe for group activism involves assembling a critical mass that embraces the same new mode of thinking (Schiffman 1991, p. 67).  While not all activists understand Foucault’s ideas, they are caught up in a momentum of dissent.  Where there has been a tradition of radicalism devoted to resolving inequalities such as feminism (Weedon 1987), sexual orientation (Warner 1993) and racism (Minwalla 1997), the technologies of radicalism are available to the sustainability movement.  For example, Warner (1993, p. xxvi) introduces his book of collected articles on queer politics which he argues:

 ‘rejects a minorizing logic of toleration or simple political interest-representation in favour of a more thorough resistance to regimes of the normal’. 

Radical thought realizes the ability of ‘governmentality’ to be achieved from a distance.  Combining Latour’s (1987, p. 219-232) idea of ‘action at a distance’ and Foucault’s (1979) idea of ‘governmentality’, Rose (1989, 1996) and Kendall (1997) write about ‘government at a distance’.  Kendall (1997, p. 90) specifically refers to the ‘efficacy’ with which Australia was governed as a colony without ‘physical presence’.  Banerjee (1999, p. 12) raises concerns that non-Western societies and their forms of knowledge have been marginalized.  For example, ‘based on British common law, Australia became a colony of England because it was settled as terra nullis or land belonging to no one’.  He goes on to call for change to this ‘government at a distance’ and other inequalities.  Perhaps a decrease in governmentality may increase a societies tendency to be influenced by activism. 

2.4.2 Shareholder Activists

Consider the impact one woman had on a major Australian mining business regarding their Jabaluca mine (ABC 2001).  Erica Ford decided that she would raise opposition and successfully changed the company’s strategy.  As a shareholder she confronted the board, assembled a ‘critical mass’ of supporters (North Ethical Shareholders), manoeuvred herself to a position of authority, took the company to court, and stopped something that she believed was wrong.  At the time of this writing she is involved in other campaigns.

While members and officers of NGOs may take part in shareholder activism, they rarely identify their affiliations or ‘badge themselves’.  This appears to be a Foucauldian disruptive tactic borrowed from radical feminists and others (Calás and Smircich 1992, Parker 2002), in which individuals see value in remaining separate, or in small groups, and uniting for a purpose when appropriate.  This appears to be an effective strategy, as it makes shareholder activism a more challenging opposition for business leaders.  Businesses are under siege from unpredictable assaults of a variety of groups with different agendas, but common cynicism directed towards corporations.  They appear to unite in this opposition under the banner of shareholder activism.

The 2001 merger of a major Australian business (BHP) with a major South African business (Billiton), despite major reservations of shareholders, provides anecdotal evidence that corporations can act at variance with shareholders’ desires.  In reaction to this sort of behaviour, Steven Mayne operates an Australian internet web site (http://crikey.com.au) that enables him to act in an individual capacity to alter the behaviour of corporations and demand a balanced holistic approach and responsibility and accountability, as is reflected on by CEO Morgan (1998.)  Mayne takes steps to get elected to the boards of the companies that he targets to dilute control (Age 2002).  He claims to have been successful in 2000, having apparently forced a former board member to step down from his board position with Telstra, due to alleged conflicts of interest (Workers Online 2000, Grealy 2000).  This was apparently accomplished by threatening to raise these alleged conflicts of interest in his campaign.  His tactics include targeting companies that do not meet his standards of performance, and buying shares to enable him to attend shareholder meetings so that he may influence the discourse.

Ferentzy (2000, p. 234) draws on Foucault (1978, p. 26) to show how new developments only become legitimate issues if sufficient conflict can make the issue important.  Even then it is not legitimate until the dominant power is comfortable that it can be administered and controlled.  Foucault implies that ‘conflicts were necessary’ and ‘economic emergencies had to arise’ for instigators of change to have their issues legitimized.  More important, he shows how ‘a whole technology of control’ is needed to be in place and concealed.  This permits change to take place while observing the new process and exploiting the new way to a similar degree as the old way was exploited.  Pickles (1996, p. 24) agrees that this is a ‘complex of discourse, practice and institutional ensemble … affecting changes in the modalities of power’.

Activism perhaps has a role in bringing urgent issues to the surface, but perhaps it is necessary for activists to work with business to implement changes effectively.  This may be to the benefit of the activists, as they will be able to influence the sort and extent of controls that are imposed on issues.

Shareholder activism appears to be having results.  Packard and Reinhardt (2000, p. 130) suggest that those companies that do not consider and appropriately deal with risks relating to climate change may come under scrutiny of their shareholders.  Beets (1999) explains, many companies are becoming more responsive to investor’s concerns about the environment.  As mentioned in Sub-Section 2.3.3, Konar and Cohen (1997) demonstrate how businesses that reduced emissions also achieved significant increase in market value.  Whether or not this demonstrates a causal relationship between environmental responsibility and market share or that these companies are just managed well – and that environmental responsibility is simply a symptom of good management – is not important.  It could be interpreted that contemporary good management embraces environmental (and social) responsibility. Elkington (1998) – formerly an activist and now a contributor to corporate board deliberation – explains that the awareness of this phenomenon has led to sustainability becoming an issue that business needs to incorporate into strategic plans and operations.

2.5 Goodwill and Self Interest

Gellerman (1986) speaks of good managers making bad ethical choices, but Wakin (1984), drawing on Learner (1975, p. 111) goes further, suggesting that ‘bottom line’ ethics are adhered to by ‘careerists’, whose behaviour suggests that their blatant self interest overrides every factor.  There is likely to be a wide distribution along a continuum characterized by both these extremes.  However, Gellerman (1986, p. 3) does refer to cases where individuals ‘made a conscious, cold blooded decision to take no protective or remedial action, in the flagrant disregard of the rights of others’.

In drawing on examples of bad ethical choices, Gellerman (1986, pp. 5-7) proposes that there are four rationalizations with which people justify their decisions.  First, they perceive what they have decided to be ‘within reasonable ethical and legal limits’.  Second, it ‘is in the individual’s or the corporation’s best interests’.  Third, it ‘is “safe” because it will never be found out or publicized’.  Fourth, if the action contributes to objectives ‘the company will condone it and even protect the person who engages in it’.

In the subsequent 16 years since Gellerman’s article was published, some spheres may have seen an end of the discourse that leads to these rationalizations.  However, there remain examples of blatant disregard, as demonstrated by Rowell (1996) for environmental and social issues; anecdotal evidence of this are the frequent and often violent protests held to demonstrate opposition to WTO and other globalisation initiatives.  While this reaction may not be warranted, it reflects a possible negative perception in the wider community.

Foucault (1973, 1978, 1991) observes that those in power influence what becomes the dominant discourse and that they impose that discourse to exert power, even to the point that they establish reality in terms of what benefits themselves.  Perhaps it is because controversial discussions frequently are controlled by the discourse imposed by others that Foucault (1991, p. 381) refuses to engage in polemics.  Pfeffer (1981, p. 30, 59) observes that those who ‘get what they want’ have ‘the social power to get it’.  People in positions of power might well – consciously or unconsciously – dominate decisions regarding sustainability issues and prevent appropriate discourse in the same way that doctor’s gaze (Foucault 1973) prevents patients from appropriate medical diagnosis and service (McKenzie and Carey 2000).

2.5.1 Influence of Dominant Discourse

Perhaps people in power may simply be blinded by the dominant discourse in their companies, industries and society.  Reflecting on what Foucault once said in private to Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983, p. 187), perhaps people are unaware of their agency – the impact of their action.  Foucault referred to this as remanences.

‘People know what they do; they frequently know why they do; but what they don't know is what they do does’. 

Peters (1999, p. xi-xii) appears to raise this same concept. 

 ‘We get caught up in filling targets, achieving objectives, and meeting deadlines and forget to examine the wider consequences of what we are doing’. 

Crosby (1979, p. 13) puts it in another way in relation to quality management. 

‘The problem of quality is not what people don’t know about it; the problem is what they think they do know about quality’. 

Confidence that they do think they know something might flow from membership in something perceived to be exclusive.  Gaze, Foucault’s concept that enables the articulation of why they do think they know something, will be explored in Section 2.8, expanded on in Chapter 3, and integrated into a new construct in Chapter 7. 

2.5.2 Corporate Employee vs Community Employee

Lindorff and Tan (1997, p. 6) conclude that there are two categories – ‘corporate employees’ and ‘community employees’ – regarding personal choice and corporate values.  Community employees ‘express strong values regarding social issues such as the environment, community welfare and human rights’, where corporate employees overlook these issues in favour of opportunities for career advancement.  This suggests socially aware people, who achieve appointment to business leadership, would likely face a conflict.

2.5.3 Pronouncement vs Actual Performance

Drawing on the conclusions of others, James et al (1999) conclude that businesses should incorporate environmental policies into their operations and note such combination would result in cost savings.  They focus on how formal policy pronouncements and day-to-day activity varies considerably in many large companies.  They suggest managers appear not to care about sustainability, unless of course it becomes a factor in career advancement.

Having the appropriate materials, co-workers, technology and flexibility is critical to implementation of strategy.  James et al (1999) observe that the most senior managers often approve strategy without any understanding for the organization’s ability to implement their plans.  Issues they cite include resource availability, understanding of subordinate managers, and capability.  They conclude that there is little evidence of altruism.

2.5.4 Green Ethics vs Green Ethics

Pfeffer (1981, p. 85) observes that in many professions, careerists learn to use power to harness resources to obtain preferred decisions.  Wakin (1981, p. 50) suggests that this is not the result of unethical behaviour.  Rather it is the sort of ethic – a bottom line ethic – guiding the motivation of such people.

It is possible that the sustainability movement may threaten managers who benefit from what Kirsch (2000, p. 114) refers to as ‘class hegemony’; they could perceive that the green force behind the movement will place their green stability at risk.  Rowell (1996, p. 126-56) provides an extensive review of the subversion of the environmental movement by corporations and governments.  He describes how anti-environmentalists harness language to undermine the green movement.  This discourse is related to the author’s research question: How do senior managers deal with sustainability issues?

2.6 Responding to the Need for Sustainability

Having been confronted by environmental and social imperatives presented to them, organizations have adopted programs to address sustainability or give that impression.  Quarter (2000) describes how socially innovative business owners have provided models for dealing with sustainability issues.  Their examples have in part laid the foundation for a wider corporate responsibility movement.  Elkington (1998) reports developments that led to sustainability principles influencing corporate governance.  In describing the revelation that some senior managers have undergone, he demonstrates the long journeys that have been taken.  Elkington cites cases to show how they arrived at the realization of the need to embrace sustainability and draw on the diversity innate in their organizations.  Elkington goes on to establish a plan for transition to a sustainable approach that draws on inclusiveness, diversity and a sense of urgency.

Sustainability has been embraced by organizations under Shell’s Board of Directors – after realizing the errors they had made – leading the way for other corporations to follow (Elkington 1998).  Yet, while there are indeed displays of sustainability made by many organizations, Birch (2002) suggests that much of this may be simply rhetoric.  He cites a number of international chief executives to suggest that ‘without radical changes in what constitutes the economic thinking … little, if anything sustainable will be achieved’.

Since being formed in 1989, the St James Ethics Centre has led people to ‘include the ethical dimension in their daily lives’ (St James Ethics Centre).  The centre has also assisted a number of diverse government, public, private and not-for-profit organizations ‘to identify and address the ethical dimension of what they do’.  Oppen (2001) observes ‘elasticity’ in how Australian businesses define ethics, which imply the validity of the concern raised by Birch (2002), referred to in the previous paragraph.  While there have been advances made by those organizations that have sincerely embraced sustainability in recent years, there has also been evidence of organizations avoiding and rejecting the message.

2.7 Rejection of Sustainability

As with any action, there is a reaction to the sustainability movement.  For example, the Victorian State Labor government has banned an accredited journalist from attending press releases, because the journalist was perceived to be a activist, who asked disruptive questions (Age 2001).  The following Sub-Sections consider three possible ways of rejecting the movement.

2.7.1 Challenging Sustainability Zealots

Landsburg (1993) complains that environmentalists harness mental programming techniques, such as rote repetition and other intrusive myths, superstitions and rituals.  He views the resulting environmentalism as naïve.  While his argument lampoons social trends and his own defiance, Landsburg demonstrates questionable processes that occur in the sustainability discourse.  He develops examples in which conveniently applied unscientific bias and selective logic are shown to form the basis for several environmental and social messages of the sustainability movement.

2.7.2 Scientific Critique

As mentioned in Sub-Section 2.3.1,  Broecker (2001) and Harris and Rieber (1996, p. 8) argue that measures used to gauge environmental issues may be ‘based on incomplete information or incorrect premises’.  They go on to say (p. 11), ‘the assumptions necessary to demonstrate [the validity of current measures] are extremely strong and bear no resemblance to man’s actual experience’.  With this sort of uncertainty, it can be expected that there will be diverse opinions about environmental and social issues among senior managers, who make collaborative decisions.  At the same time, Harris and Rieber (1996, p. 20) stress that they do not view environmental considerations as unimportant or that they have an indifferent reaction to depletion of critical resources.  Hence, how managers resolve conflicts arising from TBL is a subject worthy of study.  Rowell (1996, p. 135) refers to these scientific arguments as ‘counter-science’.  The clash between ‘(c)onservationist (radical) Greenspeak … and sophisticated exploitationist (conservative) Greenspeak’ is raised by Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999, p. 2) and the wider discourse and debate surrounding this contrast is explored in detail.

While Lomborg (2001) does not reject outright the sustainability message, he does challenge the focus of effort.  Through a thorough examination of costs and benefits, he demonstrates that many high profile environmental efforts are misspent.  His criticism follows a similar line to Landsburg (1993), but it does come from a scientific basis.  Although Andersen (1999) and Sørensen (1998) disagree with its validity, Lomborg (2001) has provided a scientifically-sound sceptical view of the assumptions underlying much of the sustainability movement.  Lomborg concludes that, on a global scale, the situation is far better than being suggested by many activists, but he acknowledges there remain many local problems to be resolved.  His message is not to ignore the sustainability movement, but to focus effort on achievable objectives.

2.7.3 Just Marketing

Despite representations by ‘ethical’ entrepreneurs such as Roddick (1991), critics (Petean 1996, Entine 1995, Greenpeace) suggest that sustainability is simply a form of marketing.  They insist that products made available by such companies have been created – as have the markets for the products – by the hype of the sustainability issue.  Roddick’s (1991, p. 256) concluding statement could be interpreted as an indication of her self-interest.

‘Make no mistake about it – I’m doing this for me’. 

Roddick does indeed profit from the products her business creates and sells.  In that way, what she is doing could be seen to be done to increase her personal financial wealth.  However, if viewed in the context of sustainability – her book implies that this is the perspective Roddick comes from – it is conceivable that Roddick means that she is improving the environment and society so she creates a better world for herself – and others.

2.8 Sustainability Discourse

Harré provides two profound works that address both the author’s research topic and his methodology.  Of interest here is Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999), that introduce and explore discourse on environmentalism.  Three categories of discourse are identified, written, spoken and pictorial.  Harré et al. (1999, p. 43-50) suggest that there is a modern surrogational discourse, that is based on three-dimentional space and straight-line, one-way-only time in the traditional Western sense, and a non-surrogational discourse, that is based on moral ideas.

The same authors warn (p. ix): ‘(w)e perceive, in the increasing greening of English and other Western language, a kind of linguistic Ersatzhandlung (redirection), with the very real danger of talk replacing action’.  Perhaps this is an example of the sort of ‘modification in the rules of formation of statements which are accepted as scientifically true’ that Foucault (1980a, p. 112) raises.  Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999, p. 4) are concerned that discursive phenomena have made environmental issues the ‘“crisis of our times”’.

‘It comes about through a shift in our ways of seeing and assessing what we see, made possible by the taking up into our discursive resources new vocabularies, new judgemental categories, new metaphors and analogies that have promoted awareness of much that was previously overlooked’. 

Should there then be different discourses within organizations that deal more effectively with sustainability issues?  If there is a dominant discourse, perhaps that explains why these organizations deal better with sustainability (Rost 1991).

In Chapter 3, a discussion will be presented of how various manifestations of post-modernism – critical legal studies, feminist theory, critical race theory, queer theory – appear to be driving some of the movements surrounding environmental initiatives.  However, Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999, p. 7) raise concerns that a post-modernist approach is thrust onto the environmental debate for no other reason than there is fear of the modernist approach by those taking the lead in the debate.  That this is in fact happening – albeit just in part – suggests that business will be increasingly confronted by new and conflicting ideologies.  It will be shown in Chapter 3 that these ideologies tend to draw on Foucauldian based cynicism, that, in part, questions the gaze of a wide range of professionals, including scientists.  Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999, p. 11) go on to explain, ‘(i)ronically, it is not the seeming irrationalisms of the post-modernist Zeitgeist (spirit of the times) but the scientific diagnoses, predicting a seemingly unavoidable ecological catastrophe, that undermine, by means of the authority of science, that very authority’.  Whether this is due to the scientific community being influenced by post-modernism, or that one science has identified an error of a previous science, does not alter the effect of the situation business faces.  The current situation applies pressure on business to deal with sustainability issues in an increasingly post-modern way.

2.8.1 Telling Stories of Sustainability

Through story-telling, Berry (2001) has observed the behaviour of businesses as they cope with sustainability issues can be studied.  Stories about the same issues can vary in organizations because there is often more that one explanation for every issue.  For example, less waste can mean finding use for by-products.  Alternatively, it can mean less by-product and greater production from the same resources.  Berry explains variation and preference amongst stories through Weick’s (1995 and 2001) observation that individuals make sense, and Boje’s (1991) explanation that dominant stories result from the strongest myths.

Berry (2001) drew on aspects of grounded theory, in which he conducted open and semi-structured interviews. He studied perceptions of corporate environmental behaviour of both executives and operators.  His data collection and analysis were conducted iteratively using coding procedures outlined in Strauss and Corbin (1990).  This approach will be explained in Chapter 4.

Meeting perceived irrefutable economic demands were identified as paramount by Berry (2001).  Attempting to meet sustainability requirements was seen as secondary.  He noticed that sustainability issues could be incorporated into business plans and economic paybacks derived, but this required a shift from short-term to long-term economic considerations.  Berry argues that ecological or philosophical understanding does not drive sustainability, although public relations publications presented things in this way.  Sustainability issues were ‘restoried’ as what Berry refers to as ‘business-as-usual’ issues.

2.8.2 Deliberation and Decision Making Practices Regarding Sustainability

Discourse is viewed by Barrett, Thomas and Hocevar (1995) as being the essence of the change process.  Meaning, they say, occurs in the degree of association people have with each other.  Moghaddam (1997) provides a perspective of the realities of change with regard to the resilient effects of informal aspects of social relationships.  He shows that despite the formal aspects put in place, informal aspects sustain normality.  Moghaddam argues for a more anthropological approach to enquiry; he suggests a need to get inside decision making discourse, thus allowing the researcher into informal spaces of subjects.  From his insight, deliberation and decision-making-practices may well be influenced by informal aspects of social relationships.

With Moghaddam (1997) in mind, Kenny and Boxer (1996) explored how control and communications in business are context dependent.  Their inquiry concerned how individuals invent themselves in compliance to organizational norms.  In doing so, they show how people in organizations produce problems, stop change and obstruct progress.  People identify themselves with what they presume their jobs or professions require.  Hence, as will be seen in Sub-Section 3.5.5, they ‘know’ and they do not want to be told differently.  Kenny and Boxer (1996) develop their argument that observation of such discourses can enable an analyst to make sense of what is spoken.

In exploring sustainability policy development in British coal mines, Smith (2000, 2001) relies on Foucault’s ideas about discourse to explore normalization and abnormalization of ideologies and the resulting legitimization and de-legitimization that occurs.  In doing so, she refers to other discourse-related research into sustainability-related issues.  While the present research concerns the discourse of six senior managers dealing with sustainability issues, Smith is concerned with discourse amongst the general public about policies surrounding environmental regeneration on mine sites.

Moghaddam (1997), Kenny and Boxer (1996) and Smith (2000, 2001) analyse deliberation and decision making practices concerning sustainability using discursive data.  Moghaddam (1997, p. 55) suggests this data significantly accesses informal particular micro-social relationships rather than formal general macro-social relationships.  As will be seen in Chapter 3, this is in keeping with the social constructionist approach taken in positioning theory, as put forward by Harré and van Langenhove (1999) and others.

2.8.3 Sustainability Greenspeak

Although their work relates primarily to environmentalism, Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999) explain that the message conveyed about sustainability is as much aesthetic as it is moral.  They raise concern that linguistic and cultural absorption has resulted from the reduction of substantial messages to palatable rhetoric.  Meaning is exchanged for a satisfying holistic rightness.  They refer to this rhetorical language as Greenspeak.

Speaking on the two sides of the sustainability debate either take a position in favour of the status quo or demand reform.  As noted in Section 2-7-2, Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999, p. vii) refer to these as conservatives and conservationists.  Each side use different discursive styles to present their ideas and in doing so shape, distort and even create realities.  Harré et al warn that due to context dependent complexities of time and space, this superficial message may well replace action by talk.

Deliberation on sustainability issues by senior managers is affected by the created realities in the conservative and conservationist discourses.  The conservatives might put forth convincing discourse to reduce urgency, and the conservationists might put forth emotive discourse that causes managers to ignore the message.

2.8.4 Understanding Discourse

Harré, Brockmeier and Mühlhäuser (1999) observe a sustainability crisis of our times that is expressed in terms of symbolic language, such as metaphor.  Symbolic language such as metaphor is used when there is a shift in ways of seeing and assessing what is seen.  Metaphor is one type of symbolic form of expression that becomes integrated into culture and forms a shared context of meaning that enables individuals to relate to one another.

Moghaddam (1997, p. 39) explains how informal aspects of social relationships form an integral part of culture.  He also suggests that the transmission of these informal aspects rely on the informal organization and its mechanisms.

Weedon (1987, p. 108) explains Foucault’s understanding of discourse as encapsulating ways of constituting knowledge, the social practices, forms of subjectivity, and power relations.  Thought is given meaning by discursive articulation and is a reflection of power relations.  Expanding on this, Weedon (1987, p. 113) stresses that Foucauldian power is relational, depending on who imposes control over whom and that this relation is evident in discourses.  Hence, to understand discourse is to understand power relations.

Further reflecting on Foucault, Diamond and Quinby (1988, p. 185-6) refer to strategies of domination and reciprocal resistance that are evident in discourse.  Foucault (1978, p. 53-4) shows how discourse on one issue can be used to justify seemingly unrelated issues, thereby grounding them in truth.  He demonstrated that discourse on sexuality was exploited to justify racism and even eugenic ordering of society.  Duden (1991, p. 4-15) shows how discursive positioning that Foucault describes as clinical gaze becomes a racist-based prestige.

Foucault’s is seen to be an authority by both his advocates (Gilman 1982, Warner 1993, O’Farrell 1997) and his critics (Cheney 1995).  Drawing on the writings of Foucault it is possible to explore the epistemology of practice of managers dealing with sustainability issues.

2.9 Conclusion

In this Chapter it has been demonstrated that sustainability is not necessarily new, although there is a contemporary enthusiasm for more appropriate stewardship of environmental, social and economic resources.  Furthermore, politics that occur at all levels can affect how the rules and resources are managed.  Not only is there increased awareness of sustainability, but also some elements of society demand resolution of sustainability issues.  

External influence of activism, with the potential to shut down an organization, has made the sustainability issue obligatory.  Hence, senior managers need to address sustainability issues and demonstrate both their commitment to do so as well as produce tangible results.  With the urgency created by the obligatory nature of the issue and the external influence, internal confrontations will likely occur regarding implementation of related policy.  The problem for senior managers involves engaging in work-place discourse that resolves internal confrontations regarding sustainability issues so that they can be appropriately dealt with in the enterprise.  It has been suggested here that managers in a work-place engage in discourse on sustainability in their everyday work and that a framework for analysing their discursive action can be found in positioning theory.  This will be expanded in Chapter 3.

In the light of conflicting objectives, managers’ commitment to sustainability has been considered.  It has been shown that, while there is appreciation of the principles of sustainability, there is also a reluctance to let sustainability obstruct the opportunity to make a profit.  The likelihood of conflict introduces the prospect of discursive turmoil surrounding these issues.  This has led to consideration of how people talk about sustainability.

It has been shown that there is a body of knowledge concerning sustainability discourse in broader society, but there appears to be no material relating to how business managers deal with sustainability issues within their organizations.  Hence, the outcome of a study that examines the discourse of senior managers as they deal with sustainability issues will fill a gap in the literature.

Based on the understanding of sustainability developed in this Chapter, Chapter 3 will explore discursive action and positioning theory as they relate to sustainability.  From this foundation a method will be developed in Chapter 4.










