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The world is too much with us; late and soon

The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers:

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon;

The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers;

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not. – Great God! I’d rather be

A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn;

So might I, standing on this pleasant lea,

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;

Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;

Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn.

(William Wordsworth in Heaney 2001)

1.  Abstract

Social and environmental reporting may give the impression that issues about company activity on society and the environment are being dealt with. Companies provide performance indicators and narrative to ‘prove’ that they are reducing their impacts. This information is seen as objective and independent ‘fact’ and is therefore rational. However the rationality of the western economic model that assumes that quality of life is enhanced by economic growth is challenged. Social and environmental reports reveal a utilitarian view of nature that sees nature as a set of resources to be used in the pursuit of profit. Furthermore, they support development because it corresponds to human ends of wealth creation. 

Social and environmental reports are part of a discourse that is referred to as ‘idle talk’, because everyone assumes that companies are taking care of the environment and they cease to question company activity. The contention that accounting information is powerful and that it legitimises company behaviour supports the idea of idle talk. Hence the notion of sustainable development espoused by companies remains largely rhetorical.

The phenomenological view of the human/nature relationship makes no distinction between facts and values, and it is experience of nature that matters. The real challenge is to find how we might ‘dwell’. This would move away from the idea of nature as a set of resources and bestow other, non-quantifiable, values on nature.

2.  Introduction

The practice of social and environmental reporting by companies has developed in recent years in response to general concerns about companies’ relationships with employees, customers, suppliers and so on, and out of concern for the impact of company activity on the environment. Social and environmental reports (hereafter SERs) are voluntary disclosures by companies, in addition to the annual report required by law. A number of associated initiatives have also emerged, such as social and environmental accounting awards, the FTSE4good ethical share index and the Global Reporting Initiative.

One may well conclude that the practice of social and environmental reporting is resulting in an improvement, or at least a tackling of, the issues surrounding social justice and care of the environment. Companies dedicated to improving their social and environmental performance declare their commitment in a mission statement. The social and environmental reports often cite commitments to maximising ‘value’ and to sustainable development. 

If the performance indicators of companies publishing SERs are to be believed, then many companies are reducing their environmental impacts and improving their social responsibility. However, there is an ongoing questioning of the validity and usefulness of SERs from critical accounting sources (CSEAR). An article that appeared in a critical accounting journal Critical Perspectives on Accounting highlights the alternative view: that SERs may not be all they seem. Glen Lehman writes, “Having studied organisational and accounting reports for some considerable time I became disenchanted with those reports which appeared to be shallow and uninteresting; and it became clear to me that a broad philosophical investigation was required”. Lehman identifies that, “Clearly one crucially significant factor is the way people relate to nature.” (Lehman 2000).  

Matthews (1977), examining social and environmental reporting over the last twenty-five years, observes that social and environmental accounting has not yet been accepted by mainstream accounting academia. A radical/critical body of accountants have attempted to make an impact and are increasingly attempting to “expose the value systems and partialities which lie within and behind existing practices” (Matthews 1997, p.28). 

At this stage I would like to highlight a distinction between the two aspects of SERs: that is social reporting and environmental reporting. Firstly, social reporting tends to cover such issues as payment of workers, supply chain details, adherence to human rights, position on child labour, contributions to local social programmes covering health or education for instance. Secondly, environmental reporting covers such things as emissions of CO2 and energy consumption, implementation of environmental management systems, and where applicable the development of alternative fuels or processes. 

The question I wish to consider is ‘What do these initiatives reveal or conceal about the human/nature relationship? Following on from this is the question: ‘To what extent can social and environmental reports make us feel certain that social and environmental concerns are being adequately addressed’? An important issue in attempting to answer these questions is how we as humans see our relationship to each other and to nature.

In looking at the human/nature relationship I question the idea that these reports are rational and objective and I use the phenomenological ideas of Heidegger. Heidegger’s view is that nature is regarded as ‘standing reserve’ because it is a particular way of relating to the world that is technological. This view can be detrimental to nature because it is used instrumentally rather than being valued for its own sake or for any aesthetic appeal that it may have (Krell 1978, p. 305). In order to protect nature humans should reflect on how they live or ‘dwell’ on the earth (Krell 1978, pp. 323-339). 

The issues that are revealed or concealed by SERs throw some light on our contemporary relationship with nature. Although an enlightened attitude is apparently evident in the narrative of some social and environmental reports, the human/nature relationship is not basically challenged. Companies operate in a western economic paradigm that believes that development and growth are a means to the end of improved living conditions for humankind, but have actually become ends in themselves (Hayward 1994, p. 94). So are social and environmental reports conveying an authentic attitude to nature or are they covering up (concealing) what is really happening?

I suggest that SERs are not fundamentally tackling or questioning company activity or our relationship with nature. Therefore they are not fundamentally improving social and environmental problems but are rather, as Heidegger put it, just ‘idle talk’ (Heidegger 1962, p. 211-214). The idea of idle talk is that it is part of the general discourse and has the effect of covering up what is really happening, either deliberately or accidentally, thereby preventing questioning. It is information that talked about by everyone as if it were true until it is taken as fact and we forget to query it. So, in the case of SERs and financial reporting generally, it becomes the legitimate version of ‘company performance’. However, sometimes what we take for granted as objective and impartial information is proved to be susceptible to subjective influences, as has been seen with recent corporate scandals (for instance, Enron, World.com).

It is my contention that SERs are justifying company activity, either naively or deliberately, and I will look at the role of accounting information in society. SERs will not in themselves, result in a sustainable future because the basis of company activity is not being questioned. In order to care for nature, humans need to change their behaviour; and in order to do this we need to examine our use of nature and on our place in nature. The further away we get from nature the less well we know it as it is both commodified and viewed primarily as a resource.

We have fewer and fewer opportunities to experience nature first-hand and the challenge is to consider how this might be done. For if nature is experienced first-hand then we are able to appreciate that we are a part of nature rather than masters of it (Passmore1980). As Hayward writes:


There is common concern to oppose the instrumental forms of reason and action which prevail in modern societies regarding both relations between humans and relations between humans and nature.









(Hayward 1994, p. 43)

It is to this issue of reason and action that we now turn.

3.  Western rationality and Phenomenology

Western concepts of the truth and what is taken to be real, rely heavily upon what is considered to be rational (Hayward 1994, pp.89-90) (Passmore 1980, p.189) (Des Jardins 1993, p.223). The paradigm of economics that we live under in western countries is generally held to be a rational way of organising and operating society. Hence business activity and the institutions that support this are part of this rationality. If we are going to question business activity then we must question the rationality of western economics. Western rationality is rooted in a duality of subject/object that arose in the Enlightenment (Hayward 1994, p.11), according to which, objective information is universal, provable and a good basis for being rational, as opposed to opinions and preferences that are subjective. Worster (1994, p.90) outlines objectivity as being about things (objects) and is that which can be “analyzed, measured and numbered”. Objectivity towards things means being “stripped of all emotional and spiritual qualities” (Worster 1994, p.90). So when there is talk of objective facts these are held to have no subjectivity attached to them and no values are involved in reaching them. 

I am suggesting that SERs are in this vein, they ‘measure’ their environmental impacts and they report on social issues by quantifying questionnaire responses; but in reporting on social and environmental issues it is unrealistic to separate emotional and spiritual qualities.

In order to arrive at what is rational one uses the faculties of mind. The prevailing notion of rationality is based upon weighing up objective facts that are deemed to be independent, impartial and free from bias. This includes SERs which are seen to be objective because they are measurable and independently verifiable by auditors. A problem in accepting SERs as rational information is that part of our judgement about what is rational depends upon deferring to authority (O’Neill 1993, p.124), for we are incapable of being completely independent of mind without looking to some outside influences (O’Neill 1993, p.124). The questionable aspect here then, is whether auditors’ opinions can be seen as impartial in terms of their interests in the activities of business sector and in terms of their power in society and these are issues that will be considered. O’Neill highlights this dilemma when he discusses the acceptability of deferring to authority (O’Neill 1993, pp. 128-130); he contends that authority based on unequal power relationships is not a reliable basis for establishing reason (O’Neill 1993, p.137).

The issue is whether companies and auditors are an example of unequal power relationships in society and the size and sphere of influence of multi-national companies is a cause for concern. Gray argues that multi-national companies are so powerful that they threaten democratic governments (Gray and Bebbington 1998, pp. 5-6). The concern about the power of global corporations is echoed by John O’Farrell writing about the recent world summit: “the trouble with the whole Johannesburg conference: the people who count aren’t there…………. All the unaccountable people who run the global corporations and multi-nationals which are much more powerful and damaging than many nation states” (O’Farrell 2002).

Rationality is not only a matter of relying on objective, provable facts: beliefs are also a part of determining what is rational. MacIntyre states something is rational if good reasons can be given for it and suggests that beliefs are a part of the reasons that are given (Keat and Urry 1982, pp. 207-208). The example of a belief in Zande witchcraft highlights that truth is dependent on one’s beliefs and that different concepts of reality can therefore exist. This example questions whether witches are real or not: to the Azande witches are real, whereas for Western scientists they are not (Keat and Urry 1982, p.217). These different concepts of reality are found in aspects of language, but the point is that different concepts of reality can exist.

A particular concept of reality is implicit when the Co-operative Bank state in their Partnership Report:


Living in the real world. The co-operative Bank is seeking to reconstitute the relationship between its business activities and Nature. This is not being pursued for altruistic reasons, but because there are physical limits to the resources of the Earth (both in terms of generating materials and absorbing wastes).





(The Co-operative Bank Partnership Report 2001)

The ‘real world’ is taken to be “that which exists independently of human beings and human understanding” (Des Jardins 1993, p.223). This quote again points to the notion that different concepts of reality can exist. The quote also highlights the attitude that nature is a resource and therefore its use value is characteristic of the utilitarianism of economics, which will be discussed later.

As has been stated already, the western concept of rationality is grounded in the belief that growth and development are the route to human prosperity. My objection to this western belief in rationality is that it is grounded in a fixation with growth and development and that this requires questioning. Marcuse, for instance, saw western rationality as irrational because he believed that capitalist system created false wants and needs (Keat and Urry 1982, p.219). In Marcuse’s view the comforts of industrial society result in pollution and poverty (Marcuse 1964, p.9). Shiva, too, saw western rationality as irrational: “’Rational’ man of the modern West is exposed today as a bundle of irrationalities, threatening the very survival of humankind” (Hayward 1994, p. 4). Marcuse and Shiva do not share a belief in economic growth as a worthwhile end.

The notion that making profit is rational and creates wealth is questionable (Hayward 1994) (Passmore 1980). For instance we get the situation identified by Keynes: “that under the peculiar logic of accountancy, the men of the nineteenth century built slums rather than model cities, because slums paid.” (Tinker 1985, p.110). There does seem to be something irrational about people living in slums rather than in model cities. As today we may question ‘rational’ political and economic systems that allow people to starve whilst others have plenty.

This ‘rational man’ argument based on objectivity, and what might be referred to as a positivist stance (Keat and Urry 1982, p.220), is one in which facts are divorced from values and this differs quite significantly to the phenomenological view. For a phenomenological world-view of the human/nature relationship, humans and nature are very much bound up with the subject/object relationship; the divorce of facts from values is not recognised. It is this view that I am suggesting is missing from SERs.

In Habermas’ view, that which can be detected and measured forms only one part of knowledge: “Habermas objected to the principle proposed by many logical positivists in the twentieth century, that all statements are either empirical, a priori [reasoned], or meaningless” (Keat and Urry 1982, p.224). So, something other than a set of accounts is needed to give a sense of truth and reality about what the human/human and human/nature relationship.

The reliance on objective facts contrasts with Heidegger’s concept of reality which relies upon one’s interaction with the world, being-in-the-world: it recognises perceptions and beliefs. In this sense, relying on SERs to come to a view about what companies are doing to the environment would be incomplete because it ignores the subject-object interaction. 

Obtaining a sense of reality via the subject/object experience may be similar to engaging directly, as in playing a board game as opposed to watching someone else play the game. It is through engaging first-hand that we find most out about something. For example, an advertisement for a car shows the driver racing along dangerous mountain passes, then out onto a deserted plain, implying that if you owned this car you would experience freedom, be daring and inhabit exotic places. Alternatively, the advert may depict you as being slim, beautiful and living in a French chateau. The reality of owning a car may be scraping off the ice on a cold morning and sitting in traffic jams; and of course it may also be that you enjoy driving and owning it but it is unlikely to alter your physical appearance. Either way, the reality that you experience is likely to be different to the advertisement.

Similarly, obtaining a sense of reality from SERs is unlikely to provide all the answers to how companies are treating the environment. Of course, social and environmental reports could be seen as simply information upon which to base an opinion rather than representing the truth. But as I will go on to argue, companies are in a powerful position to shape peoples’ beliefs because of their position of authority and therefore the information that they produce could be manipulative. 

The basis for understanding Heidegger’s phenomenology is that reality is represented by the subject/object interaction and not just objective facts. So objectivity is only partial to our experience of reality. It is Heidegger’s ideas that I will take up to consider the human/nature relationship. Next I will look at what social and environmental reports reveal about the human/nature relationship.

 4. What is revealed by social and environmental reports?

What can we say is revealed about the human/nature relationship by social and environmental reports?

Social and environmental reports frequently refer to a responsibility towards the environment and an adherence to social justice and human rights within an economic framework. The following two extracts from Shell’s social and environmental report highlights this:

Our primary responsibility is economic – wealth generation, meeting customer needs, providing an acceptable return to investors, contributing to overall economic development – and we have made good progress in living up to it.






(A summary of the Shell Report 2000, p.3)

The world’s economy is the engine that provides the wealth needed to fund a better quality of life for this and future generations. Growth is essential if a fast expanding population is to be catered for, but it should not be at the expense of the environment or social structures that are an essential part of life’s quality.








(The Shell Report 2000, p. 8)

Companies reveal that their goal (or end) is economic success, the means to which is primarily good financial performance and growth. The Co-operative Bank Report is similar in principle with the proviso that impacts on the environment must be considered:

 The bank recognises that the world has a limited capacity to provide resources and absorb wastes. The bank assesses the impact of its activities in the light of this recognition.





(The Co-operative Bank Partnership Report 2001, p.7)

As I go on to argue, there are questions to be asked about pursuit of economic success in terms of society and the environment.

Companies declare (often in a mission statement) that they care about the environment and society and that they support sustainable development. This is demonstrated in the following extract:


We operate our business as stewards of the environment, with a commitment to continually move our business towards sustainability: striving to consume fewer resources, and to recover and reuse resources more extensively.









(Coca-Cola Environment)


Sustainable development is a term that has become part of contemporary discourse but it can mean different things to different people depending upon their world view. An oft quoted definition of sustainable development is taken from the Brundtland Report: “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (UNWCED, 1987). It is this that many companies say they are working towards. The idea of sustainable development arose in recognition of the fact that early economic measures of well being could not measure the quality of life. Therefore attempts to measure aspects of sustainable development have taken on assumptions of value (Hayward 1994, p.97). The idea of sustainability is about eco-efficiency (reduced use of resources) and eco-justice (fair distribution of resources amongst people). This is where the apparently objective reports take on particular values.

By considering sustainable development: companies, implicitly or explicitly, attempt to show that they are considering the impact of their activities on the environment in terms of: resource use, waste disposal, ozone depletion, emissions to the air, and so on. Companies are also trying to show a responsible attitude towards social justice by widening their sphere of interest from not only shareholders, but to include stakeholders as well. So on this account the reports are showing concerned approaches to society and the environment.

If genuine, this concern could be said to be an enlightened approach in the sense that humans become enlightened, or aware, about their own best interests. The concept of enlightened self-interest is that being aware about one’s own best interests leads to humans pursuing the best interests of non-humans, because there is a realisation that this will be favourable for all concerned (Hayward 1994, p. 61). Enlightened self-interest does not mean that non-humans are given intrinsic value (that is, value independent of any value that could be bestowed by humans) but nor does it deny intrinsic value (Hayward 1994, p.60). 

An example of this enlightened self-interest is shown below:


We believe that business, profitability and environmental responsibility go hand in hand.









(Gap Inc Environment)


Gap Inc. strives to have a positive impact in the communities in which we do business………….. And it means minimizing our effect on the environment.








(Gap Inc Social Responsibility)

Another point about what SERs reveal is that companies ‘prove’ they have delivered these claims by performance indicators and narrative. We need to think whether this does necessarily prove to us that the companies have met the spirit of these statements.

On the other hand there are some aspects of companies’ approach to nature that I wish to argue are questionable and it is these that I now consider.

As companies operate in the economic paradigm of western capitalism they display an approach to nature that is utilitarian and conservationist. The attitude is utilitarian because nature is primarily seen as a set of resources that exist to be used in the pursuit of business activity. In this sense nature is valued for its instrumental value (Des Jardins 1993, p.30). The objective of business is to make profit to support economic growth and given this objective, resources are to be conserved and where appropriate renewed. This reflects a conservationist attitude in which resources are conserved so that they can be used or controlled by man (Des Jardins 1993, pp.45-46). This view then is unlikely to recognise aesthetic and intrinsic value that corresponds with preservationist view of nature in which nature might be left undisturbed by man (Des Jardins 1993, p.46).

In modern economic theory, resources are valued in terms of their monetary worth in the market place, that is their utility or use value, and are treated as a cost to the business. The idea that nature can be treated as something other than a resource to be used is a feature of Heidegger’s thought, as it is also to the deep ecologists, and this will be discussed later in this work.

The question here is that growth has become an end in itself rather than as a means to a good life. The idea of wealth becoming an end in itself is described in Hayward’s Ecological Thought:

1. Wealth is seen as a means to the end of the good life (Aristotelian Tradition).

2. Growth is seen as a means to the end of wealth (classical political theory).

3. Growth is seen as an end in itself (modern economic theory).

(Hayward 1994, p.94)

The problem is this issue of ‘the good life’; the good life means different things to different people, depending upon their view of reality.

This declared commitment to sustainable development supposes that the role of humans is to develop the environment, rather than leave it alone. Development of the environment is necessary for economic growth. Development is economic but with the proviso that it is sustainable. In this sense, man is a developer, using nature/resources to enable business activity. So, oil must be extracted, buildings must be built, raw materials and finished goods must be transported. There is an imperative to provide economic activity and any activity that produces economic growth is encouraged. This development is assumed to be good for nations because it increases wealth; and it is implicitly good therefore for the individuals of those nations too. However, as O’Neill (1993, p.21) points out, this idea of the ‘good’ is not easy to transfer from individuals to nations, so that development that increases national wealth may not increase the wealth of individuals within the nation.

It may be useful here to consider the tension between when man can be seen to be behaving naturally as opposed to unnaturally. For is company activity a natural consequence of man’s existence? Or is man only acting naturally if he/she makes no intervention into natural processes? Soper questions why human activity is any different to the activity of other species (Soper 1995, p.19). So on this account development in the industrial and economic sphere could be said to be natural. But at what point can they be objected to? Using the Heideggarian notion of authenticity (discussed later), human activity could be considered natural and therefore acceptable if only it did not see nature purely as a resource. So development is not ruled out, but it is the way it is undertaken that is up for debate.

The claims in SERs about meeting sustainability point to the conservationist attitude mentioned above. Sustainability is about conserving resources; by reducing impacts, by finding alternative sources of power, by restoring areas that are spoilt by mining, and by replacing resources such as forests. But a preservationist attitude would result in different behaviour and may support nature being left alone. Supporters of scientific approaches may not be too concerned about human impacts on nature because they believe that ‘science fixes’ and new technologies can compensate and make good any damage (Des Jardins 1993, p.4). This view is a feature of a positivist view of the world that has ultimate faith in progress but can leave out the ethical and philosophical issues (Des Jardins 1993,p.5).

The reports also reveal an interest in the welfare of humans, particularly of those in developed and developing nations, as opposed to other species or natural objects. However, mention is made in SERs to recognising and preserving bio-diversity and also to recognising indigenous cultures. This, again, is apparently moving towards an enlightened attitude to nature.

Preserving the richness and diversity of biological life (biodiversity) is expected by society, established in international law and integral to our commitment to contribute to sustainable development.








(The Shell Report 2000, p.19)

The rationality of objective information is raised again as SERs reveal that objective measurable facts are best for providing information, often by way of performance indicators. It is from these performance indicators that we are expected to tell how companies are treating the environment. It is assumed that through developing meaningful frameworks and guidelines for social and environmental reporting such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), environmental standards such as EMAS/ISO14000, reports such as SERs, performance indicators and so on, that we can determine and control the extent of our environmental impact. 

It is interesting to note that for all the rhetoric about objective, independent information the stock market relies on ‘confidence’ and appears to be vulnerable to what might be seen to be subjective issues. A number of academics support the view that traders and stockbrokers trade on trust (and networks) rather than on price (Reiter & McGoun 2000) (Sodahl 2000). The talk of ‘efficient markets’, which assumes rational economic behaviour, is questioned and it seems that other factors are at play. Even Galbraith wrote of the 1929 stockmarket crash:

Far more important than the rate of interest and the supply of credit is the mood. Speculation on a large scale requires a pervasive sense of confidence and optimism and conviction that ordinary people were meant to be rich. People must also have faith in the good intentions and even the benevolence of others for it is by the agency of others that they will get rich.

 (Galbraith 1961, p.187)

So the idea of straightforward ‘objectivity’ seems more complex and may be vulnerable to subjective values.

Another question is the limited liability and virtual boundaries of companies. Individuals and companies are treated in law as separate entities and are responsible for their own actions. Although the SERs deal with stakeholders and not just the narrower category of shareholders, company costs and revenues are restricted to transactions for which there is a monetary exchange. So, any effects on third parties beyond the companies’ boundaries are externalities and the cost is not attributable to the company (Tinker 1985, p.182). So, if products cause pollution in their use, this is not the responsibility of the company. Similarly, if products result in waste at the end of their useful life and are thrown away, this is not the responsibility of the company, or even necessarily of the consumer. Companies generally have no take-back policy.

For example once Shell sell petrol to the motorist the effect of it is no longer Shell’s responsibility:


By enabling peoples’ mobility, our fuels provide an important benefit to society, but we know that their use results in vehicle emissions. The emissions level depends heavily on factors out of our control, such as engine design, maintenance and peoples’ driving habits.






(A summary of the Shell Report 2000, p.5)

As Mouck (1995, p.546) writes: from an economic perspective environmental problems are treated as externalities to the company; they are relegated accordingly to the status of technical calculative problems as opposed to political problems.

Is it reasonable for company activity be limited to monetary transactions? We have negative and positive experiences of cars: air pollution, scrapped cars and traffic congestion, as opposed to individual convenience of using cars. The car manufacturing and oil industries provide employment for many, but then so do they also spoil things for many too. There does seem to be a mismatch here between the grand narratives of company mission statements to contribute to sustainable development, and the operational reality of making and selling products and ceasing to be responsible for them thereafter. For instance fridges, cars, computer hardware are all disposed of without any cost to the manufacturer or consumer. 

Companies draw this boundary around their activities, which protects them from consequences outside the jurisdiction of their legal entity. If companies accept this protection then it seems hypocritical to talk about more general commitments to environmental improvement. Des Jardins acknowledges the limitations of market analysis in relation to social and environmental needs (Des Jardins 1993, p.62-65). Sagoff’s views about the limitations of the market because wants and preferences are confused (Sagoff in Des Jardins 1993, p.60).

The last point I want to make about what SERs reveal is the notion of value. Particular notions of value are revealed: for example, the Co-operative Bank state that they are ‘delivering value’, and value is defined by a range of indicators covering profit, employee and supplier satisfaction: generally value is something that is quantified and measured (The Co-operative Bank Partnership Report). A sense of value is obtained only from those who engage with the company and take the trouble to communicate with the company. The “Tell Shell” campaign is also an example of how companies ask for peoples’ views on the company’s performance (The Shell Report 2000). Nevertheless, this process does ignore other voices.

The problem with economic analysis is that value is synonymous with ‘wants’ and people are only considered to have ‘wants’ if they have the money to pay for the goods This, argues Des Jardins, ignores the idea of humans as “thinking and reasoning beings” (Des Jardins 1993, p.62). Beliefs and values matter to people but these are not catered for in economics. So do companies know what people value? If value is extended to our experiences, then there are other concepts of value (aesthetic value, intrinsic value) which cannot be measured or counted, but nevertheless are relevant.

To summarise these points, social and environmental reports reveal the following:

· a utilitarian approach to nature in that nature is a resource that exists to be used by humans

· development is good and necessary because it corresponds to the human ‘end’ of wealth

· performance indicators provide objective information and objective information is rational

· companies are entitled to limited responsibility and hence effects on parties outside of the company, known as externalities, are not a cost to the company

· a particular and partial concept of economic value is revealed

But also SERs reveal some notion of an enlightened attitude to nature, whether genuine or rhetorical.

Now we turn to what may be concealed by social and environmental reports.

5.  What is Concealed by social and environmental reports and idle talk

The problem seems to be that company activity is unquestioned. Social and environmental reports generally take for granted business activity without explicitly questioning it.

Whether the reports are from Shell Plc, Ben & Jerry’s, The Body Shop, or the Co-operative Bank, the underlying business activity is left unquestioned. So, Shell’s activity is extracting and processing oil, Ben & Jerry’s is making and distributing ice-cream, The Body Shop sources and sells toiletries, and the Co-operative Bank employs people and operates premises to provide financial services. Despite SERs subscribing to sustainable development and social justice, all use resources to a greater or lesser extent and all operate in a market economy. How enlightened can these companies really be if they do not question their activities?

As Paul Hawken acknowledges, even if the example were to be followed of the companies most advanced in this field, such as Ben & Jerry’s and the Body Shop, business activity would still lead to environmental destruction; and he refers to this as a ‘design problem’:


If a tiny fraction of the world’s most intelligent companies cannot model a sustainable world, then that tells us that being socially responsible is only one part of an overall solution, and that what we have is not a management problem but a design problem.







(quoted in Zimmerman, 1998 p.376)

I liken this lack of questioning to Heidegger’s notion of ‘idle talk’ in which everyone assumes that something is happening and therefore this prevents any fundamental questioning (Heidegger 1962, p.213).

 Idle Talk 

Heidegger’s idea of ‘idle talk’ is that mainstream assumptions are accepted and questioning is prevented; in this case, questioning about the basis of company activity and its effect on the environment and about the rationality of economically successful companies.

A prerequisite for discussing idle talk is to understand that our existence, our essential relationship with the world, is ‘covered up’ and influenced by others. Being-in-the-world, that is, how we think and how we relate to others, depends on what is spoken and what is written, or the general discourse in society. We are influenced by others, what Heidegger called “they” (Heidegger 1962, pp.164-180).

Our essential existence in the world is that of ‘being’ and the way we relate to the world of objects determines what is ‘real’. Heidegger maintains that our essential being is covered up and is influenced by others: the “they”.

So an understanding of idle talk stems from the idea that we as individuals operate in the world so that our individuality, or what Heidegger referred to as Dasein, becomes influenced by the “they”. In this respect, contends Heidegger, we lose sight of our authentic selves and become absorbed in the world.

The self of every day Dasein is the they-self which we distinguish from the authentic self.









(Heidegger 1962, p164)

 This is something we can identify with when we think of all the influences that we are subject to, such as advertising and the media and other people’s opinions. As a result of this ‘falling’ into the world we are surrounded by others and what others think and tell us. 

The self, however, is proximally and for the most part inauthentic, the they-self. Being-in-the-world is always fallen.









(Heidegger 1962, p.180)

This is rather like a child saying that he/she “must have x” because “they all have x”, or that he/she cannot possibly wear y because “nobody else wears y”. The “they” have already decided on a particular interpretation about something; “they” determine how one sees (Heidegger 1962, p. 213). So the character and intensity of the “they” and ‘idle talk’ will be determined by the kind of social discourse and the level of questioning in society.

The issue with idle talk is that it covers up or disguises what is really going on. This ability to disguise what is really going on, Heidegger sees as dangerous (Heidegger, 1962 p. 60).


This covering-up as a ‘disguising’ is both the most frequent and the most dangerous, for here the possibilities of deceiving and misleading are especially stubborn.








(Heidegger, 1962 p. 60)

In portraying some of the claims of SERs as an example of idle talk, the result is that everyone thinks companies are looking after the society and the environment when in fact they may not be, or at least not in an altruistic sense. Or there may be a danger that other interests are being satisfied. If companies are ‘hijacking’ the sustainability agenda, it is possible that this can be hidden, by using the respectability and legitimacy of SERs to avoid awkward questions being asked. One of the awkward questions may be to question company activity and economic growth and development. As Hawken writes:


At present, there is a contradiction inherent in the premise of a socially responsible corporation: to wit, that a company can make the world better, can grow, and can increase profits by meeting social and environmental needs. It is a have-your-cake-and-eat-it fantasy that cannot come true if the primary cause of environmental degradation is overconsumption.







(quoted in Zimmerman 1998, p.376)

The problem with idle talk is that it becomes impossible to decide what is genuine and what is not. 

What is of great importance is the way in which the world is revealed to us and Heidegger was critical of the modern tendency for the world to be revealed through technology. This is because we then tend to deal with things in a mechanised and calculating way and in terms of the environment this would be detrimental. Heidegger thought that we missed out on more poetic ways for things to be revealed (Taylor, C. 1989, p.460). The aim of Heidegger’s philosophy, as with the earlier philosophy of the Romantics, was to reject the “hegemony of disengaged reason and mechanism” (Taylor 1989, p.461).

I am suggesting that because SERs are idle talk, we fail to recognise the real issues concealed by SERs, these being fundamental company activity. In other words, companies are producing self-fulfilling performance indicators and hollow mission statements, whilst other important issues go unexamined.

The challenge is to reach some notion of our authentic selves! Of course the more we are influenced by others, the further away from our authentic selves we become. To move towards authenticity we must reflect on our being, that is, our ontological relationship to the world. Heidegger’s concern was that our true being is lost:


Being can get covered up so extensively that it becomes forgotten and no question arises about it or its meaning.









(Heidegger 1962, p. 59)

The difficulty is how to counteract the influence of idle talk: I suggest that this could  be achieved by questioning and examining alternative views. 

 I see two particular problems with SERs, each supporting the idea of idle talk. The first is that  SERs are posing as value-free and actually this does not recognise that accounting information is powerful and a tool of social control, and secondly, business behaviour is legitimised. These will be discussed in turn.

Value-free information

The issue is that accounting information, and I see this as including social and environmental accounting, is powerful and is central to shaping people’s beliefs. So, when Shell claim that they have a commitment to sustainable development or to social justice or that they respect human rights, this is a powerful statement that suggests that because they are a large, legitimate company, they are doing legitimate things in everyone’s best interest. But why should this necessarily be the case? 

Accounting information is generally held to be value-neutral and objective.


In the single figure [of profit] is located the neutrality and objectivity claimed for expertise. By this device, accounting seeks to accord itself a legitimacy based on a claim that it is above the fray, apart from the realms of politics and intrigue.








(Hopwood and Miller 1994, p.29)

On the contrary, accounting information is, arguably, vulnerable to social conditioning and has come to be regarded as a social and institutional practice, one that is involved in shaping social relations: “Accounting is no longer regarded as the neutral device (of book-keeping and record-keeping)” (Hopwood and Miller 1994, p.1).

Tinker refers to the social role of accounting information: “Thus, just as religious beliefs are regarded as socially relative (catholicism bolsters feudalism, protestantism promotes capitalism, etc.), so accounting theories and other adjudication ideologies must also be socially conditioned (as well as socially conditioning).” (Tinker 1985, p. 106).

Another problem of free market economics being subject to power relationships is highlighted in Tony Tinker’s Paper Prophets. The problem of measuring wants in monetary terms ignores real wants or desires: “Veblen stressed the dangers of the growing separation of ownership and control………… exchange prices no longer reflected value, but rather were a reflection of existing power relationships.” (Tinker 1985, p.110). 

Mouck (1995) suggests that accounting information is vulnerable to social conditioning and is not objective and free from ethical and political issues. According to Mouck, information is commodified in the sense that it is taken over by particular interests, and because of this is a threat to democracy. Mouck writes that:

modern financial reporting theory………… acquires the notion that information should be viewed as a commodity, and that corporate accountability issues are essentially economic, as opposed to political, issues









(Mouck 1995, p.551)

It is in this socially conditioning sense that I see accounting information, and thus SERs, as idle talk.

Business behaviour is legitimised

The practice of social and environmental reporting has been found to be responding to perceived stakeholder demands and this is legitimising business behaviour. A study by Wilmshurst and Frost (2000) found that disclosure of social and environmental information is motivated by a need to legitimise operations and for the company to be acceptable to stakeholders and the wider community rather than being motivated by a concern for the environment per se or some self-enlightened revelation. 

For example: Shell’s Business Principles to society state that the company will conduct its business, observe country laws and support human rights “in line with the legitimate role of business” (The Shell Report 2000 inside back cover): unquestioned is the legitimate role of business. 

Objections coming from the critical accountants (CSEAR) lend support to the charge that SERs are not questioning the basis of business activity. SERs are a form of idle talk in that it gives the impression that something is going on when in fact things are remaining broadly the same. According to Professor Rob Gray:

probably the most systematically developed area of social accounting is the positivist analyses of social accounting phenomena – typical social and environmental disclosures. These teach us much about the phenomena and raise the profile of the new(er) accountings but do not, directly, advance those accountings – and nor is it obvious that the primary motivation behind such research is to do so. That is, these research projects are largely passive – even conservative – in relying upon the phenomena produced by international capitalist enterprises – without such phenomena there could be no such analyses.

 (Gray 1999, p. 21).

Gray believes that it is an error to leave unquestioned the mechanism of capitalism, organisation, and accounting (Gray 1999, p.22) although he does acknowledge that such accountings are not “entirely without merit” because they “raise the issues, change agendas and provide further grist to alternative/critical and other social accounting projects.” (Gray 1999, p.22).

Rob Gray calls for a challenge to “capitalistic hegemony”: “The contradictions and consequences of capitalism are obvious – as is the hegemonic control it maintains over media, teaching and research agendas as well as of practice.” (Gray 1999, p.25).

In respect of sustainability, in Gray’s opinion, this is not being addressed in that he writes: “it is perfectly obvious that the needs of the present generation are not being met………….. and there is no evidence that future generations will be any better off” (Gray & Bebbington 1998, p.11). This remains the opinion of some participants and observers to the recent world summit (Klein 2002). Sustainability, argues Gray, cannot be delivered by environmental management systems and he claims that businesses declare a commitment to sustainable development whilst really only practising environmental management (Gray & Bebbington 1998, p.16). Coca-Cola appear to rely on the environmental management system to deliver sustainability:

By preserving and enhancing our natural world, we brighten the future for our planet and for each other. We put this principle into practice through The Coca-Cola Environmental Management System













(Coca-Cola Environment)

After all, what does environmental audit of these management systems tell us? At best they focus activity on environmental areas, but surely this is the job of good management anyway? In Power’s view audit environments are “ideal and self-fulfilling”, as is evident in the case of BSI quality standards and environmental management systems. These standards, asserts Power, emphasise the development of systems to enable such audits (Hopwood and Miller 1994, p. 309). Power further criticises the audit as a means of providing impartial and objective information on three counts: (1) it has become part of managerial rationality, (2) it is the ‘control of control’, and (3) the claims to transparency and accountability are rhetorical. It is in this sense that such activity is seen to be idle talk: management systems and audits give the illusion that the environment is being dealt with, but cover up the fact that it continues to be used and spoilt. Power sees the audit as a cover-up: “Audit can be represented as a substitute for democracy” and “how an audit is done is less important than that it is done” (Hopwood and Miller 1994, p. 304).

Hence, this results in an absence of any fundamental questioning about company activity: companies are supporting the status quo because companies need to carry on their activities to survive. As Matthews writes:

The emphasis on environmental accounting…….is frequently at the “very light green” end of the range of possible involvement. This position does not reflect the views of a large number of environmentalists……..but is probably a true reflection of the views of accountants and managers, who wish to modify the way the system works without seriously altering it.

 (Matthews 1997, p.29).

I see the above issues as covering up the real concerns about humans and their relationship to the environment. The possibility of a more caring attitude is considered in the next section.

What is also unquestioned is the possibility of more radical forms of the human/nature relationship because of the fact that we are at present very much framed by a utilitarian relationship with nature. The idle talk that suggests that humans have the problems of the environment ‘in hand’ hides other possibilities. Soper outlines three main perspectives in ecological literature, one being the argument from utility and the other two possibilities are the aesthetic argument and the idea that nature has ‘intrinsic worth’ (Soper 1995, p.252). 

The argument from utility emphasises the importance of nature as a means to human survival and prosperity. Nature is valued by humans according to how it can be used. The value is the economic value in the market place for goods and services. This is the perspective that is seen in SERs.

The aesthetic argument rejects the technological frame of utilitarianism and appeals to the beauty of nature and an unspoilt environment. This would not limit aesthetics to the appreciation of art and ‘high taste’, or cognitive approaches, in which knowledge is required to appreciate the environment, but rather would emphasise the aesthetic experience. It would also involve recognising the, sometimes unpleasant, sides of nature.

The ‘intrinsic worth’ argument is the one possibility that moves away from highly anthropocentric perspectives and so is possibly more of a challenge and a threat present human organisation. The argument is that nature should be preserved, but not as a means to any utilitarian or aesthetic human ends. Nature should be preserved because it is inherently valuable in itself. This view would value animate and inanimate objects. Humans do not place value on nature: it is respected and valued for itself. This view would not allow much of the human activity we find and so would be a serious challenge to human organisation. Although this view has intuitive appeal if one believes that humans are a part of nature, I am arguing for slower rates of change in human thinking that may lead to more practical changes in economic organisation. However, I would contend that anthropocentric views do not rule out a respect for nature, albeit from a human perspective.

The latter two perspectives are challenges to the current ‘rationality’ of utilitarianism and capitalism. As Gray argues, the real point of the social accounting project was to challenge “capitalist hegemony” otherwise nothing substantially changes (Gray 1999, p.25).

SERs include narrative and photographs as well as measurable performance indicators. The concern about this is that there may be a kind of ‘sentimentalising’ of other humans and other species. Companies are portraying the idea that they are involving themselves in worthy environmental projects but are these designed simply to make us in the West feel better? Do projects have particular sentimental appeal? For instance, one of the case studies in Shell’s report is: “Botanists tree walking on top of the Gabon’s Mokande rainforest, suspended from the world’s largest motorised balloon” and alongside is an impressive picture of a balloon suspended above the rainforest (The Shell Report 2000, p.19). Are we as inspired when it comes to the poor of the world who live in less aesthetically interesting places such as ghettos and shanty towns? Are these case studies carefully chosen to appeal to Western altruistic tendencies? Again, it is because of these possibilities that I see SERs as a form of idle talk.

In the next section I examine the philosophical basis of Heidegger’s care and dwelling as a possibility for more authentic ways to live.

6.  Heidegger’s notion of care and dwelling

The writings of Heidegger suggested that we inevitably live inauthentically because we live in the world and are influenced by others, hence our true being is covered up. But Heidegger suggested that we should reflect on our being in order to arrive at authenticity. So, if we are to examine our relationship with nature and assess what we are doing to it, we must strip away the things we are ‘told’, disregard the influence of the “they”, and reflect on what it really means to us.

The utilitarian concept of nature held by companies contrasts with the nature that we wish to encounter on a personal level, that is, the desire to experience nature for its diverse qualities. It is this gap between company claims and individual experience that needs to be bridged. Lehman identified that accounting “assumes away” our practical experiences of busy modern life. He points to the relevance of Charles Taylor’s “poetic expressive tradition” which explores the human experience of being-in-the-world and humans’ relationship to nature (Lehman 2000, p. 434).

To come to really know nature, we must know it by experiencing it, Heidegger referred to nature in this case as ‘ready-to-hand’. He said you cannot know nature by merely observing, what he referred to as ‘presence-at-hand’.


‘Nature’ in itself can be discovered and defined simply in its pure presence-at-hand. But when this happens, the Nature which ‘stirs and strives’, which assails us and enthrals us as landscape, remains hidden. The botanists plants are not the flowers of the hedgerow; the ‘source’ which the geographer establishes for a river is not the ‘springhead in the dale’.








(Heidegger, 1962 p. 100)

These more poetic views of nature are lost to us. If SERs reveal a relationship with nature that sees nature as a resource and values it for its use this is a rather impoverished view of nature when compared to Heidegger’s concept of nature. The latter view is also more sustainable, if sustainability takes on a deeper notion akin to preservation and respect for nature.

Heidegger thought that modern life – and modern economics – saw nature through a technological lens in which technology controls our lives, rather than as we normally suppose, man controlling technology (Krell 1978, pp295-300). Then, because we see the world technologically, this rules out other ways of seeing the world and we forget how to dwell. Nature is no longer ready-to-hand; we experience it at a distance.


No matter how sharply we just look at the outward appearance of Things….. we cannot discover anything ready-to-hand.









(Heidegger 1962, p. 98)

Our basic dealing with the world is one of care or concern. In its authentic state, when not fallen into the world, Dasein’s relationship with the world is one of care, as distinguished from “will, wish, addiction and urge” (Heidegger 1962, p. 227). This care or concern is covered up in our every-day dealings with nature, as company directors or employees or customers. This points to what ‘human nature’ might be like in its authentic state.

An argument against this approach might be the argument from social evolution. The social evolution argument says that competitive animal instincts are natural to humans and that it is natural for humans to behave with a ‘survival of the fittest’ mentality (Bowler 1992 p.330); this can be used to justify discriminatory or dominating behaviour. However, Mill’s view of human nature rejects the idea that man behaves according to animal instincts because man is a rational and moral being who lives by ethical rules (Soper 1995, p. 26). 

This idea of achieving a relationship with nature that is one of care may suggest some notion of ‘going back to’ some idealised time in history; but it is not meant to imply this, as Soper writes:


The point is not to return to a past primitivity, but to discover in ‘nature’ ……. The source of redemption from the alienated and depredations of industrialism and the ‘cash nexus’ deformation of human relations”










(Soper 1995, p.29)

Romantic notions of nature being revealed in poetic and artistic ways can be contrasted with utilitarianism and instrumentalism rooted in Enlightenment ideas that reveal nature in a technological way (Soper 1995, p. 29).

In Building Dwelling Thinking, Heidegger draws a distinction between simply existing and the richer notion of dwelling, and suggests it is this notion of dwelling that is seen as a more authentic way to exist. Heidegger talks about building structures in which to live and I am extending this thought to the other aspects of the human environment, for example, roads, shops, entertainment and work places. Although man may inhabit buildings he/she does not necessarily dwell in them, for dwelling “also means at the same time to cherish and protect, to preserve and care for, specifically to till the soil, to cultivate the vine” (Krell 1978, p.324). Dwelling is the essence of how mortals live on the earth. Dwelling is about our experience being peaceful and safe. I am not suggesting that it cannot be exciting as well, but it is not acceptable if excitement involves exploitation and injustice towards others; basic safety has to be satisfied first. Heidegger writes, “If we are capable of dwelling only then can we build” (Krell 1978, p. 338).

This is where I am saying utilitarianism and instrumentality are at fault because they do not pay attention to this idea of dwelling. Caring is about more than ticking a box or adhering to a standard. It is about examining fundamental activity. For example, Traidcraft could be seen to show caring in their operations because the organisation is based upon helping people to help themselves (Traidcraft 2001/2002 Social Accounts). Companies that produce mission statements to the effect that they respect other people and the environment often do not exist for this explicit purpose. Traidcraft’s mission could be said to be allowing people to dwell, in that their everyday living and culture is not drastically altered. Modern living that fits into a model that divorces work and home-life and becomes instrumental is removed from the idea of dwelling.

Admittedly, Traidcraft’s products do use resources and the products do have to be transported therefore there is the same environmental question mark over them as there is over similar products. But there can be said to be more of an enlightened attitude to the reason for the existence of the company.

Therefore, perhaps moving towards company structures that follow the principles of dwelling would be moves towards authentic living. These principles are similar to those found in Schumacher’s book Small is Beautiful (Schumacher 1974) which recommended more human scale economic organisation in which the focus was on the quality of peoples’ lives rather than on the product.

So, to sum up the phenomenological view, the features of this are:

· Nature is not simply seen through a technological lens as a resource to be used, but is also valued for its aesthetic and intrinsic value

· The experience of the subject is taken as real and objectivity and subjectivity are not seen as separate constituents of knowledge

· Discover how to dwell by questioning man’s relationship to nature

Example: Shell and the Ogoni

The conflict between Shell and the Ogoni contrasts the differences in outlook on man’s relationship with nature. We can look to a number of sources for the details of this conflict: Shell, Greenpeace, MOSOP (The Movement for the Survival of  Ogoni People) each of which has its political stance. However, I am not seeking here to apportion blame for the problems the Ogoni people face, but rather I want to consider the attitudes to nature that two main parties to the dispute take on.

Firstly, some background to the case. Ogoni-land is the area of Niger Delta in Nigeria. The population of the ethnic group is 500,000 and the people have lived in this area for about 500 years. Shell have extracted oil since 1958 and although this has recently ceased, the land and rivers are still suffering pollution from leaking pipelines and past oil spills. Oil revenue accounts for 90% of Nigeria’s export earnings and the Niger Delta area is the source of over 90% of Nigeria’s oil (UNPO – Ogoni). 

From Shell’s point of view the land is a source of oil, a resource. Shell’s environmental report claims to be meeting environmental targets (The Shell Report 2000, p.3) although it does say “except spills”. In 1993 Shell came up with a five-year environmental plan to enhance the company’s environmental performance, for instance reducing the incidence of oil spills, reducing flaring and monitoring air and water quality (Shell’s Response: a case of misguided priorities).

From the Ogoni people’s point of view what is important to them is that the land and rivers are seen as sacred and provide food: they are important spiritually, socially and culturally. According to MOSOP (UNPO – Ogoni) this is more important than the benefits that oil extraction brings. Another problem for the Ogoni people is that they have to live with large flares from burning gas from the oil extraction process that illuminate the sky night and day and cause pollution. (UNPO – Ogoni). A MOSOP statement reads:


The once-beautiful Ogoni countryside is no more a source of fresh air and green vegetation. All one sees and feels around is death.








(Factsheet on Ogoni Struggle)

The utilitarian argument would be that most Nigerians are better off with oil revenue. But taking a Heideggarian approach to the use of the land things look different. In Heideggarian terms the Ogoni dwell on their land. They experience nature first-hand in that they grow food and fish. The food is honoured in festivals and the planting season is a spiritual, religious and social occasion (UNPO – Ogoni). 

Shell are not experiencing nature first-hand – to the company, the oil in the ground is a ‘standing reserve’ to be used to make profits: nature is revealed to Shell technologically. For the company, much of the environmental damage has been an externality, one that has be borne by other parties. Shell and its employees do not dwell on the land in the sense that the Ogoni people do. They live in the area to work in an instrumental way but possibly other aspects of their lives are based elsewhere, in other countries perhaps.

Examples from indigenous cultures show this concept of ‘dwelling’ as a place to live that integrates all aspects of life: the land directly provides food, shelter, spiritual, aesthetic and social sustenance. Land in western life, in contrast does not provide all of these things directly, food is not grown locally, spiritual and social sustenance come tends to come from the television or other media, houses are bought from specialist builders. For instance, to the Aboriginies “The land is seen as a huge body – most often it is recognised as the body of one’s mother. To put a trench through the ground is to scarify the mother’s back or dig into her guts.” (Gallhofer et al. 2000, p. 4).

The Ogoni struggle exhibits a clash of cultures: an economically developed western culture with a subsistence indigenous culture. Dominant western values exert their power over the minority cultures. Gallhoffer et al. state that non-western cultures have been characterised in a negative way to promote western interests: “to give some sort of legitimacy, at least in Western eyes, to imperialist expansionism facilitated by a confident materialistic power.” (Gallhofer et al. 2000, p.2). 

One questions whether the Shell’s social and environmental report is a case of ‘idle talk’, in that there is not enough questioning of the basic activity and aftermath of oil extraction, even if it is only affecting a minority of people in Nigeria. Respecting the Ogoni’s lifestyle is not something that can be catered for by a social and environmental report.

So what can be concluded about SERs and what they reveal about man’s relationship with nature?

7.  Conclusion

Social and environmental reporting developed to improve the information available in respect of company impacts on society and the environment and to reform company behaviour accordingly. To a certain extent this has been achieved. Reporting has become more standardised with the development of reporting guidelines, and this has led to SERs being more transparent and complete. SERs do reveal some aspects of enlightened behaviour towards fellow humans and the environment.

But the notion that man’s treatment of fellow humans and the environment is something that can be measured objectively is erroneous. Companies cling to the obsession with objective information and their technological ways of seeing nature. Values inevitably come into the debate but the values of SERs tend to reflect western notions of reality. ‘Science fixes’ and new technologies may solve some of the problems but they nevertheless see nature through a technological lens.

The real questions, however, about man’s relationship to nature remain unasked. SERs prevent an examination of these questions because they give the impression that companies are adequately addressing social and environmental issues when actually there is more to the human/nature relationship than is revealed in SERs.

SERs reveal a human/nature relationship that is utilitarian. SERs offer an impoverished view of nature because they rest on the utilitarian tradition that values nature as a resource to be used. This is detrimental to humans and to because it misses the opportunity to value nature in other ways.

In this sense SERs are said to amount to ‘idle talk’ in that everyone assumes something is happening and they cease to question; “they” have already decided that publishing performance indicators and conforming to environmental management schemes is the way to reduce companies’ impact on the environment. This leads me to suggest the more serious notion that SERs are covering up the fact that western development is damaging to people and the environment. There are a number of charges as to why this may be so: accounting information is not value-free and objective but promotes particular western economic values and is socially controlling. It is for this reason that unfortunately the promising idea of sustainable development will not be sustainable at all.

I have argued that the quality of life will not be enhanced by economic growth. A way out of this problem is for people to give some thought to their experience of nature and should question how they dwell on the earth. Dwelling would involve focusing on the quality of peoples’ lives, but a quality that did not divorce facts from values. In the western capitalist model we do not seek how to dwell.
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