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Abstract: 

We review three books that examine three interrelated grand challenges: climate change, abusive 

power in the workplace, and unfair international trading relations. The main take-away is that 

decision makers’ moral compass is centrally important to bring about more equitable and 

sustainable outcomes. Although the three books differ in structure and style, the shared wisdom 

that emerges from them is that we should abandon utilitarian approaches and embrace morality 

and self-governance at both the individual and organizational level in order to overcome the 

profit-making logic that dominates much of corporate action in today’s capitalist systems. 
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RETHINKING CORPORATE POWER TO TACKLE GRAND SOCIETAL 

CHALLENGES: LESSONS FROM POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

 

Traditionally, wealth creation for corporate shareholders has been seen as an essential 

aspect of a firm’s mission (Fama & Jensen, 1983; Friedman, 1970; Jensen & Meckling, 1976). 

This profit-making orientation is a cornerstone of capitalism as a political and economic system, 

which has undoubtedly played a key role in its ability to foster the economic wellbeing of the 

countries that have embraced it over time. However, in spite of its long run association with 

strong economic growth, capitalism’s legitimacy as a political and economic system appears to 

be increasingly in question nowadays, as capitalist societies wrestle with some of the negative 

externalities of the dominant profit logic associated with this system, such as social inequality, 

political and economic corruption, job insecurity, and degradation of natural environments 

(Barney & Rangan, 2019). Such negative externalities are often seen as a reflection of capitalist 

societies key players’ – corporations’ – inability (or unwillingness) to reconcile their profit 

generation aspirations with societal well-being, by privileging the interests of a few powerful 

actors (such as shareholders and top executives) over those of the majority (Piketty, 2018; Tsui, 

Enderle, & Jiang, 2018). While management as a field of inquiry has been keenly focused on the 

identification of practices that can help foster firms’ profit-making potential, concerns about the 

negative externalities of the predominant profit logic have also received a great deal of attention 

of late (e.g., Freeman, 2010; Kaplan, 2019). This has gone hand in hand with a rich debate about 

how capitalist societies could be reimagined (e.g., Alvarez, Zander, Barney, & Afuah, 2020; 

Lazzarini, 2021; Reinecke & Ansari, 2021).  
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Therefore, in this review essay, we seek to contribute to these ongoing conversations by 

leveraging insights from three recently published philosophical works that will help us examine 

the role of corporate actors as key players in capitalist socieities that hold the keys to both 

economic and societal progress. We chose to focus on three books that draw on a philosophical 

perspective because their conceptual underpinnings of notions such as societal progress and 

justice are inspired by a moral rather than utilitarian logic. Moreover, though philosophical 

principles have influenced law and politics, so far, their influence on business theory remains 

“limited at best” (Rangan, 2018: 8). Hence, our review of these books introduces novel ideas and 

perspectives to rethink the role of corporations in society vis-à-vis the promotion of sustainable 

outcomes. In doing so, we hope to provide insights into how corporations can help achieve the 

goal of a more sustainable society, where the interests of many are not ignored by the few in 

power. Importantly, at least one of the authors in each book has been an active participant in the 

Society for Progress, “an academically diverse and independent group of scholars and leaders” 

whose “work is based on the belief that integrating perspectives from moral and social 

philosophy will help evolve the decentralized economic system (“capitalism”) in a manner that 

better integrates market and society, humans and nature, and the present and the future” (Society 

for Progress, 2021). The authors’ exposure to the Society for Progress’ helps explain the 

examined books’ shared a vision regarding how the lack or weakess in moral values in economic 

and governance decisions is one of the primary sources of grand societal challenges of our time.  

More specifically, each book explores different societal issues connected to the exercise 

(and abuse) of power in a profit-driven context and their consequences for the three traditional 

dimensions of sustainability (WCED, 1987): social, economic, and environmental. The first one 

explores global firms’ power over local communities in international trade (On Trade Justice. A 
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Philosophical Plea for a New Global Deal, by Mathias Risse and Gabriel Wollner, 2019). 

The second one examines firms’ power over workers (Private Government: How Employers 

Rule Our Lives (and Why We Don’t Talk about It), by Elizabeth Anderson, 2017). And the 

third considers the power of a few decision makers and investors over future generations with 

regards to climate change (The Seasons Alter: How to Save Our Planet in Six Acts, by Philip 

Kitcher and Evelyn Fox Keller, 2017).  

In order to discuss the contributions of each book and their potential implications, we 

organize this essay into four complementary sections. First, we identify the authors’ take on 

capitalism’s fundamental flaws. Second, we explore the source of these flaws by discussing each 

book’s emphasis on some of capitalism’s most powerful actors, their interests, and the resulting 

negative outcomes for society at large. Third, we review the authors’ key suggestions to ensure 

societal progress. Fourth, we propose ways in which insights from the examined books could 

inspire much-needed changes in the way the management field goes about conceptualizing the 

role of corporations in society. 

PROBLEMS WITH THE CONTEMPORARY PRACTICE OF CAPITALISM 

Although the selected books differ in their structure and chosen topics, all of them are 

linked by their focus on the fundamental problem of the abusive use of corporate power and its 

implications for societal progress through firms’ impacts on local communities’ welfare, the 

workplace, and climate change, respectively. Risse and Wollner (2019: 88) conceptualize 

corporations’ abuse of power in terms of “unfairness through power.” Their synthetic 

conceptualization offers a useful roadmap for understanding the authors’ concerns regarding how 

multinational corporations often use their power to cut corners on wages and safety conditions at 

home and overseas, settle abusive agreements with local subcontractors, and impose conditions 
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on weak governments while offering a limited range of reciprocity. Their interest in these issues 

reminds us that, although mutuality (i.e., a balanced exchange of benefits) may be the theoretical 

foundation on which the capitalist system is based (Smith, 1776), the reality of economic 

exchanges can yield a highly uneven distribution of benefits, that some would describe as amoral 

(Rangan, 2008).  

Similarly, Anderson (2017) challenges the legitimacy of the subordinate condition of 

workers in the corporate workplace when it leads to limitations of their fundamental civil rights, 

such as, for example, constraints on workers’ freedom to express their opinions or political 

views. A central message in her book is that while workers with limited bargaining power may 

need to accept their work conditions, such limitations reflect an arbitrary, unaccountable use of 

power. Finally, Kitcher and Keller (2017) see human-caused climate change as stemming from 

the myopic short-term financial preferences of some of the most powerful economic and political 

actors in capitalist societies – mainly shareholders and politicians in developed countries. 

Consequently, climate change will be particularly harmful for economically disadvantaged 

individuals and future generations. In fact, all three examined books stress that power-induced 

impositions connected to amoral profit interests result in unsustainable outcomes.  

In the remainder of this essay, we follow the Brundtland Commission (WCED, 1987), 

and define corporate sustainability as those corporate actions that meet the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Corporate 

sustainability requires firms to avoid the kind of abuse of power discussed above by following 

the principles of: “environmental integrity, social equity, and economic prosperity” (Scherer, 

Palazzo, & Seidl, 2013: 259). Much of existing management research about the relationship 

between corporate governance and society has analyzed corporate actors’ discretion and 



6 

 

opportunities to deal with sustainability issues (see, for instance, Aguilera, Aragón-Correa, 

Marano, & Tashman, 2021, and Jain & Jamali, 2016, for detailed reviews on these topics); 

however, they have often kept the ultimate focus on whether a firm might increase its financial 

performance. Specifically, the management field has often examined the sustainability 

challenges of our times (e.g., climate change, inequality, or civil rights) as a potential source of 

risks that may limit shareholders’ ability to obtain rewards from their investments (e.g., 

DesJardine, Marti, & Durand, 2021). Furthermore, the traditional business case for corporate 

sustainability has been that firms may increase their financial performance by doing good (e.g., 

Henderson, 2020; Porter & Van der Linde, 1995). Instead, the three books we review in this essay 

rely on the notions of morality and fairness to examine the grand sustainability challenges of our 

time and their consequences for the less powerful societal groups.  

In doing so, the authors challenge neither the basic assumptions of corporate dynamics in 

capitalist societies nor the necessity of rewarding investors, but rather the dominant amoral logic 

that underpins much corporate decision-making in capitalist societies. For example, Anderson 

(2017) accepts the need for enterprises constituted by hierarchies of authority to organize 

efficiently the contingencies around a worker’s duties. However, she notes that efficiency cannot 

justify an arbitrary power over workers that it is not subject to notice, process, or appeal. 

Similarly, Risse and Wollner (2019) recognize the potential of free trade for generating positive 

changes internationally, but they emphasize that the principle of distributive justice associated 

with trade is that any “distribution of gains from global trade is just only if these gains have been 

obtained without exploitation” (p. 187). In fact, the central idea of the three books is that an 

amoral approach to decision-making and the abuse of power are the real problems that our 

society needs to tackle to address the grand sustainability challenges of our time. 
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ADDRESSING THE EXERCISE AND ABUSE OF POWER 

Socio-economic outcomes may be analyzed as a product of the involved actors’ power 

and interests. Rangan (2018) suggests that understanding who the powerful actors and their 

interests are, is essential in order to make sense of their actions and outcomes (Rangan, 2018). 

The examined books agree on the primacy of investors in capitalist societies – a relatively small 

but very powerful group of actors that are intrinsically connected to the profit logic in the 

modern corporation. Additionally, they all highlight the sometimes abusive power of executives 

and managers in firms (over employees, local communities, and the global commons), which 

often rely on what could be defined as an amoral decision-making model through which the 

particular benefits of this small group of actors determine the acceptable operations of firms and 

even the aims of society. Lastly, the reviewed works pay special attention to regulators around 

the world, and in the U.S. in particular, by providing a critical view of how policy makers have 

failed to control potential abuses of power because of either, their limited skills and capacity 

relative to that of powerful lobbies, or the recognition that some of regulatory actors have 

favored a coalition with other powerful actors to better serve their own interests.  

The most conspicuous interests of all these powerful actors are related to obtaining 

financial rewards, including the maximization of profits for investors and compensation for 

executives. For example, Kitcher and Keller (2017) explicitly identify that the short-term, selfish 

financial interests of powerful decision makers are the ultimate antecedent of the growing risks 

of climate change. They also claim that climate change skepticism is more closely related to 

concerns about the financial implications of solutions rather than to scientific evidence. At the 

organizational level, Risse and Wollner (2019) analyze how abusive pressure from powerful 

actors to gain additional profits generates abusive discrimination against non-qualified 
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employees, subcontractors, and local communities. It is also worth highlighting that powerful 

agents’ interests are not always necessarily based on financial conditions but rather on 

maintaining or increasing their power status. For example, Anderson (2017) insists that the 

severe limitations to some fundamental rights that are experienced by many who work for large 

corporations are not necessarily implemented because of their associated efficiency gains, but 

rather because they are a by-product of some misguided social design. Meanwhile, Kitcher and 

Keller (2017) underscore that short-termism (versus a real long-term cost-benefit approach) is 

associated with the dominant climate interests. They see the prioritization of financial and power 

rewards as intrinsically linked to the powerful actors in contemporary society, while the interests 

of future generations and moral justice aspirations are alarmingly absent. Kitcher and Keller 

(2017) highlight that regulation may be useful in triggering certain actions that may benefit 

disadvantaged collectives, however they also criticize that governments are generally failing to 

encourage or enforce moral interests on the part of powerful actors and organizations. Drawing 

on these insights and our own assessment, we recognize that powerful actors’ interests often 

generate abusive decisions and private government forms that are “dictatorial” because the 

resulting actions are a product of the unbalanced power of participant actors and amoral criteria. 

The authors of the three books agree that, unfortunately, any kind of action that serves 

powerful actors’ self-serving interests is usually institutionally accepted in a context in which 

actions do not follow a moral but rather a utilitarian justification. Collectively, these works 

suggest that the unsustainable exploitation of forests, the intensive utilization of oil, the reliance 

on abusively low wages, the imposition of exploitative regimes on subcontractors or agreements, 

and the limitation of employees’ basic civil rights to receive information or offer their personal 

views in the workplace are all too common in the corporate world. Even worse, these actions are 



9 

 

frequently viewed as acceptable (or unavoidable) by the public at large as they serve the 

financial interests of the most powerful actors well and get legitimized by offering limited 

benefits to other collectives. Hence, the amoral antecedents and unfair implications deriving 

from everyday corporate actions are usually not subject to debate in the public and corporate 

domains.  

Lastly, the socio-economic externalities emerging from the pursuit of self-serving 

interests by powerful actors in corporations include some of the most worrying and unsustainable 

developments in contemporary societies: irreparable damage to the planet (Kitcher & Keller, 

2017), fundamental employee abuses (Anderson, 2017), and the suffering of disadvantaged 

people (Risse & Wollner, 2019). While wealthy, powerful actors will, of course, also be affected 

by the future negative impacts of unsustainable outcomes, their effects are and will be 

particularly negative for the less powerful actors within society or those that do not have a voice, 

such as less economically advantaged individuals, especially in the developing world, the 

environment, and future generations. It should concern us that such long term outcomes are not 

usually associated with short-term negative financial, health, or reputational implications for the 

powerful actors that contribute to determine them. 

In general, tangible negative outcomes such as rising temperatures or income 

deterioration for the majority are tied to different forms of more intangible consequences, such as 

abusive exploitation of corporate stakeholders, amoral preferences of corporate decision-makers, 

or violations of distributive justice within the local communities where corporate actors operate. 

Moreover, it is often the case that even those actions that lead to the adoption of potential 

solutions to unsustainable outcomes, such as inter-governmental cooperation or corporations’ 

investments in environmental and social initiatives, are only likely to take place when some 
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financial rewards are in sight for the powerful actors involved (Kitcher & Keller, 2017). As a 

rule, negative outcomes are ignored, not because they cannot be identified or even solved, but 

because of their unbalanced distribution among participating actors.  

TOWARDS A MORAL INTEGRATION OF PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS 

Philosophy’s mission is not to offer policy prescriptions that can be readily implemented, but 

rather to guide a person’s reasoning, especially in the face of moral dilemmas. Moral dilemmas 

are challenging because there tend to exist good reasons for and against the available choices. 

While modern decision theory seeks to solve trade-offs by comparing “how much of one 

consequence (or good) one would exchange for one unit of another consequence (or good)”, only 

a value system embedded in social norms may be useful for decisions that compare highly 

heterogenous implications and break down the walls between philosophy and economics (March, 

2018: 85). For instance, one could argue that the Amazonian deforestation may provide some 

relevant financial opportunities for certain interests groups or even countries, but it would also 

destroy the habitat of certain species and indigenous groups. It might be difficult to compare the 

financial implications of each consequence, but we could agree that it is morally wrong to 

irreversibly destroy a natural environment for short-term financial benefits. In fact, the societal 

issues of climate change, the exploitation of employees, and of local communities as a result of 

free trade that are discussed in the three examined books, all generate moral dilemmas, and only 

a renewed moral perspective may help in these situations.  

At a general level, the authors of the three books agree in proposing that, in order to 

address the most pressing societal and environmental challenges of our time, the decision-

making calculus of the dominant actors in society, incuding corporations, should change from its 

current short-term, profit-oriented, and selfish focus to one of moral responsibility. Specifically, 
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Risse and Wollner (2019) claim that a form of “trade justice” should be anchored on the 

philosophical merits of firms’ operations in distributing benefits from trade that do not derive 

from exploitative actions. Kitcher and Keller (2017: 89) call for the idea of an “equal moral 

standing” (any person should count as equal in moral deliberations). Lastly, Anderson (2017: 

130) highlights that a “free society of equals” cannot be founded on an institutional corporate 

structure in which the vast majority of workers labor under private forms of governance 

consisting on arbitrary, unlimited power for employers. We also see consistency across the ways 

in which the authors suggest how such goals could be achieved, through three main mechanisms.  

First, the authors all agree that morality matters as corporations seek to become part of 

the solution to the grand challenges of our time. In moral theory, considering corporations as a 

subject generates requirements applying to the corporation’s actions regarding both internal 

structure (e.g., salaries and treatment of employees) and responsibility to outside actors (e.g., the 

communities in which the firm is located, and subcontractors). Additionally, the individual moral 

criteria of executives and investors are necessary complementary requirements because they 

directly and indirectly influence the capacity of organizations to act morally. It is particularly 

important for this moral criterion to include assuming responsibility for the wrongs committed 

by their entities with which the focal actor may have an arm’s length relationship (e.g., 

subcontractors). 

Second, education and dialogue at all levels of society will need to be reinforced in order 

to stimulate moral behavior and reinforce the expectations of accountability of those in power. 

These authors recognize the importance of informed decisions as a prerequisite for implementing 

moral decisions. Kitcher and Keller (2017) are particularly optimistic about the potential of 

education. Better education, greater attention to experts, and an increased dialogue would permit 
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an improved understanding of the relevance of the issues involved, and should allow most people 

to come to the conclusion that the current priorities are not acceptable for the shared future of the 

planet. Risse and Wollner (2019) recognize that moral justice is not possible within global 

supply chains unless all the key actors are brought to the discussion table. Consequently, every 

actor and institution has a moral duty to create the necessary conditions for equitable 

distribution, and dialogue will be necessary to coordinate their respective obligations. Finally, 

Anderson (2017) highlights the importance of recognizing workers’ voices at the corporate 

government level. Hence, rather than discussing the potential (economic) implications of this 

approach, the authors mainly highlight that having a greater say is a basic human need, and 

constructive dialogue is a moral condition of any equitable relationship. 

Third, the examined books emphasize the significance of actors’ self-governance as a 

way to reinforce the morality of any decision-making effort. They share the criticism of 

governments’ actions to date as they have failed to create the appropriate conditions for the 

emergence of moral behavior among corporate actors and redress their more reprehensible 

actions. The reasons for this failure are manifold. For example, governments have different 

interests in the international trade arena, and they often try to impose their own commercial 

interests on others. Additionally, the inexistence of a global authority with the capacity to set 

common regulations generates issues with “free riders” (Risse & Wollner, 2019). In the domestic 

environment, regulators tend to use their power to prioritize the interests of the most influential 

actors rather than being committed to the least well-off (Kitcher & Keller, 2017). The books ask 

for necessary changes in regulation, but rather than relying on external governance alone, they 

agree on the importance of individual self-governance in setting the criteria of an “impartial 
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agent who is able to reason with integrity from a reflective distance” (Rangan, 2018: 7; emphasis 

added in the original).  

The authors recognize the complexities of disruption or changing the way in which 

corporations go about making decisions that impact society’s wellbeing since they draw 

significant benefits from the current status quo. For instance, Risse and Wollner (2019) 

acknowledge the difficulties of working through the multiple practical dimensions of managerial 

decision-making in multinational corporations and accept that certain types of exploitation may 

be tolerated temporarily in a progression from the current unfair state of the world to a fairer one. 

This vision differs from that of Kitcher and Keller (2017), who are highly critical of the 

conditional funding of investors in developing regions and ask for immediate action grounded in 

fair justice rather than generosity, benevolence, or shared financial interests.  

In fact, Risse and Wollner (2019: 251) claim that “they are realistically-utopian in the 

sense that they are well within our capacities and connect to normative convictions many people 

have, or could find persuasive” (emphasis added in the original). Similarly, Anderson shares that 

it is out of her scope to solve the question of what the best workplace constitutions ought to be, 

although she suggests different ways of promoting them (e.g., reinforced right to exit), even 

when the specific measures would alone be insufficient (2017: 133). All of the authors suggest 

that a new version of capitalism is possible in which powerful agents are responsible for 

promoting new mechanisms that provide a fair deal for the environment and the least powerful 

groups. 

CONVERGENT MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS 

While the three books are focused on different facets of the grand societal challenges of our time 

(i.e., climate change, civil rights within the workplace, and inter-firm trade relationships), they 
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converge in their critiques of important aspects of the corporate capitalist logic. None of the 

books claims to provide an alternative to capitalism, but they all suggest fundamental changes to 

many normative criteria with the potential to add to the growing interest within management in 

reconciling corporations’ ability to contribute to both performance and progress. Table 1 

provides a summary of the main differences between the traditional profit perspective in 

management and the main aspirations of the reviewed works. In this section, we identify and 

discuss three main categories of suggestions that emerge from the examined books to generate 

transformative changes to some traditional management tenets, i.e., a revision of the primacy of 

the most powerful actors, the dominance of a moral criteria, and the relevance of self-

governance. 

-------------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 About Here 

--------------------------------------- 

First, the three books challenge the primacy of the most powerful actors’ interests as key 

guiding principles to decision making (i.e., mostly investors’ profitability). In fact, they all 

assume that rewarding investors will contribute to capitalism’s ability to promote economic 

wealth, but they are critical of the practice of measuring everything that firms (and society) do 

from a stockholders’ viewpoint. This point represents a radical departure from the dominant 

assumptions guiding most management research. Even those management approaches that focus 

on the importance of considering multiple actors are instrumental (the stakeholder perspective 

being among the most popular ones), and claim that stakeholders’ claims should be assessed 

based on their respective power and legitimacy to influence the firm’s performance (Mitchell, 
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Agle, & Wood, 1997). Certainly, it is a challenge for most management scholars and 

practitioners to take into account multiple actors’ interests on their own. 

Second, thinking about multiple actors may not be enough when the interests of the 

dominant decision makers are biased; in fact, the works under discussion point out that a moral 

perspective must be the key guiding principle for all the participating actors. Management 

paradigms tend to ignore moral criteria and philosophy (Rangan, 2018). For example, the vast 

majority of academic research in top tier management journals only use a few forms of financial 

criteria to evaluate firms’ operations (and their executives). The fact that the very top financial 

performers may be also guilty of failed management when they generate negative impacts for 

society is usually overlooked. Thus, Kitcher and Keller (2017) highlight the importance of 

prioritizing the preservation of the planet because it is a fair approach for future generations; 

however, previous findings have shown that firms’ progress in the socio-environmental arena is 

mostly motivated by enforced regulation (Aragon-Correa, Marcus, & Vogel, 2020). Similarly, 

Risse and Wollner (2019) stress that the distribution of gains from global trade is fair only if 

these gains have been obtained without exploitation (i.e., the abuse of power). However, the 

management literature has found that multinational corporations tend to focus more on actions 

that may help them avoid external liabilities (e.g., increasing corporate political spending; Shi, 

Gao, & Aguilera, 2021) rather than on those that engage with fair causes. So far, utilitarian rather 

than moral criteria seem to dominate even in those firms that are making positive contributions 

to sustainable outcomes. 

Third, self-governance may be a powerful means of making a difference when moral 

principles are king. All the authors reviewed in this essay recognize their frustration with the 

limited effectiveness and biases of government regulation in tackling the grand societal issues of 
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our time. They still believe that governments have a role to play and look for regulatory changes 

to limit the abuse of power in firms and society. Nonetheless, the authors’ shared feeling is that it 

is the responsibility of each individual actor – and particularly the most powerful ones – to avoid 

abusive situations. In general, while management scholars have often assumed that limitations to 

external negative impacts of business operations are externally imposed by regulators (or the 

market), philosophers tend to look at individual moral responsibility. For example, Suzumura 

(2018) explicitly urges unilateral moral reasoning as the central guide for our actions on the 

specific dilemmas of climate change. From this perspective, the self-governance of an agent who 

can reason with integrity is likely to guarantee more progress than a heterogeneous collection of 

external restrictions. 

CONCLUSION 

When it comes to climate change, abusive power in the workplace, and unfair 

international trading relations, the examined books suggest that the decision makers’ moral 

compass is centrally important to bring about more equitable and sustainable outcomes. 

Although the three books differ in structure and style, the shared wisdom that emerges from them 

is that we should abandon utilitarian approaches and embrace morality and self-governance at 

both the individual and organizational level in order to overcome the profit-making logic that 

dominates much of corporate action in today’s capitalist systems. Self-governance would allow 

to morally drive decision makers to exercise their freedom without imposing arbitrary and 

abusive criteria onto other less powerful agents. However, in order for it to succeed, new social 

norms and a renewed emphasis on the importance of moral values will be necessary.  

The three examined books highlight the importance of recognizing the moral rights of 

individuals along with the opportunities to make it possible. Information and education must play 
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a role, not only in changing the norms that determine what it is good and bad in corporate 

performance, but also to train people about the importance of getting others’ views and the value 

of difference. While all authors continue to see regulatory efforts as important to achieve more 

just and sustainable outcomes, the advent of the business judgement rule, of dual class shares and 

owner-led firms (e.g., Facebook, Tesla, Amazon), and the increased lobbying capabilities of 

corporations suggest that it is only through education and self-governance that capitalism stands 

a chance to reform itself from within and promote both economic wealth and societal well-being 

(Rangan, 2018).  

However, opacity and misunderstandings about the real roots of the sustainability 

challenges of contemporary capitalist societies may disrupt their potential for improvement. One 

of Anderson’s (2017) main concerns is that both the theory of the firm and public discourse often 

deny that workers are subject to arbitrary forms of government. Kitcher and Keller (2017) and 

Risse and Wollner (2019) share similar concerns about our limited collective capacity to identify 

how the unbalanced distribution of power and actors’ amoral orientations are the main reasons 

for the terrible outcomes around trade inequalities and climate change. Consequently, integrating 

morality into the business paradigm is the most imperative challenge if we are to transform in a 

fundamental manner the way in which corporations tackle the grand sustainability challenges of 

our time. 
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Table 1: 

 Profit Logic Perspective Learning from Political Philosophy 

Primacy of the most 

powerful agents’ 

interests: 

The key binding principle for a firm is 

to serve shareholders. 

Firms should always operate on terms 

that satisfy moral principles. 

 The agency perspective places the 

emphasis on two categories of 

powerful agents (i.e., executives and 

owners). 

Power relations between multiple 

internal and external actors related to 

the firm’s operations are all important. 

 Stakeholders might be considered 

depending on their different capacity 

to influence the firm’s financial 

success. 

Each of the multiple actors has moral 

rights to be considered independently 

of their power to influence corporate 

operations. 

Dominance of a 

moral criteria: 

Profit maximization is the corporate 

aim and a key proxy of managers’ 

successful operations. 

Profits are permissible and desirable if 

they are obtained without abuse of 

power (and translated into a fair and 

sustainable distribution of benefits). 

 Certain forms of intermediation (e.g., 

offshoring or outsourcing) can bypass 

the moral obligations of the involved 

agents. 

If it is not morally acceptable for an 

actor to engage in a specific economic 

action, it is also not possible for them 

to accept that others would do so on 

their behalf. 

 Local regions in which the company 

operates are relevant in asmuch they 

serve its financial interests. 

Any region in the planet may be 

affected by corporate operations and 

their communities’ rights deserve fair 

consideration.  

Relevance of self-

governance: 

Regulatory coercive pressures are the 

main restrictions on executives and 

investors to operate responsibly. 

Self-normative moral criteria must be 

the guiding principle for operating in 

a responsible way.  

 Normative values mainly emerge 

from industry competitors’ 

approaches and are relevant to getting 

profitable legitimation. 

Normative values emerging through 

education and moral criteria are a 

prerequisite of management decisions. 
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