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Editorial

What first made you want to create a new journal? Aren’t there enough new journals on the market already? What is your primary motivation? These are just a few of many similar questions that I have been recently asked, and I do agree with you completely; we owe you a proper explanation, and we do have every intention of responding to these questions with an answerable courage. Before we do so, let us first try to unravel even more critical mystery on why we chose such a distinguished name in the first place: what do we mean by “in statu nascendi”? I expect that since you have bought the first volume, you already know that depending on the translation, this Latin phrase can be understood as either in the process of creation or in the state of being born. The state of nascendi also relates to the process of disambiguation, commonly associated with the procedure of removal of ambiguity or, in another word, a clarification of even the most complicated matters at hand, liberating the hidden meaning into the hands of the curious audience. That is precisely what we stand for, by choosing such a remarkable name, we have made sure to seriously acknowledge that we are fully committed to meeting the expectations of reshuffling the stagnant market of ideas, leading the social science discourse into new, uncharted territories where the leading ideas and conventional paradigms will be challenged; and no one, no longer will dare to take them for granted. 

For sure, there are many new academic journals on the publishing market at the moment. Most of them are created by people who came together because they are motivated by the notion of launching an alternative, pluralistic, and more accessible environment for the promotion of knowledge. We share this passion. Yet, the origin of the other initiatives in the field may come down to the impatience of a younger generation of academics who feel that their freedom of expression is being stifled by the monopoly of more reputable journals, as more established members of academic community tend to be quite sluggish about decisions as to whether the work of their younger colleagues should get published. Indeed, we understand that some of the traditional journals have been quite slow to open up to new ideas, to fresher perspectives and more diverse paradigms and for these reasons, one may anticipate the need for reorganizing the publishing market, but we refuse to merely self-publish and separate ourselves from this tradition. As much as we refuse to take part in the ‘publish or perish’ culture that diminishes academic creativity and vigour to the status of quantified metrics, impact factor, popularity that tries to assign an alphanumeric value to knowledge, we seek to replicate the best practices available in the publishing market and we endeavour to supplement and embrace all of the positives of traditional publishing, but in the meantime we intend to be more original, more diverse, more transparent, and more inclusive than any academic journal currently available on the market. 

At In Statu Nascendi we are anything but dogmatic; as a matter of fact we have every intention to build this journal as a place where you can share the fruits of your work in very diverse social science areas and themes relating to the mission of our journal, but we also take pride in bringing to the fore new approaches, new dimensions, and unusual paradigms; that is why we are open to discussing matters that are related, but not confined, to foreign affairs, foreign policy, international relations theory, political theory; political philosophy, cultural studies, foreign policy, decision-making process, modern decision-making process; conflict resolution strategies, contemporary conflicts and many other aspects of the social sciences. In the future, we will supplement these discussions with matters related to the economy, sociology, and culture. Meanwhile, we do realize that we live in a globalized knowledge-based environment that does not settle for anything less than relevant, readily available information, which means that even a slight procrastination can turn our commentary into an old piece of proverbial yesterday’s news. That is why we intend to be quite swift with our decisions; instead of waiting for weeks or months, we will provide you with a quick decision as to whether we are interested or not. There is a high demand for relevant analysis and verifiable information in contemporary society, and we have every intention to meet this requirement. 

We aspire to turn this initiative into a world-class scholarly first point of reference in the field of social science. Therefore, we understand that there is no cutting corners in excellence and that the process of legitimizing our credentials cannot happen overnight; having said that we need to emphasize the fact that we are committed to offering something more attractive to the academic community. It is not only the end product but also an explanation as to how we got there which very often lies hidden in the process of creation, and we intend to uncover it. As much as at times we will be forced to reject certain individual manuscripts, our road towards fulfilling our high standards and high aspirations will not be marked by the loss of the sight of the human story in the process. This initiative is being built upon the belief that all voices matter when it comes to shaping the debate around the topics that will contribute to raising a new type of civic awareness about the complexity of the contemporary world, crisis, instability, and warfare situations, where the stage of becoming plays a vital role in explaining the complexity of our existence on this planet. That is why we understand that there are a lot of hurdles ahead of young researchers at the moment, and some of our colleagues just don’t know how to keep up with a continually changing publishing environment. That is exactly where In Statu Nascendi is determined to step in, because we believe that by sharing our expertise and experience with those who need it the most, we will stimulate academic discourse, attract more participants into the process of credible scholarly publishing and transform this initiative into an easily approachable platform for various academics and political commentators from multiple backgrounds and stages of professional development. 

We plan to trigger a debate on the topics that interest you, endeavor to review every single article that will be submitted to our journal, provide everyone with a clear feedback, and a proper guidance can enhance their work in the long run. We are established by the people and for the people, and we understand the longstanding rule una validiores sumus et in omnia parati that translates to together we are stronger and ready for anything. As a matter of fact it would never have materialized without the enthusiasm, hard work and professionalism of: Ilona Ivova Anachkova, Victoria Angelova, Delyana Boyadzhieva-Pietrzak, Prof. Sophie Grace Chappell, Prof. Maria Dimitrova, Dalia Elbanna, Christina Korkontzelou, Maren Krebs, Maryia Lappo, Vaska Solakova, Hristiyana Stoyanova, Nieves Turégano, Viktoriya Wieczorek, Serap Yilmaz, Omar Ibrahim Al-Ali, Koumparoudis Evangelos, Bruno Fox, PhD John de Geus, Prof. Marcin Grabowski, PhD Błażej Grygo, Sébastien Joannès, Erkin Koray, PhD Sami Mehmeti, Stavros Panagiotou, Francesco Trupia, Ivan Solakov, PhD Ivan Simić, PhD Krzysztof Żęgota and our proofreader Matthew Gill, one of the most reliable, hard-working and fearless groups of individuals I have ever had the privilege of working with, future leaders in their respective fields, who have seriously contributed to the quality of the discourse in this volume. For these reasons, on behalf of the editorial board, I would like to take this opportunity to thank them for submitting their work to the first ever issue of our newly established journal. We were humbled by your enthusiastic response to this initiative, as it has already exceeded our wildest expectations. For these reasons, we have extended offers of cooperation to them, and they have enthusiastically answered our call to join our efforts. Last but not least, I would like to add to this list: Valerie Lange, Christian Schön, Florian Bölter and all of the people from ibidem-Verlag responsible for printing this issue, who have helped us to reach out to our readers.

We are committed to keeping our readers updated about all of our initiatives, and publishing the next volume of this journal by the beginning of the spring of 2019. That is why we encourage our prospective authors to take part in our great adventure and submit their proposals by the end of the summer of 2018. We are open to various forms of academic discussion: scholarly articles, book reviews, interviews, political commentary, comments, polemics, etc. So please don’t hesitate and email us with your proposals, I promise that we will get back to you within a reasonable amount of time. 

 

Thank you for purchasing this volume. We hope that you enjoy it.

 

 

Yours sincerely,

 

Piotr Pietrzak

Editor-in-chief

In Statu Nascendi

Journal of Political Philosophy and International Relations

pietrzak@alumni.manchester.ac.uk 

pietrzak_IR@hotmail.com




PART I: 
PHILOSOPHY & THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS






John de Geus 

Corporate Instrumentalization of Deliberative Democracy in 
Global Governance

Abstract: In recent decades, processes of multistakeholder deliberation based on Habermas’ concept of deliberative democracy have increasingly been implemented by corporations as part of their efforts to address the negative social and environmental impacts of their activities. These efforts to engage in corporate self-regulation have led to the development of multistakeholder initiatives (MSIs), which constitute governance institutions largely outside the scope of the traditional nation state. The deliberation employed by MSIs ostensibly aspires to consist in an inclusive ideal discourse not subject to power or domination in which the participants are committed to the consideration of all available evidence and alternative conceptual schemes. This article seeks to clarify the role of corporations in multistakeholder deliberation as a form of governance. An examination of existing research focusing primarily on MSIs involving small, local stakeholders as well as corporations demonstrates that the processes of deliberation fall short of the criteria for Habermasian ideal discourse. Problematic aspects of the implementation of multistakeholder deliberation include the reinforcement of local power asymmetries, lack of access to discourse, exclusion from discourse and the hegemony of corporations through mutual accommodation. Rather than seeking to engage in a discourse free from domination, corporations actively seek to dominate by maintaining power asymmetries and excluding other stakeholders from discourse. Moreover, within MSIs the processes of communicative rationality themselves are increasingly instrumentalized. Corporations’ strict adherence to instrumental economic rationality furthermore prevents the consideration of alternative ideas. Corporate self-regulation through processes of multistakeholder deliberation, ostensibly meant to mitigate the negative social and environmental impact of corporate activities, thus instead appears to support the continued hegemony and exterritoriality of multinational corporations while strengthening the existing economic order.

Keywords: Jürgen Habermas, corporate exterritoriality, Multistakeholder Initiatives, globalization, global governance, deliberative democracy, marginalization, hegemony

Introduction

The nation state is increasingly deprived of its traditional bases of sovereign power, as economic processes, modes of communication, culture, and risk all become more globalized (Habermas, 2001). The power of the nation state is thereby diminishing in relation to the power of multinational corporations (Bauman, Globalization: The Human Consequences, 1998; Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; van Tulder, 2011). In such a globalized world, multinational corporations are confronted with a multiplicity of often contradictory moral and legal demands. Issues of corporate responsibility demonstrate a higher degree of complexity at the international level in comparison with similar questions at the national level (van Tulder & van der Zwart, 2006, p. 284). In order to deal with this complex mix of societal demands, multinational corporations are replacing the more traditional approach of implicit compliance regarding consensual societal norms with explicit participation in public processes of deliberation and justification, as embodied in multistakeholder initiatives (MSIs). In doing so, corporations take on a political role as they engage in a form of global governance through voluntary self-regulation. While some scholars have hailed this as a positive development, others are more critical, asserting that these processes of multistakeholder deliberation are in fact utilized to strengthen the hegemony of multinational corporations and maintain the existing economic order, while removing matters of governance from the sphere of the nation state.

This article seeks to clarify the role of corporations in multistakeholder deliberation as a form of governance, in particular where existing research identifies potential problems with regard to the manner in which corporations engage in this form of deliberative democracy. This article first presents the notion of multinational corporations as exterritorial actors in a globalized world in which the power of the nation state is diminishing. It then discusses the political role of corporations as agents of a new form of global governance through self-regulation which largely bypasses the nation state, with a focus on multistakeholder initiatives as instruments of governance employing a form of deliberative democracy that reflects the ideas of Jürgen Habermas. This article then goes on to present Habermas’ theory of deliberative democracy, intended to be a means for preventing the colonization of the Habermasian ‘lifeworld’ by the instrumental rationality of the ‘system’. Next, this article provides an overview of existing research on the role of corporations in multistakeholder deliberation, with a focus on problematic aspects that stand in opposition to Habermas’ criteria for ideal discourse. Finally, the role of corporations in multistakeholder deliberation as a form of governance is discussed, as well as the broader implications thereof. 

Corporate Exterritoriality and the Decline of the Nation State

Because they operate on a global playing field, multinational corporations can choose from various legal systems (Roach, 2005; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011; Scherer, Palazzo, & Baumann, 2006). They are able to move production sites and financial investments to wherever the local laws are the most hospitable, to take advantage of local systems that are not well-adapted to the provision of corporate regulation and even to play legal systems against each other. When selecting a physical location, such as a production site, they can select the combination of labor regulations, social regulations and environmental regulations that is most suitable to their economic criteria (Roach, 2005; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011; Scherer, Palazzo, & Baumann, 2006). National governments, in turn, are keen to attract capital with low taxes, few rules (deregulation) and a flexible labor market (Bauman, 2000, p. 150). This dynamic thereby pressures developing countries into a ‘race to the bottom’ by investing in those countries that offer the most favorable conditions in terms of low tax rates and low levels of environmental regulation and restrictions on workers’ rights (Crane & Matten, 2010, p. 18). The competing attempts by national governments to attract and/or retain corporations by offering subsidies, favorable tax conditions, investments and cutbacks on regulations can potentially lead to a downward spiral in social and environmental conditions at the level of global governance (Roach, 2005; Scherer & Smid, 2000).

As multinational corporations increasingly operate beyond the reach of individual nation states, the nation states themselves are increasingly unable to provide public goods and regulate business activities (Beck, 2000, p. 14; Habermas, 2001, p. 68–80; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). Capital and global finance take advantage of a proliferation of weak nation states that only have enough power to maintain sufficient order needed for the conduct of business, but do not have the power to limit the free movement of capital (Bauman, 1998, p. 65–69).

The Rise of Governance by Corporations

While governance at the national level consists in the nation state’s monopoly on the use of force, together with its capacity to enforce regulations within its territory, governance at the global level relies on voluntary contributions and mechanisms of enforcement that are either weak or non-existent (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). Global governance, which can be viewed as the process of defining and implementing global rules and providing global public goods, is a polycentric and multilateral process to which governments, international institutions, civil society groups and business firms contribute knowledge and resources (Detomasi, 2007; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011).

Rendtorff (2010) asserts that, in their effort to be seen as legitimate by society, corporations have become private political actors. Corporations are therefore not just economic agents, but also take a political stance and participate in policy-making (ibid., p. 23). In recent decades multinational corporations have thereby started to perform activities that were traditionally viewed as being the role of governments (Matten & Crane, 2005; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). These corporate activities contribute to global regulation and the provision of public goods (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). Corporations are active in the areas of public health, social security, education and human rights protection, particularly in countries with failed state agencies (ibid.). Also, some corporations engage in environmental protection (Marcus & Fremeth, 2009) and some work to promote societal peace and stability (Fort & Schipani, 2004). Additionally, some engage with social issues such as homelessness, illiteracy, and malnutrition (Margolis & Walsh, 2003). Finally, multinational corporations define ethics codes and engage in self-regulation where there are global gaps in legal regulation and moral orientation (Scherer & Smid, 2000). As part of their efforts to engage in what is often referred to as ‘corporate social responsibility’, ‘corporate citizenship’ and/or ‘corporate sustainability’, corporations thus assume social and political responsibilities that extend well beyond existing national regulatory requirements. Some scholars assert that such attempts at private governance have produced meaningful cooperation to solve global problems (Haas, 2015).

The cumulative efforts of corporations to engage in self-regulation have led to the emergence of governance institutions and procedures which are mostly outside the scope of the nation state (Matten & Crane, 2005; Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011; Scherer, Rasche, Palazzo, & Spicer, 2016; Ronit & Schneider, 1999). Such transnational governance institutions are increasingly taking the form of multistakeholder initiatives (henceforth referred to as MSIs), which seek to address social and/or environmental issues through soft law regulation (Baumann-Pauly, Nolan, van Heerden, & Samway, 2016; Cheyns & Riisgaard, Introduction to the symposium: The exercise of power through multi-stakeholder initiatives for sustainable agriculture and its inclusion and exclusion outcomes, 2014; Mena & Palazzo, 2012; Rasche, 2012).

Ostensibly to develop solutions to the negative social and environmental consequences of globalized corporate business activities, MSIs engage in processes of multistakeholder deliberation involving corporations, NGOs and other stakeholder groups (Mena & Palazzo, 2012). A number of scholars argue that MSIs can be seen as manifestations of a type of corporate social responsibility that is inherently political, whereby multinational corporations engage in a form of deliberative democracy developed by philosopher Jürgen Habermas (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011; Scherer, Rasche, Palazzo, & Spicer, 2016). An inventory compiled in 2012 lists a total of 37 separate MSIs active in areas of regulation such as sustainable forest management, fair working conditions, sustainability reporting, mining, fair trade, finance, human rights, and supply chains in agricultural production (Mena & Palazzo, 2012). Many of these MSIs affect small stakeholders at the local level. Examples of MSIs include the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the Global Initiative on Fiscal Transparency (GIFT), the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI).

Habermas: Deliberative Democracy and the Colonization Thesis

As a second-generation member of the Frankfurt School, Habermas develops his concept of deliberative democracy as a means for progressing towards the goal pursued by Critical Theory, which he considers to be “a form of life free from unnecessary domination in all its forms” (McCarthy, 1984, p. 7). Habermas’ concept of deliberative democracy builds on his theories of communicative rationality and discourse ethics, and entails popular participation in a discourse that is not subject to power or domination. Such an ‘ideal discourse’ is unequivocally committed to the consideration of all available evidence and, if necessary, alternative conceptual schemes (West, 2010, p. 81–82). Moral claims are only valid if there is a rational and unconstrained consensus among all the participants, who are thereby, subject only to the “unforced force of the better argument” (Habermas, 1996, p. 306). Consensus is always provisional, as new evidence, new ideas and new participants may enter the discourse (West, 2010, p. 82).

Deliberative democracy assumes that legitimate political decisions are based on public deliberation. According to Habermas, legitimacy is derived from the “institutionalization of those discursive processes of opinion and will-formation in which the sovereignty of the people assumes a binding character” (Habermas, 1996, p. 104). Political legitimacy is based on three aspects: “a general analysis of the institutional design of discursive arenas, the procedural design of public will formation and the analysis of those discourses that develop within those arenas of will-formation and are synthesized into ‘bundles of topically specified public opinions’, echoing the problems of citizens” (ibid., p. 360). Civil society organizations are key actors in this process (ibid., p. 367). Such a shift of political decision-making from political institutions to actors in civil society has been described as “subpolitics” (Beck, 1992, p. 223) and “globalization from below” (Beck, 2000, p. 68).

With his concept of deliberative democracy, Habermas seeks to further the goal of Critical Theory and counteract the increasing dominance of bureaucratic power and money in modern society. In Habermas’ view, the Enlightenment has maintained an undue focus on instrumental rationality, or ‘purposive-rational action’, which simply works to “realize defined goals under given conditions” and includes instrumental action, or labor, and strategic action, which is calculative in nature and does not question the validity of the values that underpin it (Habermas, 1972, p. 314, as cited in West, p. 73). Purposive-rational action thus concerns itself with instrumental control over objects and people, and the Enlightenment’s excessive focus on it has contributed to an oppressive social reality consisting in various forms of domination. In contrast, communicative action arises from human intersubjectivity and “provides a pragmatic context for the interpretation and validation of moral norms” (West, 2010, p. 74). This context forms the basis for the development of a communicative rationality which can counterbalance the prevailing instrumental rationality with the “discursive validation of norms governing relations between subjects” (ibid.).

The juxtaposition of instrumental rationality and communicative rationality is one of purposive-rational action, acting through a ‘system’ of (bureaucratic) power and money, versus communicative action, consisting in a ‘lifeworld’ of meaning and culture expressing norms and values (Finlayson, 2005, p. 56–61). Public will-formation, embodied in a thriving public sphere situated in the lifeworld, is essential for two reasons: first, to allow alternative views and their associated ethics to be debated, and second, to ensure that these alternative views and their associated ethics actively guide the application of instrumental rationality (Edward & Willmott, 2011). Habermasian deliberative democracy is thus designed to facilitate public will-formation through ideal discourse, as a means for ensuring the robustness of the lifeworld and counterbalancing the economic instrumentality of the system.

Habermas asserts that in modern societies, the lifeworld is being ‘colonized’ by the system as systemic mechanisms increasingly suppress forms of social integration (Habermas, 1985, p. 196). Supposedly universal values are thereby supplanted by technocratic consciousness (West, 2010, p. 79). This concern is echoed by Flyvbjerg (1992), who asserts that ‘value rationality,’ defined as the ability to collectively pose, answer and act upon value-rational questions such as ‘Where are we going?’, ‘Who gains, who loses?’, ‘Is it desirable?’ and ‘What should be done?’, has increasingly become dominated by instrumental rationality, resulting in a “civilization of means without ends” (ibid.). Flyvbjerg posits that in today’s globalized world, value rationality is nevertheless needed more than ever before, as the future of life on earth has become contingent upon man’s own actions (ibid.).

Corporations and the Implementation of 
Deliberative Democracy in MSIs

This section examines existing research in order to identify problematic aspects of the implementation of deliberative democracy by corporations in settings of multistakeholder deliberation. In particular, this section focuses on aspects that stand in opposition to Habermas’ criteria for ideal discourse. The bulk of the existing research focuses on MSIs in which the processes of deliberation involve and/or affect small, local stakeholders such as farmers and indigenous tribes. Potentially problematic aspects concerning the implementation of multistakeholder deliberation include the reinforcement of local power asymmetries, marginalization of small stakeholders, exclusion from discourse and the hegemony of corporations through mutual accommodation.

Reinforcement of Local Power Asymmetries

In their analysis of multistakeholder initiatives for sustainable agriculture, Cheyns and Riisgaard (2014) assert that MSI standards, which are usually presented as being neutral and objective, are necessarily implemented in contexts of local political and economic power asymmetries. When these contexts are ignored, MSI regulation tends to reinforce these inequalities. For example, in an examination of the Roundtable for Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), which concerns itself with land conflicts in Indonesia related to palm oil production, Köhne (2014) finds that local power inequalities and related access to resources to a significant extent determine the possibilities that stakeholders have to use the rules of the RSPO to their advantage. Corporations, which occupy a position of power, enjoy direct influence within the RSPO and are able to leverage its procedures to strengthen their negotiating position in the numerous land conflicts with rural communities. Meanwhile, the local farmers who constitute these communities are only able to access the RSPO and its procedures indirectly by engaging in an elaborate collaboration with local and international NGOs and are thereby hindered in their attempts to seek justice in the land conflicts (ibid.). While the RSPO’s procedures ostensibly constitute a fair and ethical discourse which results in a technical, apolitical consensus, the consensus reached often continues to obscure the existing power asymmetries and the accompanying structural inequalities within the RSPO (Cheyns & Riisgaard, Introduction to the symposium: The exercise of power through multi-stakeholder initiatives for sustainable agriculture and its inclusion and exclusion outcomes, 2014).

When local power asymmetries are reflected within the structure of the MSI, the processes of deliberation are not free from domination and therefore do not approach Habermas’ ideal form of deliberative democracy. The focus on economic solutions within the MSI thereby limits the ability of small stakeholders to address structural inequalities within the MSI. One can posit that any ‘consensus’ reached within such an MSI will tend to favor economic solutions that benefit the participating corporations and serve to maintain their privileged access to resources while limiting that access for others. Furthermore, their direct access to the MSI gives corporations an advantage in land conflicts with local stakeholders. The existence of the MSI and MSI standards, therefore, may not be effective at deterring corporations from appropriating land and initiating new land conflicts. 

Marginalization of Small Stakeholders

The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), a certification scheme for sustainable forestry, has been presented as an exemplary MSI engaging in an effective, pragmatic application of Habermasian deliberative democracy (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). However, some argue that the FSC employs a superficial, instrumental rationality that does not seek to promote conditions for ethical discourse in the manner intended by Habermas (Edward & Willmott, 2011). This critical view asserts that the FSC’s processes and procedures of multistakeholder deliberation, in fact, reflect “…a triumph of system <…> over the lifeworld” (ibid.). The instrumental rationality employed by the FSC privileges stakeholders such as certification bodies and commercial clients while simultaneously marginalizing small local stakeholders, such as NGOs, timber industry workers and (indigenous) communities, which simply do not have the resources to access the FSC’s increasingly complex processes and procedures (Moog, Spicer, & Böhm, 2015). 

Additionally, the FSC’s standards have weakened over time in response to pressure from neoliberal market forces, prompting some civil society organizations to cease their involvement in the MSI out of concern for their reputation (Edward & Willmott, 2011; Moog, Spicer, & Böhm, 2015). Moog et al. (2015) go on to posit that the existence of MSIs like the FSC may bolster the overall hegemony of neoliberal governmentality and concomitant privatization of regulatory authority, legitimizing the withdrawal of nation states from responsibility for global environmental issues.

As local stakeholders suffer from de facto exclusion from discourse due to lack of resources, privileged commercial stakeholders are able to dominate deliberation and standard-setting within the FSC. As the FSC’s instrumental rationality does not appear to provide adequate space for deliberation about values, it seems unlikely that the instrumental rationality itself will be questioned.

Practices of Exclusion from Discourse

On the basis of a case study on deliberation about the construction of a waste-producing pulp mill in Chile, Ehrnström-Fuentes (2016) argues that in processes of multistakeholder deliberation, that which is generally perceived as legitimate by corporations is based on the assumption that the ‘modernity’ emerging from Europe through globalization is superior and should be universally applied. However, compared to corporations, local stakeholders often have a very different worldview originating from a different ‘social imaginary’ (Castoriadis, 1987). The modern perspective considers such local worldviews to be unreasonable and thus illegitimate, and therefore systematically excludes them from deliberation (Ehrnström-Fuentes, 2016). In this manner, corporations can conveniently ignore local stakeholders whose radically differing social imaginaries would make consensus impossible. Corporations can nevertheless continue to claim that their actions are legitimate since they are engaging in supposedly apolitical multistakeholder deliberation. 

Local stakeholders can thus be excluded from discourse a priori for merely having a worldview that differs the mainstream economic worldview held by corporations. These local stakeholders are labeled as being unreasonable, in a manner that reflects Foucault’s concept of the ‘division of madness’. In this method of exclusion, an individual is declared to be mad, and the spoken words of that individual are henceforth simply ignored as nonsense, thus excluding the individual from discourse (Foucault, 1996, p. 340–341).

Other research focusing specifically on MSIs that govern sustainable agriculture finds that these MSIs generally employ technical legal and statistical language which is considered to be the only legitimate form of knowledge within the MSI (Cheyns & Riisgaard, Introduction to the symposium: The exercise of power through multi-stakeholder initiatives for sustainable agriculture and its inclusion and exclusion outcomes, 2014). Local stakeholders, such as workers and farmers, and local communities in general, nevertheless present their views using other forms of knowledge, such as personal testimonies and local features that act as physical markers. Such non-technical input by local stakeholders is immediately dismissed as illegitimate (Cheyns, 2014; Nelson & Tallontire, 2014; Selfa, Bain, & Moreno, 2014; Silva-Castañeda, 2015). This a priori dismissal of alternative forms of knowledge prevents any attempt to critically discuss which forms of knowledge should actually be considered legitimate within the MSI, thus permanently preventing any attempt at deliberation that does not employ the ‘proper’ technical language (Nelson & Tallontire, 2014; Silva-Castañeda, 2015). Sustainability standards resulting from such limited deliberation support solutions with optimum economic effects, which take the form of intensive agro-industrial production. Alternative solutions which are unlikely to maximize economic returns, such as alternative small-scale production and diversified production, and the possibilities for local farmers to engage in such alternative forms of production, are excluded from consideration and therefore not supported by the MSI’s standards (Cheyns, 2011; Nelson & Tallontire, 2014).

In this example, one can posit that knowledge must meet specific criteria set by modern disciplines such as law and economics, since only statements that conform to the specific technical legal and statistical language employed by these disciplines are considered to be legitimate. This reflects Foucault’s notion of the ‘will to truth’ as a system of exclusion, which argues that disciplines constitute systems of control in the production of discourse and exclude those viewpoints that do not meet their conditions (Foucault, 1996, p. 347–349). In this Foucauldian perspective, power and knowledge are interrelated concepts and discourse, as a means of creating and spreading knowledge, has the potential to affect power relations. Actors work to maintain existing power relations by controlling and organizing discourse through rules of exclusion, thereby limiting the proliferation of a great variety of discourse (Foucault, 1996, p. 340–350). Either by dismissing stakeholders outright by labelling them unreasonable or even mad, or by dismissing their statements for not conforming to specific forms of technical language, corporations thus exert power to maintain their dominant position within the processes of multistakeholder deliberation. This is far removed from Habermas’ notion of an ideal discourse that is not subject to power or domination, committed to the consideration of all available evidence and open to alternative conceptual schemes.
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