Looking into the abyss: Can business education help save the planet?
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Abstract
The natural environment is in crisis but there is broad consensus on the need for sustainability. Myriad conceptions of sustainability reflect the variety of human traditions and ideas, and yet anthropocentric sustainable development dominates discourse. This paper argues that the fullest range of sustainability conceptions should be taught in business schools and incorporated into business education and practices.     
The predominant Western conception of sustainability is outlined first. Second, alternatives to anthropocentric environmentalism are sketched. Third, proposals for sustainable business education are put forward, in the context of a paucity of effective government action. These proposals draw on the possibilities for light green technological optimism, but also seek to leave sufficient space for the expression and development of alternative voices. It is concluded that a radical shift in business education could play a role in saving the planet from anthropogenic destruction.              
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1. Introduction
Compelling evidence indicates that anthropogenic climate change is subjecting the environment to untenable stress (see, for example, Varotsos, 2008). Rain forests are being denuded, Arctic ice is disappearing, glaciers and mountain snows are rapidly melting, coral reefs are bleaching, and, around the world, daily reports are made of an upsurge in the amount of extreme weather events, such as wildfires, heat waves, and tropical storms (“Global warming,” 2007). Birch (1993) argues “our present treatment of the Earth cannot continue for ever. The world is dying. We are on an unsustainable course” (p. 111). We are, in sum, looking into the abyss of an environmental and thus human catastrophe. This paper considers whether business education can play a role, however modest, in saving the planet.
Since the publication of Silent Spring in 1962, assertions of environmentalism and sustainability have been increasingly expressed (see, Carson, 1994). Under the conditions of postmodernity, there is no single overarching ‘metanarrative’, rather a heterogeneity of ‘narratives’ flourishes (Lyotard, 1984), and so, over the past decade, in particular, definitions of sustainability have proliferated. Despite this diversity of ideas, the anthropocentric and economic growth-friendly conception of sustainability proposed by Brundtland (1987) tends to dominate environmental discourse at international treaty and national policy levels. Concepts of sustainability have profound cultural, ethical and political undertones, which, it is submitted, business educators should not ignore. If these undertones are not given due consideration, any attempt to measure the effectiveness of sustainability measures (including education) becomes an exercise in futility. In the absence of consensus on the meaning of sustainability (and who the stakeholders in sustainable business actually are) it is the responsibility of business educators to help students to explore and respect competing points of view. This implies that the teacher will have an awareness of alternative sustainability voices.  In sustainable business education, environmental protection, preservation of cultural heritage, the rights of indigenous people to profit from traditional knowledge and biodiversity have to be balanced against free trade, Western conceptions of individual ownership and globalisation.  It is, therefore, essential that dissonant voices in the sustainability discourse are heard (the responsibility of the business educator) and heeded (the responsibility of the student who becomes a business practitioner). 
In this paper, the predominant Western conception of sustainability is first outlined. Second, alternatives to anthropocentric environmentalism are sketched. Third, proposals for sustainable business education are put forward, in the context of a paucity of effective government action. These proposals draw on the possibilities for light green technological optimism, but also seek to leave sufficient space for the expression and development of alternative voices. It is concluded that a radical shift in business education could, indeed, play a role in saving the planet from anthropogenic destruction.              

2. Predominant conception of sustainability
Sustainability, in the predominant Western conception, is “[d]evelopment that meets the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p. 43). Smith’s (2006) ‘bluegreen’ vision of “clean air, clean water and well-managed resources” without sacrificing economic growth typifies this approach to ‘sustainable’ development. The natural environment, in this view, is principally an instrument for achieving humans’ economic goals through farming, aquaculture, mining and other forms of ‘husbandry’. Reserves set aside for non-production purposes are an exception, but, even these areas are vulnerable if short-term economic gains are sufficiently promising (see, for example, Brownlee & Wilkinson, 2010). While this approach to the environment is normal in contemporary government policy, it is a temporally and culturally specific attitude. A will to master, rather than to coexist-with or exist-within Nature, is a feature of Enlightenment, industrialised Western society (Thompson & Barton 1994). For most of human history and across cultures, people have tended to see the Earth in terms of providence, rather than conquest or antagonism. Plausible alternatives to such anthropocentricism exist both within and outside Western traditions. These equally valid viewpoints reject the narrow conception of sustainability captured by the Brundtland Commission.           

3. Alternative voices
Many theorists hold the view that sustainability should deal with a broad conception of justice that includes power relations, justice for indigenous people and gender equity (see, for example, Verma, 2004). Business educators need to raise awareness of alternative viewpoints so that practicable policies, which encompass the best of the various perspectives, can be devised by the business leaders of the future. The Brundtland vision of sustainability is firmly anthropocentric, a vision which others, including ‘deep green’ environmental theorists, Ecofeminists, Ecotheologians and many indigenous people reject. These groups postulate that although humans are responsible for environmental crisis and must make the changes necessary to preserve the environment for current and future generations, humans should not necessarily be at the centre of environmental concerns. They reject the dualisms inherent in Western rationalism – male/female, culture/nature, and so forth – and rather share a holistic and integrated view of the natural world. It is imperative to accommodate these perspectives, some of which are outlined below, in the existing education curriculum, rather than focusing solely on the narrow Brundtlandian perspective. 

a. Deep ecology
Arne Naess (1989) caricaturised the ‘shallow ecology movement’ as a “fight against pollution and resource depletion” with a central objective of maintaining “the health and affluence of people in developed countries”, and contrasted this with the ‘deep ecology movement’, which is characterised by “a rejection of the man-in-environment in favour of the relational, total-field image and ‘Biospherical egalitarianism’” (p. 28, emphasis in original). Deep green philosophy of this nature is essentially incompatible with continuous economic growth – ‘light’ green’ or otherwise. 

b. Ecofeminism
Recognition of limits to the manageability of nature and the connection between the domination of nature and the domination of women are essential tenets of Ecofeminism. Ecofeminist thinking about the environment shares many common features with the world view of indigenous people, on whose knowledge many Ecofeminist philosophers draw. The Brundtland Report is a product of Western history, which from Plato to Freud has drawn connections between women and nature, with concomitant devaluation of both.  In Western rational thought, spirit was divided from matter, intellect from emotion, and intuition from rationality. Men were characterised as rational and intellectual beings while women were viewed as intuitive and emotional.  Nature was conceived of as ‘female’. In the western tradition there was a widespread belief that both women and nature could and should be subject to control by men. 
Ecofeminism employs both universal and local perspectives. The position of women whose environments are being degraded and cultures eroded by development projects is a source of serious concern to Ecofeminists, such as Vandana Shiva, who is also at the forefront of the anti-globalisation movement (see, Mohanty, 2003). Knowledge of Ecofeminism’s philosophical strands can make a significant contribution to holistic business education. One such strand connects social justice with environmental integrity. Business educators, especially those concerned with business ethics, would presumably agree that students should be made aware of this connection. The spiritual strand, which asserts the sacredness of the Earth, is likely to be more contested. This strand, however, cannot be ignored as it mirrors in some respects the environmental thinking of many indigenous people. The third strand, which deals with the balance between sustainability and depletion of the Earth’s resources, is also an essential component of sustainability discourse. 
When discussing the alternatives to mainstream conceptions of sustainability, students could be made aware of both the social constructivist and the essentialist feminist analysis. In the social constructivist view, women are in a unique position to advocate on behalf of nature by virtue of shared experience, since both women and nature have been oppressed by men (see, for example, Mellor, 1992). The essentialist position is that women, by virtue their biological position, are better placed to advocate for nature than men (see, for example, Daly, 1978). 
Ecofeminists view “the domination of sex, race and class and the domination of nature as being mutually reinforcing” (King, 1989, p. 20). They also issue a challenge to Western science and rationality. Over the centuries both have been used to exploit and disadvantage women and nature. The nature/culture dichotomy has traditionally been an important component of Western rationalism.  Like many indigenous peoples around the world, Ecofeminists reject the dualistic and hierarchical thinking implicit in rationalism, which, they claim, oppresses women, destroys nature and results in social inequality and racism (see, for example, Plumwood, 1992). 
In the nature/culture dualism, women are associated with Nature and men with culture. Thomas Hobbes and John Locke continued this association at a time marked by the rise of capitalism and colonisation. They expanded the concept of culture to include the human capacity to dominate nature. For them, Man’s freedom and happiness depended on emancipation from nature.  Western rationalistic thinking of this type is radically at odds with the worldview of many indigenous people, who hold a holistic and integrated view of nature, seeing themselves as a part of Nature, rather than separate from it. In Ecofeminist thought, environmental damage is connected to sexism, militarism, racism and classism. For Plumwood (1992), it lays down the gauntlet to the nature/culture ideology because thinking of this type perpetuates the politics of domination of women, non-human animals and nature in general. 

c. Indigenous voices       
Brundtland (1987) said, in regard to indigenous peoples that:

These communities are the repositories of vast accumulations of traditional knowledge and experience that link humanity with its ancient origins. Their disappearance is a loss for the larger society which could learn a great deal from their traditional skills in sustainably managing very complex ecological systems (pp. 114–115).

At first sight, this is a reasonable and inclusive statement. The difficulty lies in the proposition that the Brundtland definition of sustainable development could be viewed as proceeding from the assumption that ‘development’ and environmental ‘management’ are to be driven by Western scientific knowledge and rationalism, while acknowledging, as an afterthought, that indigenous knowledge systems can contribute towards the process. In other words, in the Brundtland conception it is Western understanding of the relationship between people and the environment that will drive the law and policy of sustainable development.  This anthropocentric perception of the relationship between humans and environment and the views of indigenous people are, in many respects, diametrically opposed to one another. Business educators have an ethical duty to draw attention to these differences, in order to prevent the consequences of a collision of opposing worldviews.
Indigenous people, and Māori are no exception, tend to profess a deep spiritual connection with the natural world, of which they see themselves as being an inextricable part.[footnoteRef:2] The Report of the Royal Commission on Genetic Modification describes “Te Ao Maori: the traditional Maori world view,” as: [2:  As tauiwi, the authors do not presume to speak for Māori.] 


Maori spiritual values we heard about frequently involved the concepts of whakapapa, mauri, tapu and noa (and whakanoa), hara and ke, mana, ihi and wehi, whanau, hapu and iwi. All are relevant not only to understanding the holistic or ecological approach Maori have to the environment, but also to explaining why Maori prioritise a duty of kaitiakitanga or “obligated stewardship”. To Maori this duty is easily explained by tracing whakapapa (genealogy) up through the ancestors, to the Gods, and ultimately to Papatuanuku, the Earth Mother, and Ranginui, the Sky Father. By going sideways in these kinship links, Maori trace descent lines for all living creatures and so have to honour them as kin (Eichelbaum, 2001, p. 19).

Indigenous knowledge must, then, be respected, but not appropriated, or subsumed into or subjugated by Western practices.  Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo (2002) tell a cautionary tale of a successful social project in the Solomon Islands that was “destroyed by the intervention of a retired government official who, because of his education, training, and work with outside development agencies, imposed a modernization framework, including centralization of leadership and the valuing of Anglo-European knowledge over indigenous knowledge” (p. 379). The generalisable conclusion is that indigenous people themselves should decide how their traditional knowledge should be applied.

d. Ecotheology  
Interesting parallels to indigenous thinking are found in Reconstructionist Ecotheology, which argues that traditional Christianity needs to be totally rethought. Thus, for Grey (2000), an Ecofeminist theology of creation involves experiencing the world as sacred. God is not external to the world but the energy and sustainer of all interconnected life. An Ecofeminist theology would involve a radical rethinking of the human person with both men and women as ‘bodily inspirited’ organisms interdependent with plant and animal life. She pleads for Ecofeminist eschatology which extends to all forms of life and to future life.

3. Possibilities for business education
The broad spectrum of sustainability conceptions indicates that traditional left-right debates about economic growth are outmoded; critical arguments today are “not over how best to grow, but over whether growth is desirable at all” (Collins, 2010). In this part, two possibilities for business and business education are sketched. The first possibility is for light green growth, one informed by the optimism that developments in human technology will not only permit sustainable development but, perhaps, even repair anthropogenic environmental harm. This is essentially consistent with the Brundtland conception of sustainability. The second possibility is for no economic growth, and is informed by the range of alternative voices that seek forms of non-exploitative engagement with the natural environment. “Productivity is necessary, and even good; but it is not the main end of social life” (Nussbaum, 2006, p. 160). It is submitted, therefore, that it is incumbent on business educators to ensure their students and research audiences are exposed to both possibilities. Business educators and practitioners may, of course, seek a synthesis of the two.                

a. Light green growth 
Benhaim and Clarke (2009) observe that the costs of inaction in the face of the environmental crisis are well documented, “but until recently people have not talked enough about the benefits of action” despite environmentally friendly investments being a way to spur long-term green growth, with the potential to deliver a healthier planet through “clean energy, innovation, new markets, new employment, and new wealth”. Instead of lobbying government to delay the inevitable, businesses might recognise that even a “forced focus on environmental issues has its commercial benefits” (Townsend, 1998, p. 3). The possibilities for light green growth are not illusory. The Danish wind industry, for example, employs 28,400 people and contributes an annual €5.7 billion to Denmark’s economy, whereas the German workforce includes 250,000 people working for renewable energies industry, and 1.8 million employed in areas of  ‘environmental protection’, such as environmental services and investment (Benhaim & Clarke). Developments of this nature requires significant investment. However, although many of the world’s main economies are looking to green growth to revitalise their economies, investment in the kinds of ideas and technologies that could stimulate that growth fell sharply in the wake of the economic crisis of 2008 (“Nothing ventured,” 2009).
A light green economy needs massive government support, but governments face considerable pressures when seeking to engage in meaningful sustainability initiatives. Internationally, a balance must be sought between treaty obligations, and making domestic enterprises uncompetitive, particularly, in international markets. Current fiscal pressures may make environmentalism appear to be a luxury, rather than the most fundamental imperative for government. Furthermore, New Zealand’s three-year electoral cycle does not lend itself to the long-term planning that sustainability requires. To meet its commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions under the Kyoto Protocol, New Zealand has introduced an Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) which promotes reduction in emissions, investment in clean technology and renewable power generation, and tree planting (Ministry of the Environment, n.d.). ETS is expected to enhance New Zealand’s ‘clean green brand’, which is considered “an important issue for a small trading nation like New Zealand as international markets and consumers increasingly demand environmentally friendly products” (Ibid.). However, it seems that government sees ETS in compliance, rather than development opportunity terms. (For a critique of ETS, see Oram (2009).)
In the Tertiary Education Strategy 2010-15 (TES 2010), Government identifies the six main structural policy drivers it expects to improve New Zealand’s economic performance and support more sustainable growth in future; these include supporting innovation and business, and ensuring New Zealand has the skills it needs (Office of the Minister for Tertiary Education, 2009, p. 3). This implies not only a fundamental link between economic performance and sustainable growth, but also the critical role to be played by sustainability research and education. However, TES 2010 does not otherwise refer to ‘sustainability’ or its correlatives. Despite the apparent mere paying of lip service to sustainability on the part on the government, educators should not follow suit. In an ideal sense, education is about helping people towards wisdom, a quality assessable only in the longest term – under the ‘aspect of eternity’ (see Russell, 1961). Business schools must serve their interest holders; they must deal in the ‘is’ but also the ‘ought’ and what might be. Graduates should be prepared for the contemporary working world, but, more importantly, should also be equipped with the tools that might allow them to engage with change and to help engender change. They need to have the skills that enable them learn how to learn; to reflect critically on currently unimaginable future circumstances; and, as the ethical crises in management over the past twenty years indicate, they also need to be morally fluent. As Mulgan (1997) argues, “in a more complex and open society, moral behaviour is less likely to be promoted by edicts from on high, than by cultivating people’s moral fluency so that they can manage their own freedom and responsibilities” (p. 17). And moral fluency implies exposure to others’ worldviews.      

6. Limitations and areas for future research 
This paper is of an exploratory nature and seeks to establish general philosophical and pedagogical propositions. There is significant scope for conducting more specific research into teaching alternative sustainability concepts in the business school classroom.            

7. Conclusion 
For Maczulak (2010):
 
Sustainability comes from a hundred of big decisions and millions of small choices. To create a sustainable Earth, towns, countries, and continents will all take part. Sustainability may turn out to be history’s first truly cooperative effort from everyone alive today (p. 184).   

Such cooperation is essential because individuals live in societies, and societies exist within and because of the natural environment. Technological innovation has a crucial role to play in effective programmes of sustainability. However, recognition of the fundamental existential facts of human life, which plainly inform indigenous and other alternative worldviews, and yet seem to have been lost in the socio-economic complexities of the industrialised West, is the most important step towards genuine sustainability. Business education that is alert to the imperatives and possibilities of openness to the broadest range of sustainability conceptions, may, indeed, play a significant role in saving the planet from anthropogenic destruction.            
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