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CHAPTER FIVE 

Virtuous Language in Industry 
and the Academy 

Stuart Kirsch 

Several years ago I _atte~~ed_ a symposium_ at my university~". how 
to integrate sustamab1hry mto tbe curriculum, a topic o ... m ter­

est to me as an anthropologist who works with indigenous peoples af­
fected by m ining.1 We were told that the university and the corporate 
world are now aligned in their shared commitment to sustainability. But 
I wondered why no one mentioned the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mex­

ico, which was making headlines at the time. British Petroleum's confi­
dent assertion that "we will make this r ight" seemed to contradict scien­

tific uncertainty about the long-term environmental consequences of the 
spill. I also wanted to know what it meant that the business communit y 
and the academy were suddenly using the same vocabulary. I was not the 
only one in the audience with these concerns, but the presen tation left us 
tongue-tied. It. is difficult to crit icize sustainabi lity, as the environmental 
values it promotes are widely shared . Yet it is possible to a:knowledge 
the need for sustainability while contesting some of the claims made in 

its name. 
This exp'erience leads me to question the discursive convergence of 

industry and the academy, which might be taken to imply mutual un­
derstanding and commitment. But the recourse to shared language can 
conceal all manner of difference. Sustainability and corporate social re­
sponsibility are examples of what linguistic anthropologists ca ll strate­

gically deployable shicfters.2 Ordinary shifters are words or phrases that 
lack standardized lexical meanings because their referential value de-
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pends on the context in which they are employed. Shifters are therefore 
simultaneously symbolic and indexicai.J The adverbs here and now are 

examples of shifters, as are pronouns. Consider, for example, what 11ave 
been called the "slippery pronouns" of nationalism, the th ird-person 
plural that alternately incorpora tes or excludes particular categories of 
persons.4 

Strategically deployable shifters allow people to communicate across 
social boundaries and political vantage points.s The participants in these 
conversations understand themselves to be '"talking about the same 
thing; when, pragmatically they a re not, or are doing so only up to a 

point."
6 

This can be seen in the different ways that people mobilize the 
concept of sustainabilicy. Contemporary use of the concept can be traced 

back to the U N Conference on the Human Environment held in Stock­
holm in 1972, which defined sustainability as the need to "maintain the 
earth as a place su itable for human life not onl}' now but for future gen­
erations."' Sustainability was subsequently integrated into discussions 

about economic growth, including the argument that "for development 
to be sustainable, it must take account of social and ecological factors, as 
well as economic ones."8 For the mining industry, however, sustainabil­
ity and sustainable development have come to mean something quite d if­
ferent. Thus the website of BHP Billiton, one of the world's largest min­
ing companies, asserts that "sustainable development is about ensuring 
rbat our business remains viable and contributes lasting benefits to so­
ciety."Y Similarly, despite a historical legacy of destructive environmen­

tal impacts, the mining industry now claims to practice what it calls "sus­
tainable mining." Such corporate oxymorons are "intended to ease the 

mind of an otherwise critical" public by pairing a harmful or destruc­
tive practice or commodity with a positive cover term.10 In the discourse 
of the mining industry, the relationship between sustainability and the 
environment has been completely elided, "emptying out'. the original 
meaning of the term.n 

The differences in how environmentalists and the mining industry 
define sustainability are more than simply rhetorical . Its status as a stra­
tegically deployable shifter allows BHP Billiton to claim that its com­

mitment to sustainability is its "first value" despite the negative impacts 
of its operations on the environment. This includes its responsibil ity for 
catastrophic damage downstream from the Ok Tedi copper and gold 
mine in Papua New Guinea, where I have conducted research since the 
mid-198os.12 BHP Billiton 's environmental record did not prevent the 
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university where I teach from appointing the company to the external 
board of advisors of its new institute on sustainability.13 Nor did it pre­
vent the university's school of engineering from prominently displaying 
the company's logo on its solar car, a prominent symbol of its commit­
ment to the environment. These examples illustrate how sustainability 
operates as a strategically deployable shifter that provides mining com­
panies with symbolic capital. 

The recognition that sustainability is a strategically deployable shifter 
leads me to ask what is being accomplished socially, politicaily, and dis­
cursively when such tern's are invoked to describe, categorize, reform, 
valorize, or criticize corporate practices. This question is part of a larger 
study of the dialectical relationship between corporations and their crit­
ics.14 Sustainability is one of a series of concepts that corporations de­
ploy under the general rubric of corporate social responsibility. T he vir­
tuous language of responsibility, sustainability, and transparency has 
become an important re&ource for corporations in their response to crit­
icism. That these discourses enhance corporate reputations is not simply 
a corollarv of their use but central to their invocation. Despite their Gp-. ' 
pearance of political neutrality, these discourses also promote market-
based solutions to social and environmental problems as au aJternative 
to government regulation. As strategically deployable shifters, the dis­
courses of corporate social responsibility and sustainability facilitate 
conversations across a range of perspectives while concealing important 
political differences.15 

The discourse of corporate social responsibility has also become a 
subject of academic research in programs on business and management. 
This literature plays an essential role in "consolidating, validating, and 
even celebrating" claims about corporate social responsibility.16 Aca­
demic research on CSR is "not external to its object of study," but central 
to its formulation and legitimation.17 The promotion of the discourses of 
corporate social responsibility and sustainability within the academy en­
hances their credibility and complicates efforts to analyze these terms 
by conveying the impression that their definitions arc well established 
and widely recognized rather than contested. However, my research on 
the relationship between the mining industry and its critics provides a 
productive vantage point from which to ascertain whether the discourse 
of corporate social responsibility reflects changes in how corporations 
and markets operate, as its proponents suggest, rather than changes in 
how corporations market themselv~. 
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These preliminai:y observations lead to the four questions that r ad­
dress in this essay. First, why did the discourse of corporate so~ial re­
sponsibijjty emerge at this particular historical moment? I answer this 
question with reference to the relationship between the mining indus­
try and its critics since the r99os. This follows the anthropological incli­
nation to study language within specific social contexts. Second, what 
arc the intended audiences of the discourse of corporate social responsi­
bility? Attention to reception helps to identify the goals of the speaker. 
Third, which actions are identified as demonstrating corporate social re­
sponsibility and how might we distinguish between them? Here I con­
trast philanthropy and reform, both of which are represented as exam­
ples of corporate social responsihility. My final question has to do with 
academic discussion about corporate social responsibility and sustain­
ability. How does the identification of these discourses as strategically 
deployable shifters help us to understand their promotion and reception 
within the ac2.demy? 

The Origins of CSR in the Mining Industry 

Why do corporations and industries seek to enhance thei r reputations 
by invoking claims to social responsibility? Research on the relationship 
between them ining industry and its critics since the 1990s of(ers a· histor­
ical perspective on the two dominant narratives invoked to explain the 
emergence of the discourse of corporate social responsibility. The fhst 
argument refers to corporate recognition of the need to raise industry 
standards. For example, one of the goals of the International Council of 
Mining and Metals is "to act as a catalyst for performance improvement 
in the mining and metals industry."1t: The alternative "business case" for 
social responsibility emphasizes the economic rationale or competitive 
advantage that can he gained by enhancing corporate reputations. The 
mining company Rio Tinto expresses this view in very specific terms: 
"Our contribution to sustainable development is not just the right thing 
to do. We also understand that it gives us business reputational benefits 
that result in greater access to land, human. and financial resources."19 

Policy changes are presented as a response to internal concerns. Jn con­
trast, historical evidence suggests that pressure from external critics was 
responsible for the mining industry's adoption of the discourse of corpo­
rate social responsibility and sustainability in the iate 1990s. 
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For decades, the mining industry managed to maintain a low pro­
file. The industry's lack of visibility is related to the remote loca.tions in 
which most mines operate, affording them considerable freedom from 
oversighr or interference. In many cases, opposition to mining is sup­
pressed by stare or private security forces, reducing the need lo respond 
to their critics. 20 The relative anonymity of most mining companies is 
also a consequence of th< way metals are sold to other businesses rather 
than directly to consume rs. This can be contrasted with branding in the 
petroleum industry, in which consumers engage directly with corpora­
tions at the pump. 

The spread of neoliberal economic policies during the 1990s, includ­
ing the promotion of foreign direct investment, opened up new regions 
of the world to minerals extraction. Many of these projects are located in 
marginal areas in which indigenous peoples retained control over lands 
not previously seen to have economic value and where development has 
historically been limited or absent. Neoliberal reforms also dismantled 
state regularory regimes designed to protect labor, the environment. 
and the rights of persons displaced or otherwise negatively affected by 
mining. Consequently, much of the responsibility for monitoring inter­
nat.ional capital has shifted from the stale to NGOs and social move­
ments.21 Critics of the mining industry increasingly deploy new technol­
ogies ranging from the Internet and mobile phones to satellite imaging, 
enabling them to monitor and report on corporate activity in approx­
imately real time wherever it occurs. They also participate in transna­
tional action networks that forge horizontal tics to their counterparts in 
other regions of the world and partner with NGOs concerned with social 
justice, the environment, and financial accountability. 22 

One of the iconic mining confticts of the 1990s was the political cam­
paign and international litigation against the Ok Tedi copper and gold 
mine in Papua New Guinea. Since 1986, the mine has discharged more 
than one billion metric tons of tailings and waste rock into local ri.vers. 2 j 

Although the people living downstream from the mine faced a steep 
learning curve, they eventually forged strategic alliances with interna­
tional NG Os who helped them call attention to the environmentaJ prob­
lems caused by the mine. In 1994, thirty thousand indigenous people af­

fected by pollution filed a lawsuit against Broke:J Hill Proprietary, Ltd. 
(BHP), the managing shareholder and operating partner of the Ok Tedi 
mine, in the Australian cou:-ts.24 The case was settled in 1996 for an es­
ti.mated $soo million in compensation and commitments to tailings con-
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tainmenr.25 When the Ok Tedi mine continued to discharge tailings into 
the river system, the plaintiffs returned to court in 2000. Pressw·e from 
the second case forced BHP to transfer its 52 percent share in the project 
to a development trusc that has already accumulated $i.4 billion in re­
serves, although only a fraction of these funds reaches the communities 
affected by the mine. 

The Ok Tedi campaign was an example of the politics of space, which 
links together a variety of actors in different locations. The resulting net­
works are comprised of individuals, communities, nongovernmental or­
ganizations, experts, lawyers, and others. They benefit from the comple­
mentary mobilization of resources, discourses of persuasion, access lo 
power, and forms of leverage deployed by their members. 26 The ability to 
enroll participants in multiple locations makes these networks especially 
effective in challenging transnational corporations wherever they oper­
ate. The decade-long campaign against the Ok Tedi mine helped to usher 
in a new era in which mining companies acknowledge the need lo nego­
tiate with the communities affected by their projects in contrast to the 
prevailing assumption that the state has the sole authority to represent 
their interests.27 It also served notice to the industry that it could no lon­
ger afford to ignore its critics, prompting a "crisis of confidence" among 
mining executives tbat led to unprecedented collaboration among com­
panies that previously viewed each other as fierce competitors.is 

However, the politics of space has a critical shortcoming: the length 
of time required to diagnose the problem, mobilize a network of sup­
porters. and mount an effective intervention. In the Ok Tedi case tte re-

' spouse to the environmental problems downstream from the mine came 
too late to save the river. More recent protests against the mining indus­
try have shifted their attention to earlier in the production cycle before 
t'.ie onset of mining. These social movement<> seek to limit th<:: environ­
mental impact of mining by opposing the development of new projects. I 
refer to this strategy as the politics of time. Relatively small mining proj­
ects may require investments of several hundred million dollars. and the 
budget for a large mine may be as much as ten or twelve billion dollars. 
bvestments on th.is scale genera~e substantial political inertia, especially 
after they begin to earn revenue for the state. Consequently, political op­
position co mining is more likely to be successful when it addresses pro­
posals for new projects. jeopardizing the ability of the mining company 
to raise the capital required for construction. 

An important example of the politics of time is the burgeoning so-
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cial movement across Latin America in which communities under­
take popular votes- known as consulta or referenda-that express sup­
port or opposition to proposed development projects, especially new 
mines.29 These votes contest the authority of the state to grant mining 
licenses. Tbe participants generally view these referenda as expressing 
their rights to democratic participation and their sovereignty over land 
and territory rather than their participation in a larger social movement 
based on the politics of time. Nonetheless, the organizers of these ac­
tions are familiar with their history in the region. A recent survey iden­
tifies sixty-eight consultas on mining projects in Latin America, includ­
ing Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, and Peru, over 

the last decade. 30 

The first consulta to vote on a major mining project was held in the 
town of Tambogrande in northwest Peru in 2002; 98 percent of the eli­
gible voters opposed the mine.31 Three years later in Esquel, Argentina, 
the members of the largely middle class community voted overwhelm­
ingly against a proposed open pit gold mine located seven kilome­
ters upstream from the town, blocking its development.32 The first ref­
erendum against a mining project in Guatemala was held in Sipacapa 
in 2005; since then, there have been votes on mining projects in fifty­
f~ur municipalities. almost all of which were negative.:;:. These referenda 
demonstrate widespread opposition to mining, although they also seek 
to limit state interference in local affairs. In addition, they express the 
rights of individuals and communities to make important decisions con­
cerning their land, territories, and access to water, as well as local liveli­
hoods and health. Although earlier social movements based on the pol­
itics of space influenced debates about mining and indigenous peoples, 
new strategies based on the politics of time represent a more liopeful 
turn given their potential to prevent other environmental disasters from 

occurring. 
The promotion of i 1digenous rights to free, prior, and informed con-

sent, or FPlC, is a key resoUJce in the politics of time. FPlC was first es­
tablished in binding international treaty law by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) convention 169 in 1989.14 The World Bank initially 
refused to recognize the principle of indigenous consent, arguing that it 
was too difficult to operationalize and ran counter to established princi­
ples cf eminent domain. ~5 Employing the same acronym but represent­
ing a much weaker standard, the World Bank adopted a policy of free, 
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prior, and informed consultation. Many other international financial in­
stitutions followed suit. 36 

Some of the participants in the mining industry prefer the alternative 
concept of a "social license to operate,'' which refers to the existence of 
broad-based community support. The expression was previously used by 
the American pulp and paper industry to indicate its need to gain the 
trust of the public and thereby avoid "costly new regulations."31 It first 
entered conversations about the mining industry in 1997, at a time when 
the mining industry was under pressure from the legal action against 
the Ok Tedi mine.3g It is treated as a kind of shorthand for those as­
pects of relationships between mines and communities that are net di­
rectly addressed by government contracts and permits.39 A key differ­
ence between a social license to operate and free, prior, and informed 
consent is that the purpose of the former is to reassure potential inves­
tors that a project meets certain baseline criteria, reducing their expo­
sure to risk, whereas the latter is based on the recognition of indigenous 
rights and addresses the interests of those communities. The acquisition 
of a social license to operate is also a voluntary practice rather than a le­
gal requirement. 

Lobbying by NGOs and indigenous peoples at the United Nations 
led to the passage of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peo­
ples in 2007, which mandates the pr'.nciple of free, prior, and informed 
consent. Such "soft law" standards, while not legally binding, may give 
rise to new international norms. Even the World Bank has begun to take 
heed; in May 20II , it announced a new policy recognizing the higher 
standard of consent for certain projects affecting the rights of indige­
nous peoples.40 BHP Billiton's most recent statement of operating prin­
ciples stakes out a position in the middle ground: "New operations or 
projects must have broad-based community support before proceeding 
with development. Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) is only re­
quired where it is mandated by law. Evidence demonstrating support or 
opposition to the project must be documented."41 According to indus­
try observers, although "the debate over FPIC will continue . . . the re­
alization that the game has changed' is sinking in. The goal posts arc 
shifting."42 Paradoxically, however, there is a risk that the protocols for 
implementing the new standard may result in the transfer of political au­
thority from communities recently empowered to speak on their own be­
half to private sector consultants who implement assessments on behalf 
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of corporate sponsors, potentially turning free, prior, and informed con­
sent into the check-box compliance of audit culture. 

Thus in contrast to corporate narratives about internal recognition of 
the need to improve performance and the business case for responsibil­
ity, evidence from the study of social movements critical of !he mining 
industry suggests that changes in corporate practice are hard won. Re­
form should be seen as the achievement of indigenous and NGO critics 
rather than a consequence of the spontaneous enlightenment of indus­
try executives. Nor is there evidence to support the mining industry's as­
sertion that it has internalized important lessons from its past mistakes 
and incorporated them into their decision making.43 Instead. corporate 
claims to practice sustainable mining sho-uld be seen as attempts to re­
assure critics that their efforts and inlc.:rventions are no longer required. 

The Audiences for CSR Discourse 

The next question is concerned with potential audiences for the dis­
course of corporate social responsibility. In recent decades, reputational 
risks have become increasingly important to the corporate bottom line. 
Thls is related to the rise of shareholder capitalism, which emphasizes 
share value at the expense of corporate relationships to Labor, consum­
ers, and communities.44 Shareholder capitalism is closely associated with 
the financial collapse of the last decade, during which attention to share 
value took precedence over economic performance. It is aiso driven 
by increased participation in the stock market by individual investors, 
which has been spurred by the dismantling and privatization of pensions 
and retirement plans.4; Managing shareholder confidence has become an 
essential component of doing business for publically traded companies. 
Corporations seek to reassure both shareholders and potential investors 
bv adopting policies on corporate social n :sponsibility . 
. Another potential audience for the discourse of corporate social re­

sponsibility is the consumer. One of the ways corpo:ati.ons seek to reas­
sure consumers is through certification programs that provi.de commod­
ities with the stamp of public approval.46 Certification consists of a set 
of rules or guidelines and a mechanism for monitoring or self-reporting 
that indicates compliance.47 But participation is voluntary, compliance is 
not enforceable, and the sanctions that do exist tend to be infonm11, in-
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eluding dialogue, peer pressure, and the threat of expulsion.4R An exam­
ple cf a certification regime in the mining industry emerged in response 
to concern about the trade in "blood diamonds" from conflict zones in 
Africa. Corporations may also envision the possibility of competitive 
advantage in addition to enhancing their legitimacy through participa­
tion in these initiatives: for example, support for the Kimberley Process 
that imposed restrictions on diamond trading had strategic value for De 
Beers, which controls the bulk of the world's diamond trade and bem:­
flted from the resulting reduction in supply, which keeps diamond prices 
high. The Kimbe:Iey Process has graduaUy been wea.kened as various 
parties find ways to circumvent its restrictions. But the anonymity of 
most metals- as it is impossible to identify the source of the copper wire 
in our cpmputers or the geld in our jewelry-means that the mining i.n­
dustry is largely immune to consumer politics. 

As the history of mining conflicts suggests, another potential audi­
ence for the discourse of corporate social responsibility is nongovern­
mental organizations. The language of CSR helps corporations persuade 
many NGOs to move from confrontation to collaboration in what the 
mining industry likes to call "win-win" relationships.49 NGOs increas­
ingly join arm in arm with CEOs in the boardroom rather than subaltern 
peasants manning the barricades. This has led to the fragmentation of 
the NGO community according to their willingness to collaborate with 
industry. One example of these new collaborations is the way that con­
servation organizations increasingly align themselves with mining com­
panies, endorsing their projects in return for financial support for con­
servation set-asides.511 These partnerships have led indigenous peoples in 
many areas of the world to regard conservation organiza:ions as their 
enemies rather than potential allies or partners in t!:ie protection of local 
biodiversity.51 The prollferation of relati::mships between mining com­
panies and NG Os has also made it easier for the industry to marginal­
ize organizations that reject corporate collaboration and are skeptical of 
market-based solutions to environmental problems. 

Finally, the discourse of corporate social responsibility may also be 
addressed in part to labor. For example, Jessica Smith Rolston found 
that CSR messages at a gold mine in Washington State were directed pri­
marily at its own employees, as the mining company sought to overcome 
stereotypes about the industry in a region in which much of the labor 
pool possesses strong environmental values.52 The multiple audiences of 
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the discourse of corporate social responsibility illustrate the way strate­
gically deployable shifters facilitate interactions that conceal important 
contradictions. 

The Varieties of CSR Work 

It is possible to distinguish between two kinds of CSR work: "doing 
good" through corporate philanthropy and "doing better" by improving 
corporate practices. A distinguishing feature of CSR is the link between 
corporate philanthropy and public relations. American businesses have 
long made important charitable contributions: sponsoring a local sports 
team, for example, or participating in fund-raising for nearby hospitals. 
These were seen as demonstrations of the corporation's role as a good 
neighbor.53 More recently, corporations have also begun to donate em­
ployee labor in charitable undertakings such as house building for Habi­
tat for Humanity, which enhances employee loyaJty while building com­

munity ties. 
Even when operating overseas, local philanthropic contributions have 

been perceived as a demonstration of corporate responsibility. Given 
that these donations are not readily visible from a distance, raising cor­
porate profiles in the international arena requires new forms of phil~n­
thropy. In particular, global public health has become a key focus for 
corporate donations. Jn the last decade, the companies that comprise the 
Fortune 5 00 have contributed to campaigns against some of the world's 
major health threats, most notably HIV/AIDS, malaria, and tuberculo­
sis. These campaigns are often announced in full-page ads in the New 
York Times. such as the two-page ad from Chevron on June I, 2ou, with 
the caption: "Fighting Aids Should be Corporate Policy. vVe Agree." A 
similar ad from the Global Business Coalition on HIV/A JDS, Tubercu­
losis and Malaria, which lists a number of mining companies as patrons, 
salutes the winners of the 2007 Awards for Business Excellence with 
the headline: "Fighting AIDS, TB and Malaria Is Our Business." These 
contributions help corporations "gain access to new kinds of moral and 
social resources" that can be mobilized "in pursuit of their economic 

goals."54 

The mining industry's attention to malaria is of particular interest. 
The mining giants Anglo American and BHP Billiton are two of the 
key corporate funders of Africa Fignting Malaria, an NGO that seeks 
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to overturn the ban on DDT use. Africa Fighting Malaria is also sup­
~orted by the American Enterprise Institute, a conservative organiza­
tion not ordinarily known for its involvement in Third World humanitar­
ian causes. Widespread public concern about DDT can be traced lo the 
publication of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring in r962, which described 
the threats posed to humans and the environment by the use of chemi­
cal pesticides in industrial agriculture. 55 Carson's work provoked wide­
spread criticism of the chemical industry, leading to the establishment of 
the US Environmental Protection Agcncy, which subsequently banned 
DDT. The recognition that DDT and other insecticides enter the food 
chain and accumulate within certain organisms was already well estah­
lished in the scientific community prior to the publication of her work.56 
The toxic effect of DDT on songbirds provided Carson with rhe evoca­
tive image of a "'~ilent spring" in which "no birds :.ing," galvanizing pop­
ular understandmgs of the harms caused by industrial pollution. This 
opened up a critical space for political intervention that facilitated the 
emergence of the environmental movement in the 1970s and the subse­
~uenl efflorescence of environmental NGOs during the 1980s, suggest­
rng one reason why Carson's work remains a target for the conservative 
movement so long after its publication. 

Criti~ism of the ban on DDT might also be seen as an attempt to put 
the_geme of public participation in science back in the bottle, returning 
poilcy making to scientists and their corporate employers. 1f :t could be 
demonstrated that NGO opposition to DDT use for malaria preventio

11 
wa~ misguided, this would discredit NGOs on the very grounds through 
which they claim legitimacy, the protection of vulnerable populations. 
The assertion that millions of people have needlessly died as a result of 
Carson's work seeks to reverse the shift toward public participation in 
scientific decision making.57 l t may also help to explain why the Ameri­
~an Enterprise Institute and the mining industry support Africa Fight­
mg Malaria. 

A second focus of the mining industry in promoting its contribution 
~o society is po~eny reduction, which is increasingly invoked by mining 
mdustry executives as a key objective. For example, the mining industry 
was determined to make a strong presentation at the 2002 World Sum·­
n_iit o_n Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg, South Af­
nca, m order to preempt civil society·s ability to advocate for stronger 
regulatory control over its operations.$8 To t.'iis end, the industry com­
missioned a ten million dollar study of the challenges facing the mining 
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industry.w When the final report of the Mines, Minerals, and Sustain­
able Development project was presented at the Johannesburg summit, 
Brian Gilbertson, the CEO of BHP Billiton, invoked John F. Kennedy's 
call to "abolish all forms of human poverty" and ~elson Mandela on 
the need to fight against "poverty and lack of human dignity" in rela­
tion to the industrv's contribution to sustainable development.60 Gilbert­
son also argued that " the real challenges of Sustainable Development 
arise when a major project goes awry, when one stares jnto an environ­
mental abyss. For BHP Billiton, that abyss was Ok Tedi." He praised 
BHP Billiton's ·'solution" to the problems downstream from the Ok Tedi 
mine::, the transfer of the company's share in the project to a development 
trust, but failed to mention the alternative option of staying in Papua 
New Guinea to clean up the pollute<l river system. Gilbertson also com­
mended the Mines, Minerals, and Sustainable Development project for 
having "brought much self-examination throughout the industry.''61 

ln contrast to corporate philanthropy, or "doing good," are reform ef­
forts that result in the reduction of corporate harm, which inight be de­
scribed as "doing better." Despite the self-congratulatory tone of Gil­
bertson's speech in Johannesburg. the mining industry largely failed to 
i:aise its operating standards in the decade following the 2002 summit. 
There are several important exceptions. such as BHP Billiton·s pledge 
not to discharge tailings into the river system in any new project. Its chief 
competitors, however. refused to follow suit. Rio Tinto, for example, ar­
gues that it is counterproductive to make general policy decisions on 
tailings disposal and continues to address these issues on a case-by-case 
basis. The problem with voluntary reforms is that noncompulsory mea­
sures create free rider problems when corporations that decline to follov·: 
the new standard gain a competitive advantage over companies operat­
ing according to the higher standards. Given the high cost of environ­
mental mitigation in the mining industry, only the lowest cost producers 
can afford to operate during an economic downturn, which discourages 

participation in voluntary reform~. 
The mining industry is also largely insulated from shareholder pref­

erences. T his is especially true for gold, which serves as a::i important 
hed!?e against the volatility of the stock market because the price of 
gold is countercyclical with the market's economic performance. Min­
ing company stocks are also relatively immune from the pressures of the 
"shareholder democracy" in which investors use their voting power to 
promote corporate reform.62 One of the most significant innovations in 
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shareholder activism over the last two decades was the establishment of 
social and green choice investment funds. These funds have generally 
outperformed the market average due lo their popularity and the result­
ing supply of capital. Consequently, rather unlikely corporations and in­
dustries have lohbied for membership, often invoking industry awards 
for sustainability and corporate social responsibility as their ratiooale.6' 
During the period between the Kyoto accord on global climate change 
in 1997 and the 2ou Fukushima crisis, when nuclear power received the 
reluctant endorsement of mainstream conservation organizations con­
cerned about greenhouse gases emanating from carbon-based energy 
sources, the uranium mining industry sought inclusion in green choice 
funds. These efforts were subsequently delegitimized by the tsunami 
that brought Japan's nuclear industry to the brink of disaster. Ironically, 
stock fund managers invoke green and social choice funds as a rationale 
for blocking shareholder resolutions by arguing that indi•·iduals who do 
not wish to invest in particular corporations have the option of investing 
in these more specialized funds. For example, a 1999 shareholder initia­
tive to force TIAA-CREF, the major pemion fund for American pro­
fessors and schoolteachers, to divest its shares in Freeport McMoRan, 
which owns and operates the controversial Grasberg mioe in West 
Papua, Indonesia, was rebuffed by the management ofTIAA-CREf.64 

CSR in the Academy 

Finally, how does the discourse of corporate social responsibility affect 
academic debates? The issue arises at a historical moment when corpo­
rations and the market are influencing the academy in a variety of ways. 
Universities are increasingly adopting new business models, including 
the application of "audit culture" to assess research performance.cs..~ Pub­
lic universities are required to justify their activities in terms of contri­
butions to local economic growth, with implications for course offerings 
and academic positions. This includes a shift in resources from the hu­
manities and social sciences to the STEM fields of science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics. These changes are accompanied by the 
proliferation of corporate-academic partnerships in the life sciences and 
other fields, resulting in new research priorities and accountabilities.M 

Even within the field of anthropology, there has been a rise in demand 
for our skills by corporations. In the arena in which I work. anthropolo-
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gists may choose to collaborate with the participants in indigenous po­
litical movements, work with NGOs and lawyers, provide expert testi­
mony to multilateral organizations, and so forth.67 But my colleagues 
are more likely to consult or work for mining companies than criticize 
or oppose them. They argue that they are better able to effect positive 
change by working within t hese organizations than by addressing prob­
lems and concerns from the outside, ignoring corporate mechanisms for 
neutralizing internal dissent and disciplining employees.68 This includes 
the threat of legal action or the termination of their contracts, which pre­
vents anthropologists from making the results of their research available 

to the public.69 

Neolibcral confid~nce in the ability of the market to solve complex 
problems also influences the role played by the study of business and 
management in universities, especially in relation to the environment. 
No one at my university objected when the business school established a 
new institute to foster sustainable business practices. But th.e proponents 
of market-based solutions to environmental problems have not been con­
tent with greening their own institutions. The establishment of a joint 
master's degree program between the business school and the school 
of natural resources prompted criticism and concern, even though this 
might be seen as a return to the schoors original mission, which was to 
make more efficient, rational, and productive use of the state's natural 
resources in contrast to the environmental values that have influenced 
the school since the i97os. The advocates of market-based reforms have 
also sought to promote their views across the campus by hdping to es­
tablish a new institute for sustainability. The external board of advisors 
appointed to this institute included a number of corporations with con­
troversial environmental track records, including Dow Chemical. Duke 
Energy, Shell Oil, and BHP Billiton, the mining company responsible 
for the Ok Tedi disaster. The acting director of the institute defended 
the decision to include BHP Billiton on the board to the Chronicle of 
Higher Education: " 'There's no pure company out there,' he says. ' I have 
no reason to doubt that this company has really screwed a lot of people,' 
just as nearly every other company is 'unjust to people' at one point or 
another .... 'These organizations are part of the problem, and they're 
also part of the solution."'70 In these transformations of the academy, 
critical attent ion to the ways in which market forces are responsible for 
environmental problems risk being elided in favor of promoting the abi l­
ity of the ma"ket to offer solutions, much like the way the environrr.ent is 
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no longer seen as a crucial element of sustainability. Such claims are also 
presented as though they were politically neutral. 

Conclusion 

I~ _t~is ~hapter, I argue that the d{scourse of corporate social respon­
s1b1ltty is a strategically deployable shifter that claims to represent val­
ues _we all s_upport. CSR discourse extends the power of corporations to 
~ch1eve their goals_ through the use of virtuous language. It assigns posi­
tive value to one side of political debates about the role of corporations 
and m~rkets in society at the expense of a critique that calls for greater 
regulat1~n or otbe~ i~~erventions. Nonetheless. the discourse of corpo­
rate social respons1b1hty conveys the impression that it is technocratic. 
professional, fair, innovative, optimistic. and open-minded. whereas the 
critics ~f ~SR risk being scolded for their "low-minded sentimentality" 
for bel1evmg the worst about corporations and their motives.7 ' 

It is the task of scholars in the social sciences and the humanities to 
analyz~ discursive claims and to study how, when, why, and by whom 
these discourses are mobilized. But strategically deployable shifters like 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility have the potential to 
neutralize their critics, limiting their ability to question these claims. In­
d:ed, this may be the primary objective of the discourse of corporate so­
cial resp_onsibilit.y. The only way to demystify such virtuous language is 
to ~xa1~me its h1s.tory, and in particular the concrete struggles through 
which it emerges in contrast to "just so" stories of corporate enlighten­
ment or the economic rationalization of the business case for social re­
sponsibility, the audiences to which it is directed, what it claims to ac­
complish, and the consequences of its deployment in both industrv and 
the academy. , 
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