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           chapter 31    

 critical 
perspectives 

on business  and 
the natur al 
en vironment  

    s ubhabrata  b obby  b anerjee    

   In this chapter I describe some critical perspectives on business and the natural environ-
ment. Th e emerging fi eld of critical management studies (CMS) off ers unique and 
important ways to study how business deals with environmental issues. Th e chapter is 
structured as follows: I begin the chapter with a brief introduction to CMS and discuss 
the intellectual and philosophical traditions that inform this fi eld. Issues of power and 
domination are addressed in CMS in ways that are profoundly diff erent from main-
stream organization studies and off er distinctive ways of theorizing environmental 
issues. In the next section I summarize the key themes of research on business and the 
natural environment. Almost all of the research on organizational approaches to envi-
ronmental issues takes a functionalist approach that privileges organizational rather 
than environmental goals and there are serious limitations of such a win-win approach 
to environmental issues. I conclude the chapter by outlining a critical research agenda 
for the study of business and the natural environment. 

 A variety of philosophical and theoretical strands weave the network of debates that 
is CMS. Perspectives from critical theory developed by Horkheimer, Adorno, and 
Habermasfrom the Frankfurt School inform some formulations of CMS, particularly in 
its critique of instrumental reason, consumerism, and the positivist bias in social science 
research and technocracy ( Scherer  2009    ). Th e notion that knowledge cannot be sepa-
rated from human interests and that there is no such thing as value-free or neutral sci-
ence marked a radical departure from conventional theories in organization and 
management research. Scholars employed perspectives from critical theory to show how 
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organizational structures serve as modes of domination and control while proposing 
alternate modes of organizing and governance arrangements that are deemed to be less 
oppressive and more emancipatory ( Willmott  1993    ;  Scherer & Palazzo  2007    ). 

 Key questions that would emerge from a CMS perspective would focus, not on just 
explaining contemporary arrangements in organizations and the political economy, but 
on asking how that particular arrangement came about and exposing power relations 
that prevent alternate forms of organization. Such a perspective would challenge main-
stream research preoccupations with profi tability and shareholder value and, rather 
than ask questions about how to enhance profi tability and shareholder value, it would 
ask questions about how particular profi ts were created and attempt to identify the social 
and environmental costs associated with generating profi t, or explain how certain seg-
ments of society become disenfranchised as a result ( Banerjee  2010    ). Th us, in the context 
of organizations and the natural environment a critical approach would critique main-
stream environmental management or strategy research because it leaves the funda-
mental assumptions of the profi t paradigm unchallenged. As we shall see later, particular 
constructions of the “environment” and “nature” emerge when environmental issues are 
framed from the conventional economic paradigm. A critical approach would go beyond 
searching for economic effi  ciencies through environmental improvements, but rather 
highlight its boundary conditions while exploring possibilities of alternate economic 
and organizational arrangements that could arise from an environmental perspective.  

    The emergence of critical 
management studies   

 Th e discussion that follows on key developments and writings on CMS is by no means 
exhaustive. Instead, I provide a fairly selective reading of what I think are the key themes 
of CMS. What began as a fairly fragmented fi eld of research involving a handful of schol-
ars has now evolved into a sub-discipline along with the accompanying institutional 
structures and processes. Critical Management Studies, which began as an Interest 
Group, is now a full-fl edged division in the Academy of Management with its allocated 
quota of professional development workshops and competitive paper sessions at annual 
meetings. A biennial CMS conference has been held since 1999. Th e 2009 CMS confer-
ence held at Warwick Business School in the UK comprised twenty-fi ve streams involv-
ing a wide range of topics such as critical perspectives on strategy, globalization, 
international business, diversity, feminism, race theory, human resource management, 
marketing, accounting, postcolonialism, sexuality, gender, postmodernism, and envi-
ronmentalism. Obviously there is much to be critical of in organization and manage-
ment studies. It will be useful to explore exactly what CMS is critical of, and what 
alternative worldviews, epistemologies, theories, methodologies, and ways of organizing 
and managing emerge from such a critique. 
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 Th e domain statement of the CMS Division in the Academy of Management can pro-
vide some insights:

  CMS serves as a forum within the Academy for the expression of views critical of 
established management practices and the established social order. Our premise is 
that structural features of contemporary society, such as the profi t imperative, patri-
archy, racial inequality, and ecological irresponsibility oft en turn organizations into 
instruments of domination and exploitation. Driven by a shared desire to change 
this situation, we aim in our research, teaching, and practice to develop critical 
interpretations of management and society and to generate radical alternatives. Our 
critique seeks to connect the practical shortcomings in management and individual 
managers to the demands of a socially divisive and ecologically destructive system 
within which managers work. ( CMS  2010    )   

 Th us, the underlying assumption and the starting point of a critique is the “structural fea-
tures of contemporary society” that result in ‘domination and exploitation’. What makes 
management and organization studies the focus of critique is the “profi t imperative,” which, 
leaving any “social” or “stakeholder” issues aside for the moment, is the fundamental basis 
of the modern corporation. CMS challenges the fundamental normative assumptions of 
management and organization theory and practice—that managerial notions of effi  ciency 
are universally desirable, and that pursuing profi t motives can only lead to positive out-
comes for the workforce and for society. Instead, employing a critical perspective can reveal 
the hidden structures of oppression in management. Such a perspective would enable us to 
see organizations and management practices as a contested terrain of power relations. Th e 
goal, then, is to transform existing power relations in organizations with a view to building 
less oppressive workplaces that do not harm social and environmental welfare. 

 Such a broad and general critique invites theoretical pluralism from conventional 
neo-Marxist analyses, labor process theory, and the Frankfurt School of critical theory 
to postmodernism, poststructuralism, deconstruction, postcolonialism, cultural stud-
ies, feminism, queer theory, and psychoanalysis ( Fournier & Grey  2000    ). Th ere is not, 
and indeed some might argue can never be, an overarching critical management 
“theory”—rather theoretical developments in CMS can be seen as a connected network 
of debates with diff erent, sometimes contradictory, political and epistemological stances. 
While acknowledging the theoretical diversity that informs CMS,  Fournier & Grey 
( 2000    ) nevertheless attempt to describe its boundaries by focusing on aspects relating to 
performativity, denaturalization, and refl exivity. 

  Fournier & Grey ( 2000  : 17)  argue that performativity is at the root of conventional 
management studies where effi  ciency is paramount, and all knowledge and truth is 
directed at promoting effi  ciency or the “production of maximum output for minimum 
input.” CMS rejects this quest for performativity and instead advocates a non-performa-
tive or even anti-performative approach to the study of management and organizations. 
Performativity can also be accompanied by exploitation, manipulation, surveillance, 
subordination, and disempowerment ( Burrell  1997    ), and a critical management perspec-
tive would show how knowledge operating in the guise of performative knowledge pro-
duces these negative outcomes. 
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 Denaturalization involves exposing irrationalities, “unnaturalness”, and power rela-
tions behind constructions of rationality ( Alvesson et al.  2009    ). Th us, a denaturalizing 
organizational inquiry challenges the stability, rationality, and “naturalness” of existing 
organizational and social relations and attempts to inscribe what has been written out 
of management theory ( Fournier & Grey  2000    ). Refl exivity marks the third boundary 
condition between critical and non-critical approaches—positivist epistemologies and 
methodologies are rarely challenged in mainstream accounts of management, and a 
refl exive approach would explicitly acknowledge and scrutinize these assumptions with 
a view to highlighting the limitations of received knowledge. What truths are acknowl-
edged and what truths are denied is an integral part of the refl exive process. A critical 
perspective would not just seek new answers to questions but also ask why certain kinds 
of questions demand answers while others do not, whose interests are included or 
excluded in the universal quest for knowledge, and why particular approaches to knowl-
edge production are selected over others ( Grice & Humphries  1997    ). 

 However, Fournier & Gray’s boundary conditions of CMS have not gone unchal-
lenged. Critics argue that the preoccupation with philosophical arguments about ontol-
ogy and epistemology ignore the political realities of the workplace and the material (as 
opposed to “socially constructed”) challenges faced by workers in organizations 
( Th ompson  2004    ). Rejecting the notion of effi  ciency as being exploitative, patriarchal, 
Eurocentric, colonial, capitalistic, hierarchical, and performative is fi ne, but a theoretical 
critique must also provide alternate ways of being and knowing while remaining self-
refl exive about the knowledge it produces. Otherwise there is a danger that CMS can 
lapse into cynical management studies or, as  Burrell ( 1993    ) eloquently puts it, the intel-
lectual equivalent of “pissing in the streets”, 

 Rather than embrace non-performativity or anti-performativity,  Spicer et al. ( 2009  )  
call for an affi  rmative or critical performativity that calls for performative engagement 
as an integral part of CMS. Only by engaging with practice and critical dialogue and per-
forming pragmatic interventions that challenge oppressive organizational and social 
relations can CMS hope to create alternatives to existing forms of domination and sub-
ordination that its critical scrutiny has revealed. Such a performative stance would be 
affi  rmative (not just negative), involve an ethics and duty of care, while also being prag-
matic in locating specifi c organizational practices and spaces that require intervention, 
as well as identifying alternatives and potentialities along with a critical analysis of the 
normative criteria used to assess alternative practices  (Spicer et al.  2009  ) . 

 To illustrate some of the perhaps more abstract notions of CMS it may be useful to 
look at land and resource confl icts between Indigenous communities and extractive 
industries, such as mining and oil drilling. A mainstream “stakeholder” approach would 
advocate consultation, dialogue, compensation, and resettlement of aff ected communi-
ties so that resource extraction can proceed in a socially and environmentally responsi-
ble way (see Bondy & Matten [ Chapter  28    ] this volume). However, such an approach 
disavows the vastly unequal power relations that underlie “stakeholder engagement” 
strategies of powerful multinational corporations as well as the colonial relations of 
power that continue to operate in North-South economic and political interactions. 
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Indigenous modes of being and relationships with the land are inherently incommensu-
rable with the economic paradigm of resource extraction, and no amount of “stake-
holder dialogue” can reconcile these fundamental diff erences unless there is an explicit 
analysis of power relations that either enable local communities to say no to particular 
forms of “development”, or empower multinational corporations backed by nation states 
to extract resources from Indigenous lands  (Banerjee  2000  ; 2003) . 

 A critical approach would examine how discursive constructions of “development,” 
“modernity,” and “progress” create particular relations and structures of power in the 
political economy that allow certain forms of development to occur while disallowing 
others. Th e separation of economic, social, ecological, and political spheres is also typi-
cal of “Western” ways of seeing and organizing the world, and despite its universalistic 
claims does not refl ect the lived reality of a majority of the world’s population. For 
example, the transformation of nature into the “environment” as required by “develop-
ment” has produced disempowering consequences for millions of people in the Th ird 
World because it obscures the social, economic, and political dislocations that result 
( Banerjee  2000  ; 2003; 2008  ). Critical performativity would go beyond exposing oppres-
sive conditions of power and focus on pragmatic interventions such as protecting 
indigenous land rights, and legal mechanisms to protect indigenous cultural rights and 
social arrangements. 

 What impact has CMS had on management and organization theory and on manage-
rial practice? If the quality of research is judged by its relevance and impact then I would 
argue that, despite its growth and increasing institutionalization in recent years, both the 
relevance and impact of CMS on managerial practice or public policy has been negligi-
ble. While it may have created a new space for academic publishing careers there is a 
danger that CMS can become an insular sub-discipline in organization and manage-
ment studies, content to critique the research that appears in mainstream journals, while 
remaining secure in its philosophical and theoretical comfort zones. Since this hand-
book focuses on research on business and the natural environment (B&NE) it will be 
interesting to see what impact, if any, perspectives from CMS have had on B&NE-related 
research, as I will discuss in the next section.  

    Research on business and the natural 
environment: a critical analysis   

 Environmental issues entered the corporate agenda in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
when the fi rst environmental legislation was enacted in the US and Europe. 
Environmental issues also began to enter the academic literature around the same time, 
and environmental issues began to be theorized as part of a corporation’s responsibility 
to society. Th e oil crisis of the 1970s, and mounting evidence of the environmental 
and health dangers caused by pollution, the indiscriminate use of pesticides, and the 
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dumping of toxic waste, saw a rise in public environmental concern, accompanied by the 
introduction of environmental legislation. Academic research in the business disci-
plines, particularly in management, accounting, and marketing began to focus on issues 
such as energy conservation, ecological responsibility (of both consumers and business 
fi rms) and corporate social responsibility. Th e environmental movement that began in 
Europe and the United States in the 1960s and 1970s was very much a grass-roots move-
ment that saw the emergence of several green NGOs who directed their attention at the 
environmental impacts of “big business”. However, a decade-long hiatus followed in the 
1980s, and environmental issues returned to the corporate agenda in the 1990s, albeit in 
a diff erent form. 

 While social responsibility and morality arguments continued to be used as norma-
tive justifi cations for corporate environmentalism there was a strategic shift  in theory 
and practice from the 1990s. Environmental issues became “strategic” because they had 
the potential to impact the fi nancial performance of fi rms due to escalating costs of 
 pollution control, environmental liability for damage caused by a fi rm’s products and 
processes, stricter environmental legislation, and increased consumer awareness of 
environmental issues ( Banerjee et al.  2003    ). Th e 1990s saw a minor explosion of articles 
dealing with corporate greening in the management literature. Much of this literature 
attempted to incorporate notions of sustainable development into corporate strategy 
(see for example, the 2000 special issue on the “management of organizations in the nat-
ural environment” in  Academy of Management Journal , the 1995 special issue on “eco-
logically sustainable organizations” in the  Academy of Management Review , or the 1992 
special issue on “strategic management of the environment” in  Long Range Planning ) 
and discusses the emergence of corporate environmentalism and organizational proc-
esses of environmental management. 

 In the Academy of Management, this renewed interest in the natural environment 
was recognized by the emergence of Organization and Natural Environment (ONE) as a 
fi eld of research, fi rst by the creation of ONE as an interest group in 1994 which was then 
further legitimized when it was granted the status of a separate division in the Academy. 
According to the domain statement of the Organization and Natural Environment 
Division of the Academy of Management the division promotes

  research, theories and practices regarding relationships of organizations and the nat-
ural environment. Major topics include: ecological sustainability, environmental phi-
losophies and strategies, ecological performance, environmental entrepreneurship, 
environmental product and service industries, pollution control and prevention, 
waste minimization, industrial ecology, total quality environmental management, 
environmental auditing and information systems, managing human resources 
for sustainability, ecological crisis management, natural resources and systems man-
agement, protection and restoration, interactions of systems management, interac-
tions of environmental stakeholders, environmental policies, environmental attitudes 
and decision making, and international/comparative dimensions of these topics. As 
the natural environment is integral in all individual, organizational and societal activ-
ity, the interest group encourages holistic, integrative, and interdisciplinary analysis. 
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It promotes joint exploration of these topics with all other disciplines and Academy 
units. (ONE, 2010)   

 Apart from a couple of references to “environmental philosophies” and “holistic, integra-
tive and interdisciplinary analysis,” the dominant theme of the domain statement is 
about “managing” environmental issues. So it should not come as a surprise that the 
“joint exploration” of the majority of research has focused on the strategic implications 
of the natural environment for organizational survival and growth. Th us, the focus is on 
“eco-effi  ciency” and its accompanying economic benefi ts arising from reduced energy 
bills, waste and pollution prevention ( Banerjee  2001    ); or ways to enhance competitive 
advantage through cost leadership and product diff erentiation ( Bansal & Roth  2000    ; 
 Kallio & Nordberg  2006    ); or “managing” stakeholders and the regulatory environment 
in an attempt to circumvent or anticipate legislation ( Banerjee  2007    ;  Banerjee & 
Bonnefous  2010    ). Although several studies focused on “environmental outcomes” 
( Bansal & Gao  2006    ), the underlying assumption was that these outcomes would lead to 
enhanced fi nancial or economic outcomes for the corporation. Th is “win-win” approach 
to environmental research is the fundamental basis of mainstream B&NE related 
research. Much of this research is silent on explaining what happens when “good” envi-
ronmental outcomes lead to “bad” fi nancial or economic outcomes, how managers and 
fi rms negotiate these trade-off s, or whether “environmental outcomes” are sustained 
over a period of time ( Banerjee  2007  : 2010  ). 

 While environmental issues have the potential to transform theory and practice in 
organizations and management there is still a long way to go. In contemplating the future 
of B&NE-related research,  Shrivastava and Hart ( 1994    : 607) commented:

  Environmentalism will be one of the most potent forces of economic, social, and 
political change in this decade. By the year 2000, organizations and organization 
theory will need to transform themselves dramatically to accommodate environ-
mental concerns. Despite the rise of environmentalism over the past two decades, 
organizations and organizational theorists have failed to adequately address envi-
ronmental concerns.   

 While there is no consensus on how “adequately addressing environmental concerns” is 
to be assessed, there is certainly no evidence to suggest that organizations and organiza-
tion theory have “transformed themselves dramatically to address environmental con-
cerns.” In fact, some researchers would argue the contrary: that organizations and 
organization theory has dramatically transformed nature itself into an “environmental 
issue” that can be managed, leveraged and manipulated to meet organizational outcomes 
( Banerjee  2003  ; 2007  ;  Levy  1997    ;  Newton & Harte  1997    ;  Shrivastava  1994    ;  Welford  1997    ). 
While business fi rms can no longer ignore environmental issues and most large corpo-
rations today have environmental management policies in place, the dominant para-
digm is still business-as-usual, tinged perhaps with some green credentials. A critical 
approach would analyze power dynamics in the political economy as well as in the 
Academy to understand the reasons why such a transformation has not occurred, as well 
as the role of interest groups that actively prevented the transition to a green economy. 
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 So what impact has B&NE-related research had on the mainstream management and 
organization literature? What new insights have been developed, and in what ways if any 
has the natural environment infl uenced organization theory and practice? Recent 
reviews of the state of B&NE-related research suggest the impact has been marginal at 
best. For instance,  Kallio & Nordberg ( 2006  )  argue that the so-called greening of the 
fi eld has not led to any fundamental shift s or redirection of research in management (see 
also Gladwin [ Chapter  38    ] this volume for further critique). Much of this research 
 continues to be informed by managerial and functional perspectives and lacks critical 
self-refl ection. In its eagerness to portray itself as a “legitimate” topic for business, 
B&NE-related research has not lead to any new theoretical frameworks, but rather has 
focused on the incremental development of dominant theories of organizations, such as 
resource-based views of the fi rm or stakeholder theories of the fi rm (see also Ehrenfeld 
[ Chapter  33    ] this volume for related argument). Th e literature has very few “paradigm-
level” arguments that challenge dominant views of organizations and provide alterna-
tive philosophical and theoretical perspectives ( Bansal & Gao  2006    ;  Jermier et al.  2006    ). 
Th ere was some attempt at paradigm level theorizing in the mid 1990s, where the basic 
premise was that that attention to the natural environment is lacking in the literature, 
and in cases where environmental issues have been addressed, the underlying paradigm 
is anthropocentric where ecological principles are either subsumed or disassociated 
with the economic paradigm ( Purser et al.  1995    ). For instance,  Gladwin et al. ( 1995  )  dis-
cuss the “technocentric” paradigm with its key assumptions of limitless growth and reli-
ance on science and technology to solve environmental problems. Th is is contrasted 
with the “ecocentric” paradigm, which has a diff erent view of nature, and recognizes 
there are limits to the growth and carrying capacity of the planet. Th ey argue that a “sus-
taincentric” paradigm has the capability to synthesize the opposing positions of the 
other two paradigms, and that sustainable development represents a compromise 
between unbridled growth and no growth. However, even these somewhat critical 
attempts at framing environmental issues did not account for a sophisticated analysis of 
power dynamics in the political economy that would enable such a paradigm shift . 
Moreover, both the impact and scope of B&NE-related research appear to be minimal: 
B&NE-related research accounted for less than 1 percent of journal space in the organi-
zation and management studies literature once special issues on the topic are discounted 
( Bansal & Gao  2006    ). 

 A more revealing fi nding is that the ecological aspects of the natural environment 
are subservient to conventional perspectives that sustain the primacy of the economic 
growth model. What B&NE-related research has succeeded in doing is to add the prefi x 
“sustainable” to mainstream accounts of organization theory that continue to privilege 
growth, production, and consumption.  Bansal & Gao ( 2006  )  and  Kallio & Nordberg 
( 2006  )  are in agreement that B&NE-related research has not generated the “big ques-
tions” one would expect of a strong theoretical framework. Rather, the natural environ-
ment has become subsumed under the competitive environment and political economy 
of business, whereby nature becomes a “bundle of resources” and environmental 
 management becomes a “strategic capability” or “core competence” consistent with 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRST-PROOF, 06/27/11, SPi

0001306727.INDD   5790001306727.INDD   579 6/27/2011   9:27:26 PM6/27/2011   9:27:26 PM



   the oxford handbook of business and the natural environment

mainstream theories of organizations. Even critiques of B&NE-related research are 
based on the mainstream:  Gladwin ( 1993  )  in his “plea for organizational theory” to 
become greener claimed that B&NE-related research, lacked among other things, “pre-
cise defi nitions, causal directionality; empirically testable propositions, and validated 
general models” (Kallio&  Nordberg  2006    : 443), and lamented that B&NE scholars did 
not always “distance themselves from advocacy and ideology” ( Gladwin  1993  : 43  ). Th ere 
have been scores of empirical studies since then that have produced empirically tested 
hypotheses and measures of environmentalism, but CMS scholars would argue that 
such assessments of theoretical “rigor” highlight the lack of self-refl exivity and critical 
perspectives in B&NE-related research, apart from its functionalist and positivist epis-
temological and ontological assumptions. More accurate measures, empirically testable 
propositions and sophisticated analytical techniques can generate sound statistical 
models, but are silent on the “advocacy and ideology” that informs how the natural 
environment is framed in economic, strategic, and competitive terms. A critical per-
spective would examine the material, discursive, and institutional power relations that 
require B&NE scholars to refrain from advocacy and ideology while accepting the nor-
mative assumptions of the dominant economic paradigm as one that does not advocate 
any ideology. 

 A quick perusal of some of the chapters in this very Handbook shows the discursive 
framing of environmental issues. For instance, the chapters on competitive strategy and 
marketing in the context for B&NE research review a range of studies where the basic 
theoretical approach is to extend existing theoretical concepts from competitive strategy, 
theories of the fi rm, market segmentation, and consumer behavior, in an attempt to inte-
grate environmental issues. With few exceptions most studies attempt to make a business 
case for environmental issues: at the enterprise and corporate level, a green image can 
yield reputational benefi ts, at the competitive strategic level, energy effi  ciencies and prod-
uct diff erentiation can lead to competitive advantage and fi nancial benefi ts, and at the 
functional level, segmenting markets and producing green products can increase market 
share and revenues. Th e main aim is to “fi t” the environment into the business model 
rather than the other way around. Th is is not to say that products that have a lower envi-
ronmental impact should not be encouraged but rather to identify the limits of win-win 
situations. More importantly, the limits to growth and consumption are barely acknowl-
edged—simply prefi xing growth and consumption with “sustainable” is not particularly 
useful. Much of the green consumption literature focuses on trade-off s between environ-
mental improvement and prices that consumers are willing to pay. Even if green products 
are cheaper, it does not mean they are environmentally sustainable—for instance, in the 
rapidly growing economies of India and China, manufacturing a super fuel effi  cient car 
that is also much cheaper means that while emissions intensity per unit of output is 
reduced overall, emissions will increase as more people are able to aff ord cars. 

 Attempts to “defi ne” what sustainability means for business highlight the discursive 
power of knowledge in organization studies, and the corporate and institutional capture 
of sustainability. For instance, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development 
(WBCSD), a powerful lobby group consisting of CEOs of more than 200 multinational 
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corporations, in developing their “vision of sustainable development,” claimed that one 
of the goals of sustainable development was “to maintain entrepreneurial freedom 
through voluntary initiatives rather than regulatory coercion” ( Schmidheiny  1992  : 84  ). 
Such an assertion contradicts probably the only consistent fi nding of research on corpo-
rate environmentalism: that government regulation is the most important predictor of 
corporate environmental performance  (Banerjee et al.  2003  ) . Not to be outdone by the 
WBSCD, the Dow Jones Sustainability Group defi ned a sustainable corporation as one 
“that aims at increasing long-term shareholder value by integrating economic, environ-
mental and social growth opportunities into its corporate and business strategies” ( Dow 
Jones Sustainability Group Index  2010    ). 

 In a similar vein,  Zadek ( 2001  : 9)  defi ned a “civil corporation” as one that builds “social 
and environmental objectives into its core business by eff ectively developing its internal 
values and competencies.” Th ese opportunities are to be pursued “within the limits 
imposed by the tenets of private enterprise,” thus reinforcing the narrow focus on win-
win approaches to environmental issues. Th us, environmental and social issues can only 
be conceptualized as “growth opportunities” for business. Th e assumption is that if they 
do not provide growth opportunities, business fi rms should not pursue environmental 
and social initiatives, which is hardly the “dramatic transformation” that some B&NE 
scholarship is needed in organizations, even assuming that B&NE is focused around 
environmental sustainability and not on social, cultural, or political sustainability. 
Rather, the business-as-usual approach appears to prevail: as Robert Shapiro, the former 
CEO of the multinational corporation Monsanto, puts it, far from being a soft  issue 
grounded in emotion or ethics, sustainable development involves “cold, rational busi-
ness logic” ( Magretta  1997  : 81  ). It is precisely the “cold, rational” logic of business that 
needs to be deconstructed if we are to develop radical visions of sustainability that do 
not privilege narrow economic interests of powerful corporations. It seems extremely 
unlikely that a “cold, rational business logic” will lead to a complete “moral transforma-
tion within the corporation” ( Crane  2000  : 673  ) that some scholars claim is needed to 
meet the challenges of sustainability. Critical management has a crucial role to play in 
such deconstructions and reconstructions. 

 Pollution prevention and product stewardship may be the “win-win” environmental 
strategic capabilities that fi rms can develop, but it is doubtful if these strategies can 
address the broader goals of economic, environmental, and social sustainability. If, for 
example, a “sustainable development” strategy refl ects a true “natural-resource-based 
view of the fi rm” then there needs to be an eff ort to “sever the negative links between 
environment and economic activity in the developing countries of the South” ( Hart  1995  : 
996  ). Given that much of the global political economy is based on sourcing raw materi-
als from the Th ird World, it is diffi  cult to see how current theoretical developments in 
Business Policy and Strategy, or Organization Management and Th eory, or even 
Organizations and the Natural Environment, can even begin to address a problem of 
this scale and magnitude. Despite calls for a “fundamental revision of organization 
 studies concepts and theories” ( Shrivastava  1994    ) there are no explanations as to how 
this will occur. Fundamental changes in organizations cannot occur unless there are 
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 corresponding shift s in the larger political economy and fundamental questions regard-
ing the role of a corporation and its license to operate in society are addressed. 

 Recent debates surrounding the failure of global climate change negotiations have 
demonstrated the power of the business lobby in setting the global environmental 
agenda: the preferred strategy of large corporations to address climate change was polit-
ical lobbying to prevent mandatory emissions reductions rather than any “dramatic 
transformation” of their business models ( Bumpus & Liverman  2008    ;  Levy & Egan 
 2003    ). While concepts like eco-effi  ciency, life-cycle assessment, design for environment, 
and total quality environmental management may enable business fi rms to develop stra-
tegic capabilities to understand and perhaps reduce their environmental impact, current 
research suggests that even these environmental initiatives are assessed by their eco-
nomic benefi t to the fi rm, and only the ones that can deliver economic benefi ts are 
implemented ( Banerjee  2001    ;  Banerjee & Bonnefous  2010    ). An exclusive focus on win-
win situations does not refl ect a paradigm shift  but rather the capture of sustainability 
discourses by an economic, not ecological rationality. If the global environmental crisis 
requires developing an “economy of restoration” whereby the political economy is struc-
tured around conservation rather than depletion of resources as  Hawken ( 1994  : 11)  sug-
gests, then the uncomfortable silence that prevails in organization studies around the 
environmental destruction and social dislocations caused by capitalist modes of pro-
duction and consumption must be broken. Perhaps, this is where CMS can play a role. 
Th e so-called “greening of business” should not be confused with sustainable develop-
ment—rather it is the task of the critical researcher to expose how ecological rationali-
ties and moralities are manipulated in organizations and organization research to 
consolidate business interests. And for it to be relevant and have an impact, such a cri-
tique must also provide alternate avenues for research and practice. I will conclude this 
chapter by outlining a critical research agenda for research on organizations and the 
natural environment.  

    Towards a critical research agenda 
for b&ne research   

 So what would be the key elements of a critical research agenda based on an analysis of 
power relations? I discuss fi ve themes for future B&NE research that depart from the 
mainstream:  paradigmatic research  that attempts to re-conceptualize relations between 
business and the environment (as opposed to including the “environment” as another 
resource to be managed); empirical research that describes the  limits of green manage-
ment ; a  critical political economic approach  that analyzes power relations between mar-
ket, state, and civil society actors;  global environmental governance  that aims to promote 
ecological democracy and more participatory forms of decision-making; and  critical 
engagement  with communities, institutions, and political constituencies. 
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    Critical paradigmatic research   

 A critical perspective on B&NE research would go beyond identifying technical solu-
tions to environmental problems. As  Shellenberger & Nordhaus ( 2004  )  point out, fram-
ing the environment as an object that has to be managed allows only certain types of 
problems to be articulated and limits solutions to the narrowly defi ned problem. Th us, 
global warming can be “solved” by technological fi xes such as pollution control, vehicle 
fuel economy, and carbon trading, while leaving the fundamentals of the current politi-
cal economy intact. Such an approach does not address the political, social, and cultural 
challenges posed by global environmental problems, and more importantly precludes 
any forms of grass-roots organizing and resistance. Framing global warming as a prob-
lem of “too much carbon in the atmosphere” ( Shellenberger & Nordhaus  2004    ), 
obscures the unequal use of the atmosphere among localities, regions, and countries, as 
well as the unequal distribution of resources to deal with the problem. Better technolo-
gies may well reduce pollution but cannot address the fundamental problems of 
resource distribution and equity that are also “environmental problems”. Th e global 
environmental crisis cannot be solved by a privatization of the atmosphere and trading 
the right to pollute. 

 Critical perspectives on environmentalism at the paradigmatic level go beyond the 
reductive nature of a technological approach and focus instead on the social, cultural 
and political aspects of scientifi c and technological systems in an attempt to promote a 
“public ecology” and a democratization of the environmental movement ( Luke  2005    ). If 
climate change is a form of market failure, then market-based solutions will tend to focus 
on reducing corporate costs of compliance with regulation and promote private forms 
of governance, rather than search for more eff ective forms of public regulation and dem-
ocratic governance.  

    Th e limits of green management   

 Identifying the limits of “win-win” approaches to environmental issues is one area where 
CMS research can contribute. Th ere is some evidence to suggest that the cost savings 
resulting from environmental improvements may be levelling off , and the initial high-
return/low investment period of environmental improvement appears to have ended as 
corporate environmental strategies hit the “green wall” ( Piasecki et al.  1999    ). How these 
limits can be overcome requires research at institutional, industry, organizational, and 
managerial levels, and a critical perspective will enable us to see not only how institu-
tional and discursive power creates norms that defi ne “acceptable” environmental limits 
but perhaps point to ways of organizing that can change the normative framework of 
decision-making ( Banerjee  2010    ). More research is needed to understand the long-term 
eff ects of a particular environmental initiative. Most research has focused on the win-
win cases of environmentalism. Once the low-hanging fruit of energy effi  ciencies, waste 
reduction, and recycling are picked, companies are confronted with environmental 
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 initiatives that no longer provide immediate economic and fi nancial benefi ts ( Banerjee 
& Bonnefous  2010    ). How do managers’ negotiate trade-off s in a win-lose situation? What 
are the decision-making criteria that are used? How are these communicated to external 
and internal stakeholders?  

    A critical political economic approach   

 Th e problem with any normative prescriptions on why organizations should become 
greener lies perhaps in the level of analysis. Th e organization of the political economy 
around notions of competition, production, consumption, and economic growth poses 
signifi cant structural constraints that limit any fundamental shift  to environmentalism 
at the organizational level. Creating an “economy of restoration” requires interventions, 
not only at the organizational level, but at institutional, societal, political economy, as 
well as individual levels. A critical perspective on B&NE research would examine the 
structures and processes that discursively produce external environmental constraints, 
and how these constraints determine organizational responses. Th e critique should 
allow us to broaden the debate to include the political economy and alternative 
approaches to addressing environmental problems, something that the current “envi-
ronmental management” discourse fails to address ( Levy  1997    ). 

 Ultimately any reconciliation between economic, environmental, and social inter-
ests is a political task because it involves structures and processes of power. A critical 
perspective on ONE research would locate power as the central unit of analysis in theo-
rizing the complex interactions between society, economy, and the polity. Power 
dynamics have shaped the global environmental movement, from the institutional 
power of supranational institutions like the World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund, the economic power of industrialized countries and their multinational corpo-
rations, to the discursive power of an “environmental-economic paradigm” that creates 
and circulates particular notions of “nature,” the “environment,” and “biological diver-
sity” ( Mcafee  1999    ). Discursive power in the political economy produces a form of cor-
porate rationality that isolates the economic in a particular way and is refl ected in the 
development policies of institutions like the World Bank, World Trade Organizations, 
and International Monetary Fund, as well as the corporate strategies of business fi rms. 
Th is role is legitimated by promoting an ideology that social progress can be achieved 
only by global competitiveness through the production and consumption of goods and 
services. Th e rules generated by discourse thus become “natural” rules or norms. Th us, 
defi nitions of “progress,” “development,” and “corporate citizenship” become truth 
eff ects that obscure the power relationships that govern the defi nitional process 
( Foucault  1980    ). 

 A critical approach would not merely seek to explain the existing relationships 
between the economy, society, and polity but analyze how the current order was created 
and the structures and processes that enable its maintenance. Policy debates about 
environmental preservation, biodiversity, and planetary carrying capacity have more 
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to do with the preservation of a particular social order than the preservation of nature 
( Harvey  1996    ). Th us, a critical approach to business and the natural environment is 
ultimately an analysis of social change, an attempt to re-embed the social and the eco-
logical in the political economy with the possibility of identifying alternate power-
sharing arrangements.  

    Global environmental governance   

 Emerging research that focuses on the political and “citizenship” role of fi rms also pro-
vide the basis of a critique of B&NE-related research ( Scherer & Palazzo  2007    ). Th e 
assumption is that in a globalizing world the role of the state has changed, perhaps even 
weakened, as market actors play an increasing role in societal governance. Making 
explicit the political role of corporations in their engagement with market, state and civil 
society, actors can be seen as a form of “ecological citizenship” that goes beyond conven-
tional environmental management approaches ( Crane et al.  2008    ). If corporations are to 
carry out activities once the purview of governments, then there is a need to examine the 
processes and outcomes of corporate involvement in political and social domains. 
Understanding the social role of corporations through the lens of corporate citizenship 
raises important normative questions, such as the ability of corporations to deliver citi-
zenship rights more effi  ciently than state or public actors, the desirability of the out-
comes produced, and the motivations of corporations to enter the realm of citizenship 
rights ( Van Oosterhout  2005    ). 

 In the context of international trade agreements and environmental policy, more 
democratic forms of decision-making could see the inclusion of more non-state and 
non-corporate actors. Th is can be achieved either through a political process where 
civil society organizations demand to be included, or through a process of “deliberate 
democracy” where corporations (and governments) voluntarily engage with civil soci-
ety actors to enhance the legitimacy of economic, social, and environmental policies. 
Such a process may enable a more “democratic control on the public use of corporate 
power” ( Scherer & Palazzo  2007    ). However, while participatory dialogue may increase 
transparency of corporate decisions, it not clear how corporate participation in deliber-
ate democracy can give non-corporate actors “democratic control” over corporate 
actions. Th e problem of unequal power dynamics between state, corporate, and civil 
society actors remains. Open dialogue between confl icting interests may manufacture 
an uneasy form of consent, and perhaps off er better transparency, but it still does not 
address how accountability can be established and enforced in the context of deliberate 
democracy. Public–private partnerships may represent a more participatory approach 
to development, but the rules governing these partnerships tend to be framed by busi-
ness through structural and discursive power relations ( Fuchs & Lederer  2007    ). As 
 Mouff e ( 2000  : 14)  argues, if relations of power are constitutive of the social, then the 
“main question for democratic politics is not how to eliminate power but how to consti-
tute forms of power more compatible with democratic values.”  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRST-PROOF, 06/27/11, SPi

0001306727.INDD   5850001306727.INDD   585 6/27/2011   9:27:26 PM6/27/2011   9:27:26 PM



   the oxford handbook of business and the natural environment

    Critical engagement   

 Finally, if CMS must have an impact on B&NE-related research, a signifi cant depar-
ture from conventional modes of theorizing is needed. Ultimately the relevance and 
impact of a critical research agenda on environmental issues will be judged on how 
policy and practice can be changed. Rather than “distance themselves from advocacy 
and ideology”  (Gladwin  1993  : 43) , critical researchers need to engage with market, 
state, and civil society actors with a view to promoting more participatory forms of 
decision-making, while remaining self-refl exive about the limitations of the alterna-
tives they propose. Social movements like the World Social Forum and other coali-
tions for social and environmental welfare have called for wide-ranging institutional 
reform in order to address global poverty, labor conditions, climate change, environ-
mental destruction, and biodiversity conservation. At the corporate level, these groups 
have called for more corporate accountability and democratic control over powerful 
transnational corporations. For instance, Friends of the Earth, an international envi-
ronmental NGO, proposed a Framework Convention on Corporate Accountability at 
the Johannesburg Earth Summit ( Bruno & Karliner  2002    ). Governments and corpo-
rations not surprisingly, largely ignored the proposal. Key elements of the proposal 
include:

      •  Mandatory corporate reporting requirements on environmental and social 
impacts. Process for prior consultation with aff ected communities including envi-
ronmental and social impact assessment and complete access to information.  

    •  Extended liability to directors for corporate breaches of environmental and social 
laws and corporate liability for breeches of international laws and agreements.  

    •  Rights of redress for citizens, including access for aff ected people anywhere in the 
world to pursue litigation, provisions for stakeholders to legally challenge corpo-
rate decisions and legal aid mechanisms to provide public funds to support such 
challenges.  

    •  Community rights to resources, including indigenous peoples’ rights over com-
mon property such as forests, fi sheries and minerals.  

    •  Veto rights over developmental projects and against displacement and rights to 
compensation for resources expropriated by corporations.  

    •  Sanctions against corporations for breaching these duties including suspending 
stock exchange listing, fi nes and (in extreme cases) revoking the corporation’s 
charter or withdrawal of limited liability status.     

 Critical perspectives on research on organizations and the natural environment require 
not only multidisciplinary approaches but also a plurality of epistemological, ontologi-
cal, theoretical, and methodological perspectives. Instead of seeking more answers to 
the same questions, CMS asks diff erent questions. For instance, a critical research agenda 
for B&NE-related research could explore the following questions:
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      •  How do structural and discursive arrangements in the political economy shape 
organizational environmental strategies?  

    •  How do managerial subjectivities shape corporate responses to environmental 
issues?  

    •  What are the forms of resistance employed by environmental activists and civil 
society actors and how successful are their eff orts?  

    •  How do managers negotiate trade-off s between environmental impact and eco-
nomic benefi ts? How does the structural and discursive positioning of the “envi-
ronment” shape the range of organizational responses?  

    •  What political strategies do corporations use to infl uence environmental policy-
making?  

    •  How do fi rms make problematic stakeholders behave in ways that do not adversely 
impact their economic bottom line?  

    •  What strategies do corporations use to silence problematic stakeholders or dele-
gitimize their claims?  

    •  How do powerful corporate and institutional interests sustain their dominant posi-
tion in the political economy? What strategies do they use to manage resistance?     

 To conclude this chapter I pose a provocative question: does environmental sustainability 
have a future? Or have we reached the limits of greening business, and further eff orts will 
be purely incremental? Any radical shift  in discourses of sustainability needs to squarely 
confront the power of the “sustainable development industry” led by big business that has 
successfully controlled the debate by deploying notions of eco-modernisn and eco- 
effi  ciency ( Springett  2003    ). More than forty years of B&NE research has failed to ask the 
“big” questions but focused almost entirely on environmental instrumentalism. Instead 
of asking the question how do we make economic growth environmentally and socially 
sustainable CMS would ask: how do we make a low environmental impact lifestyle, 
reduced consumption, and standard of living among wealthier populations economically 
sustainable? Critical management research in the B&NE area must go beyond the organi-
zation or the corporation as the unit of analysis and focus its attention on the political 
economy drawing on transdisciplinary perspectives from environmental sociology 
( Catton & Dunlap  1980    ), anthropology ( Escobar  1995    ) and ecological economics ( Daly 
 1999    ;  Martinez-alier  1987    ). A critical perspective must describe the limits of current 
approaches to addressing environmental problems, identify strategies and actors to over-
come these limits, propose alternative normative criteria for decision-making, and pro-
vide directions for future research, while retaining a strong self-refl exivity at all times.    
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