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ABSTRACT

In the last 15 years, growing public awareness of the negative impact of corporate activities
has prompted big corporations in the mining, manufacturing and retail sectors to publish
reports that communicate their awareness of environmental and social issues. These
reports typically take the form of standalone corporate social responsibility (CSR) reports or
integrated annual (IA) reports. The publication of these reports is not an isolated event or
practice on behalf of each company; the structure and content of the reports are informed
by stock exchange policies such as the King Code in South Africa, and reporting frameworks

such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) on an international level.

The nature of corporate social responsibility and CSR reporting has captured the interest of
researchers in diverse disciplines. Scholars such as Jones (1995) and Pedersen (2006),
working within business and marketing-related fields, have praised CSR reports as a “win-
win” concept which encourages corporations to focus on both their financial and social
performance. Conversely, scholars such as Banerjee (2003, 2007) and Redclift (2002, 2005)
have criticised CSR for being a new form of “greenwashing” and a mechanism that promotes
the continued dominance of financially strong institutions. Critical scholars typically adopt a
neo-Marxist perspective of neoliberalism and assert that legitimate environmental
protection or social transformation and equality cannot take place within the reigning

economic paradigm (see Pepper 1984, 1996).

This study is a contribution to applied linguistic research into CSR and IA reports, particularly
those originating from the Global South. It draws on methods developed within critical
discourse analysis (CDA), systemic functional linguistics (SFL) and corpus linguistics to
investigate the 2011, 2012 and 2013 CSR and IA reports of six South African companies
located in the mining, retail and food manufacturing industries. Drawing on Halliday’s (1978)
three metafunctions of texts, Fairclough’s (1989, 2002) three dimensional framework, as
well as the Appraisal Framework (White 2001; Martin and White 2005) this study
investigates the textual, representational and interpersonal meanings of the selected
reports as ones that represent a new, gradually conventionalised genre within modern

corporate discourse.
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In summary, the study contributes to an understanding of CSR and IA reports in three ways:
First, it highlights the significant role of the GRI in prescribing, and thus restricting, the
structural and discursive features of CSR and IA reports. Second, the study shows how the
six companies draw on a limited set of discourses in the reports which all, in some way or
another, embed neoliberal ideologies. This suggests that the South African CSR and IA
reports function to maintain an established, dominant ideological and discursive order.
Third, the degree of reliability of the information in the reports is dependent on how the
companies construct themselves in this report. In this regard, the analysis reveals that the
companies use a limited set of linguistic resources to construct themselves as strategic,
moral and responsible social actors. In a country marked by widespread social inequality
and diminishing resources, the findings ultimately suggest that social transformation and
environmental protection are unlikely to be achieved if the sustainability discourses of

corporate institutions are not publically challenged.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background and rationale

In recent years corporations whose primary business is one of producing wealth for owners
and shareholders have, for various reasons, begun to focus on sustainable development and
corporate social responsibility (CSR). This research project will critically analyse a number of
the texts produced by such South African corporations, with a view to understanding how
they are aligned with the larger domain of corporate discourse which engages with social
responsibility. CSR is also termed “corporate citizenship”, “social performance”, “sustainable
responsible business” or “corporate conscience”, and refers to a business model that takes
into account the corporation’s impact on the environment and people in the areas in which

the company operates. CSR is often contrasted to shareholder theories of the firm and

business models designed solely to maximise profit.

In addition to engaging in CSR practices, corporations have begun to relate their
commitment to environmental and social issues through CSR reports and, even more
recently, Integrated Annual (IA) reports’. CSR and IA reports are a relatively new genre of
text which gained prominence in the last three decades, commencing with the 1983
Brundtland Report on behalf of the United Nations (UN), which was written in response to
the visibly deteriorating environment and growing human rights issues. The report, titled
Our Common Future, popularised the term ‘sustainable development’, which had a
tremendous impact on how people perceive and interact with the natural and social

environment.

Many scholars, particularly those working within business and marketing-related fields, have
praised CSR for encouraging corporations to focus on their social and environmental
performance rather than just their financial performance (see Jones 2005 and Pederson

2006). However, other scholars, particularly those working in critical management studies,

For the sake of clarity, this thesis uses the term CSR reports to refer to any standalone report produced on
behalf of a company in order to articulate the company’s stance towards, and evaluation of, their impact on
the natural and social environment. The term IA report is used to refer to an integrated report produced by
the company to provide an overview of both their sustainability and CSR initiatives, as well as their yearly
financial performance. These terms and report types are explained in more detail in section 2.6.

1
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critical organisation studies and sociology view the practice of CSR reporting as problematic
for various reasons. For one, the term “corporate social responsibility” is not used
uniformly. Even more problematic is that the term ‘sustainable development’, the assumed
driving force behind CSR, is not clearly defined and can be interpreted differently by each
company. In fact, the inherently dissimilar terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable
development’ are often used interchangeably, but ‘sustainability’ denotatively refers to the
maintenance of the fixed state of a system (Gallopin 2003: 21), while ‘sustainable
development’ is, by definition of the term “development”, linked to ideas of progress,
change and improvement. According to Rydin (1999: 467) some corporations appear to
make use of this ambiguity in order to “present their own specific versions of the terms and

to rest normative claims and policy demands on those versions”.

Further, CSR and I|A reports have been criticised for allowing companies to position
themselves as ethical and “green” through their sustainability discourses, which are, in the
end, little short of “greenwashing” (Banerjee 2003, 2007). Critical scholars argue that these
reports mask a primary interest in economic gain under the guise of being sensitive to
conservation and sustainability (see Palazzo & Richter 2005; Lin 2010 and Amazeen 2011).
This tendency led Fig (2005: 612) to claim that “an agreement to raise standards
incrementally does not challenge the fundamental ethics of the industry.” In addition,
scholars such as Moneva, Archel and Correa (2006) and Etzion and Ferraro (2010) have
criticised institutions such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) for offering standardised
reporting frameworks. The authors argue that the GRI promotes the use of specific report
structures and discourses which, in the end, undermines the demand for legitimate moral

engagement.

Many of the criticisms highlighted above have also been explored by scholars working
within applied linguistics and CDA (see Livesey 2001, 2002; Parsons 2008; Alexander 2009;
Caimotto and Molino 2011; Fuoli 2012; Mason and Mason 2012; and Breeze 2012, 2013).
These scholars have drawn attention to (1) the important role that language plays in CSR
practices, (2) the role that CSR discourses play in constructing an identity for the company
and, (3) the role that these discourses play in legitimising corporate practices which are

otherwise considered unethical or detrimental to the environment.



Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za

However, the studies mentioned above have all focused on companies operating in
developed economies such as Europe and the United States, as well as the reports of
multinational corporations (MNCs) such as Shell, BP and IKEA. In comparison, there has
been little attention from scholars on the reports from the Global South or emerging market
economies. This is a significant shortfall in the applied linguistic literature on CSR practices,
particularly because companies in the Global South are frequently operating in
circumstances that are remarkably different from companies in developed economies.
Companies located in Sub-Saharan Africa are, for example, not only competing to attract
foreign investment, but are operating in the context of enormous social and environmental
challenges, often as a result of political conflict (see Dawkins & Ngunjiri 2008). Because of
this, the claims of companies located in these countries “warrant additional scrutiny”

(Dawkins & Ngunjiri 2008: 287).

This dissertation reports on a study that took an interest in the CSR practices of large
corporative institutions and critically analysed the linguistic and textual features of twenty-
six South African CSR and IA reports. A fundamental premise of this thesis is that CSR is
rapidly becoming part of the rhetoric of corporate institutions, and is often used as a tool
for corporate identity construction. In many cases corporations act as the “expert” group
through which ideas and knowledge (“expertise”) about the environment enter public
consciousness. For this reason, CSR discourses have the power to influence problem
identification and analysis, the administrative strategy on behalf of the organisation, as well
as public perceptions, understandings and reactions to the problem (Fischer and Forester
1993: 1-2). In other words, CSR and IA reports contribute to the social construction of
meaning about CSR and offer a new justification of the organisation’s work to motivate
employees and to legitimise corporate actions in society. Thereby these documents assist in
developing a new normative framework for corporate existence and performance. If these
ideas are considered common knowledge and become taken-for-granted ways of thinking,
they are very difficult to challenge (Rydin 1999: 473). If not, they lead to discursive struggles

that are unavoidably linked to questions of truth and power.

1.2 Methodological approach
This study takes primarily a CDA approach to analysing the CSR and IA reports. CDA is a form

of linguistic analysis that does not only take linguistic features of the text into account but
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also the social, political and ideological factors that contributed to the production of the
text. It is assumed that an underlying socio-political meaning inherent in ‘discursive
practices’ is not accessible to all readers, so it needs to be revealed by assigning meaningful
significance to linguistic features of texts (Fairclough 1995). Thus, CDA includes inter-
disciplinary methods and theories that investigate the complex relationship between
discourse structures and social structures such as cultural, moral, socio-political and
ideological issues (van Dijk 2001:96). Van Dijk (2001:98) emphasises that CDA works across
disciplines in order to adapt its methods and theories to subjects of investigation and thus

establish a relationship between the social problem and the occurring discourse.

Since the development of CDA from Critical Linguistics (CL) in the later part of the 20™
century, there has been an interest in the way institutions are shaped by discourses and
have the capacity to create and impose discourses on individuals and groups. In particular,
research has focused on the means by which powerful groups discursively construct and
reproduce their own dominance (van Dijk 1993). However, the primary focus of research
has been on the language of the media, and of educational and political institutions, (see
Chilton and Shaffner 2011; Wodak 2009), with comparatively few studies investigating the
rise of corporate institutions and the new “discourse of ‘enterprise’” (Mayr 2008:3) which
promotes “a purely economic model as the model for all undertaking” (Mayr 2008: 3, see
also Chiapello and Fairclough 2002 and Fairclough 2007). In a neoliberal system,
corporations have considerable control over the shaping of individual experience and the
way in which individuals and groups classify the world. Like any institution, they seek to
legitimise their own interest and existence through discourses which transform or reframe

social practices (Mayr 2008: 2).

The research was guided by Fairclough’s (1989, 1992) three-dimensional framework for
analysing texts and discourse. This framework is considered by Blommaert & Bulcaen (2000:
448) to be the most prominent “methodological blueprint” in CDA. It urges the researcher
to focus on three aspects of the text, namely: (1) the linguistic features of the text, (2) the
productive and interpretative discursive processes associated with the text, and (2) the
social processes or social orders which produced the text (see Fairclough 1995: 97). This
three-stage approach to textual analysis works in harmony with CDA’s understanding of

‘text’, as an instance of social and discursive practice involving complex production and



Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za

consumption processes: while processes of text production and consumption are shaped by
social practices, at the same time, production processes shape the text, and at the same
time leave traces in the text. The ideologies which shaped these social processes leave
“cues” in the text (Fairclough 1995: 133), which can be analysed by taking a critical approach
to textual analysis. These ideas can be traced back to Halliday’s (1978) three textual
metafunctions, which were also taken into consideration when analysing the CSR and IA
reports. These three metafunctions describe texts as simultaneously doing three things,
namely representing the world (the ideational function), enacting social relations between
participants involved in the production and interpretation of the texts (the interpersonal
metafunction), and connecting parts of the text using devices of coherence and cohesion, or

connecting texts to other texts and their situational context (the textual function).

In addition to drawing on Fairclough’s three dimensions and Halliday’s three metafunctions,
| also incorporated Van Leeuwen’s (2008) socio-semantic categories for the representation

of social actors, Appraisal Framework and methods of corpus linguistics.

Van Leeuwen (2008: 32) reiterates that active and passive tense, as well as transitivity
structures, have an important function in the representation of social actors. However,
social actors and agency are not only realised through grammatical roles, but through
complex textual processes of exclusion and inclusion and are excluded or realised in texts
for ideological reasons. Van Leeuwen’s (2008) framework is useful in articulating the role of
social actors in the text by drawing socio-semantic categories rather than grammatical

categories.

Due to the number of resources that can be used in self-identity construction, the Appraisal
Framework, developed by the SF linguistics White (2001) and Martin and White (2005)
assists the writer in identifying the resources that writers and speakers use to realise the
interpersonal metafunctions of texts (Halliday 1994). The Appraisal Framework consists of
three different systems: Attitude, Engagement and Graduation. Each system focuses on
different linguistic resources used by the speaker or writer to express emotion, to engage

the reader or hearer, and to indicate the intensity of the proposition.

Corpus linguistics is generally conceptualised as the use of computer software to analyse “a
large collections of electronically stored, naturally occurring texts” (Baker, Gabrielatos,
KhosraviNik, Krzyzanowski, McEnery & Wodak 2008: 274). In accordance with Baker et al.
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(2008: 274), | do not view corpus linguistics as a different method to CDA. Rather, corpus
linguistic techniques of quantitative data analysis were used to support the qualitative,

“close” and critical methods of CDA.

1.3 Research aims and objectives
The primary aim of this study is to investigate the selected CSR and IA reports from a critical
perspective. The specific aims of the study are, on the basis of theoretical understandings of

CDA identified above:

(i) to establish and describe the kind of context which gives rise to development and

publication of CSR and IA reports in large South African companies;

(ii) to establish and describe what the characterising formal and structural features are of

CSR and IA reports as a recently developed textual genres;

(iii) to establish and describe what discursive strategies are typically used in CSR and IA
reports in order to fulfil their overt communicative intentions as well as the covert

positioning of the organisation, and;

(iv) to establish and describe the discourses drawn upon in the text, and how they are

textured together.

1.4 Research questions

With a CDA approach, questions regarding the context in which CSR reports are produced,
the nature of CSR reports as a text type and the formal properties of these reports are
crucial to understanding the impact that these reports may have on society, and in the end,
the environment. These questions regarding the selected texts, can be formulated as

follows:

(i) What is particular about the context in which the South African corporate reports
are produced?

(ii) What is particular about this genre of CSR and IA reports?

(iii) What discourses are drawn upon in these reports? How do these discourses set up
relations between social processes and social actors?

(iv) What linguistic devices do the companies use in their CSR and IA reports to construct

themselves and their relationship with readers?
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(v) What are the reasons for a particular generic structure, or the use of particular
linguistic devices in the reports. What function do they have?

1.4 The selection of companies and texts
The companies were purposively selected according to specific criteria. A purposive
selection process means that the companies and reports were not chosen randomly but
selectively, with the research questions in mind. In order to gain a thorough understanding
of South African companies’ practices and discourses, six companies operating in three
different industries were selected for this study. Industries were chosen using the Industry
Classification Benchmark (ICB) and the North American Industry Classification System
(NAICS) code of environmentally sensitive industries. The selected industries were listed as
the NAICS most environmentally sensitive industries, which include: oil and gas extraction,
mining, support activities for mining, food manufacturing industries, the beverage and
tobacco industry and retail. Selecting companies from environmentally sensitive industries
raised more questions regarding the ethics of claims relating to corporate activities in CSR
and IA reports. For this study, taking into account South Africa’s industry profile, companies

were chosen from the mining industry, food manufacturing industry and retail industry.

The selection of the companies was also limited according to the following criterion: each
had to have a primary listing on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE). This essentially
means that the companies are public and not private companies. According to South African
legislation, there are two main categories of companies: non-profit and profit companies.
Public companies are listed on the stock exchange and are categorised as ‘profit’ companies.
Selecting public, profit-driven companies not only means that the CSR and IA reports are
likely to be read by a greater amount of people, including the company’s shareholders, but
also that there is a basic understanding about the role of the company as a profit-

maximizing organization.

Taking into consideration these two criteria, the companies selected for this study are:
Impala Platinum Holdings Limited, Gold Fields Limited, Tongaat Hulett Limited, Tiger Brands
Limited, Woolworths Holdings Limited and Pick n’ Pay Limited. The companies are all South
African companies and are not affiliates of larger MNCs. The following paragraphs offer
insight into the company’s core business as well as their revenue, profit and number of

employees at the end of the 2013 financial year.
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Impala Platinum is one of the largest producers of platinum and associated base metals, and
contributes to approximately 25% of the global platinum output (Implats 2011 IA: 1). The
company operates in South Africa as well as in Zimbabwe under the name of Zimplats. In
2013, Implat’s revenue was just over thirty million Rand?, while the company’s gross profit
was just over five million Rand (Implats 2013 IA: 11). In 2013, Implats employed 46 671

people, including contractors (Implats 2013 IA: 18).

Gold Fields is one of the largest gold mining companies in South Africa, producing just over
two million ounces of gold in 2013 (Gold Fields IA 2013: 1). In 2013 the company achieved
revenue of nearly twenty-eight million Rand, but did not make any profit. The company is in
debt to the total of R17, 941 million Rand (Gold Fields IA 2013: 2). In 2013, Gold Fields

employed 10 167 people.

Tongaat Hulett is South Africa’s largest manufacturer of sugar and refined carbohydrate
products. Tongaat Hulett operates in South Africa, Mozambique, Swaziland and Zimbabwe
and because of this, the company controls over 450 000 hectares of land (Tongaat Hulett IA
2013: 4). In 2013, Tongaat Hulett’s revenue was just over fourteen million Rand, and the
company made a profit of R2, 145 million. The company currently employs forty thousand
employees, including migrant workers or “seasonal employees” (Tongaat Hulett 1A 2013:

12).

Tiger Brands is South Africa’s largest food-manufacturing company, operating in over
twenty-two African countries (Tiger Brands IA 2013: 1). In 2013, Tiger Brand’s recorded
turnover was twenty-seven billion Rand, and the company generated three billion Rand

profit. In 2013, Tiger Brands employed 16 752 people (Tiger Brands IA 2013: 65).

Woolworths is considered to be a luxury retail store in South Africa, selling food, fashion,
beauty and homeware products. The company has over 900 stores across Africa, most of
which are in South Africa (Woolworths IA 2013: 16). In 2013, the company’s turnover was
nearly twenty-eight million Rand, and the company generated R3 469 million Rand profit. At

the end of the 2013 financial year, Woolworths employed 26 908 people.

Pick n Pay was established in 1967 and is the second largest household retailer in South

Africa. The company is in competition with Woolworths and Shoprite Checkers. In total, the

2 At the time of writing, the South African Rand is 0.070 to the Euro.
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company owns over 400 stores and franchises 287 stores. In 2013, Pick n Pay reported a
R59. 3 billion Rand turnover, and generated R 808.9 million Rand profit (Pick n Pay IA 2013:

4). In 2013 the company employed over 42 000 employees.

1.5 Chapter overview

Chapter two investigates the historical and situational context in which the South African
corporate reports are produced. In order to develop a coherent understanding of the
context, chapter two presents an overview of the literature from notable scholars in the
disciplines of Business Management, Economics, Organisational Studies, Ecology, Geography
and Sociology in an effort to map diverse understandings of CSR, as well as the ideologies

that give rise to CSR practices.

Chapter three presents an overview of CDA as well as theoretical concepts and frameworks
developed within CDA and SFL which have informed my approach to analysing the selected
CSR and IA reports. In particular, this chapter clarifies key concepts in CDA as they are
understood and used in this study, including ‘discourse’, ‘social practice’, ‘power’, ‘ideology’
and ‘text’. Chapter three also presents an overview of Halliday’s three textual
metafunctions, Van Leeuwen’s (2008) socio-semantic categories for investigating social
actors and agency in the text and White (2001) and Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal
Framework, which will be incorporated into the analysis chapters, particularly chapters six

and seven.

Chapter four offers insight into the methodological approach taken in this study, including
more detailed information about the research aims, the research questions, the process of
selecting the texts, and my approach to analysing the data. This chapter also includes
information about methods of corpus linguistics which was used in this study as a way to
support my intuitions about the text, and support an analysis which is predominantly

qualitative in nature.

Halliday’s (1978) three textual metafunctions were used as guides for understanding and
interpreting the array of linguistic resources used in the CSR and IA reports. These three
metafunctions also influence how chapter five, six and seven were constructed: chapter five
investigates the textual function of the reports. In particular, this chapter links these reports

to other texts and to their situational context. Chapter six investigates the ideational
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function of the text, namely, how reports represent the world. In order to do achieve this,
chapter six identifies the discourses that are drawn on in the reports and how they are
textured together. Chapter seven investigates the interpersonal metafunctions of the
reports, or how these reports enacting social relations between participants involved in the

production and interpretation of the texts.

Chapter eight presents a summary of the key findings identified in chapters five, six and
seven and links them to the ideologies identified in chapters two and three. In doing so, the
analysis moves beyond description and offers an interpretation of the function of the

reports in the context.

1.6 Key terms
Many of the key terms related to CDA and that are important to this study are covered in

n u YN}

detail in chapter three. These include “discourse”, “power”,

n

social practice”, “ideology” and
“genre”. In order to avoid repetition these terms are not defined here. The terms which are
defined below are those which are used frequently in all chapters and provide insight into

the context in which the study emerged.

1.6.1 Company
A company is an entity engaging in business activities. In South Africa, the two three

dominant types of companies are limited partnerships, sole proprietorships and
corporations. This study is limited to corporations, a term which is defined in 1.6.2

below.

1.6.2 Corporation
Corporations are the most common form of business organisation. In comparison to
sole proprietorships or limited partnerships, corporations are unique in that they (1)
are legal entities and have legal rights; (2) issue shares which entitle shareholders to
partial ownership of the corporation; (3) are characterised by limited liability to its
shareholders, which means that the owners of the corporation are not liable in event
that the company is sued; (4) are characterised by “going concern” or the idea that
the corporation will not liquidate its assets or go out of business (see Du Plessis
2010: 306). A Multinational corporation (MNC) is a corporation which, in addition to

the points highlighted above, have the following three characteristics: (1) they
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operate within and between different countries and are dependent on transnational
production networks; (2) they use these production networks to “exploit” (Johns
2010: 2867) geographical differences in the distribution of resources, and; (3) they
have the ability to easily shift geographical locations (see Madsen 2008; Johns 2010).

1.6.3 Corporate social responsibility (CSR)

As is evident from the discussion in chapter one, CSR is an evolving concept that
developed in the last two decades. CSR does not have one accepted definition and is
used interchangeably with terms such as “corporate sustainability” and “corporate
citizenship”. In brief, CSR denotes corporate activities directed towards social and
environmental responsibilities to stakeholders over and above their financial
responsibilities to shareholders. The concept developed from a growing awareness
of the role that corporations have in damaging the natural environment and
contributing to social inequality. In essence, the aim of CSR is to hold corporations
accountable for ethical and environmental transgressions in their capacity as legal
entities (see 1.6.2). The aims and achievements of CSR have been critiqued by many

scholars and will be addressed in more detail in section 2.5.

1.6.4 Governance
The term “governance” was historically reserved for government activities guided by
the interests of people. However, in the context of the declining power of national
governments and a rise in power of transnational organisations, the term
“governance” is used more frequently to refer to the activities on behalf of civil
society, non-governmental organisations and corporations (see Dengler 2010). The
term “corporate governance” refers to the “organisation of the relationship between
shareholders, board of directors, management, and other stakeholders in the
corporation” (Erakovic 2008: 472). This concept will be addressed in more detail in

section 2.5.2.

1.6.5 Institution
An institution is a “persistent set of rules and understandings that prescribe certain
practices” (Lopes 2011: 238). This study further differentiates between

“international organisations” (I0s) such as the UN which operate across national
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boundaries, and “corporate institutions” which concern prolonged rules,
understandings and social practices in corporate contexts. The rise of 10s and
corporate institutions has led to an increased focus on ‘governance’ as a mechanism
in mobilising resources around pre-established societal goals, a task that was

traditionally assigned to government institutions (see Guy Peters 2011: 80).

1.6.6 Neoliberalism
“Neoliberalism” has become an important concept in the social sciences to describe
structural changes in the global economy since the 1970s. However, the exact
meaning of the concept is widely debated (Young 2011: 1676). This is largely due to
the fact that the way in which it is understood in the 1970s differs fundamentally
from the way it was understood in the 1930s. In the 1930s in Europe, the term was
used in opposition to a laissez-faire approach to government intervention and the
idea of self-regulating markets (Young 2011: 1677). However, since the 1970s the
terms “laissez-faire” and “neoliberalism” are often used interchangeably, and the
term is used to refer to the power of the market over state authority (Young 2011:
1677). This study accepts the more recent understanding and use of “neoliberalism”,

a term discussed in more detail in section 2.3.

1.6.7 Organisation
In this study | use the term “organisation” to refer to a group of people who work
together in a structured way for a shared purpose. Similarly, | use the term
“corporate organisation” to refer to a group of people who work together in a
structures way for a shared purpose in a corporate context. Scholars working within
Critical Management Studies (CMS) such as Alvesson (1985), Alvesson and Willmott
(2001) and Alvesson and Deetz (2000) have conceptualised organisations as sites of
power, ideology and control, and typically adopt a neo-Marxist approach when
critiquing neoliberal business organisations. This approach has been incorporated in
CDA studies of business or corporate organisations and is evident in the work of

Mumby and Stohl (1991) which will be discussed further in section 3.4.1.
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1.6.8. Stakeholder
The term “stakeholder” dates back to the 18" century and is used to describe a party
holding a stake in a financial transaction (see Johnson-Cramer 2008: 1993). The term
resurfaced in the 1960s, when scholars in the field of organisational management
attempted to improve management process by recognising the role of stakeholders
and not only shareholders, in determining the success of changes to the
management process. During this period “stakeholders” was used to describe a
group of people who in some way affected or were affected by the activities of a
company and, in that way had a stake in the company’s operations, In 1984
Freeman published a book entitled Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach
which is recognised as the seminal text in stakeholder theory (see Johnson-Cramer
2008: 1994). Stakeholder theory encapsulates the idea that companies who manage
their stakeholders effectively will do better than those companies who do not (see
Johnson-Cramer 2008; Dempsey 2009). “Stakeholder” and “stakeholder theory” are

discussed in detail in section 3.5.1.
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CHAPTER TWO
SITUATIONAL CONTEXT

2.1 Introduction
"Any study of language involves some attention to other disciplines. One cannot draw a

boundary round the subject and insulate it from others” (Halliday 1978:11).

As has been detailed in chapter one, CDA is an interdisciplinary approach to institutional
discourses that are marked by power differences between various participants. It provides a
method of analysis which is typical of critical theoretical studies of various kinds, also of
critical studies in applied linguistics. CDA researchers focus on discourses that establish,
maintain and sometimes also challenge various kinds of social order. Their aim is to
understand and make evident the ways in which texts and discourses maintain and
reproduce certain social structures and at the same time suppress others. Before a detailed
analysis of the texts and discourses in focus in this study takes place, the semiotic context of
the phenomenon to be investigated must be understood (Fairclough 2001a; 2001b). In
order to understand the nature and role of “context” in the meanings of a particular
discourse, the researcher is required to “go outside the text” (Fairclough 2001b: 251) and to
use a variety of sources to understand the social order that frames the discourse. By
drawing on literature written by notable scholars in the disciplines of Business
Management, Economics, Organisational Studies, Ecology, Geography and Sociology, this
chapter will report on a chain of social events of which the texts to be investigated form part
(Fairclough 2003: 190). It will also identify the networks of discourses and social practices

which are referred to in the reports, and within which the reports are framed.

Given that sustainable development is often presented as a potential solution to the
negative effects of ‘modernisation’, ‘globalisation’ and ‘capitalism’, this chapter will begin by
providing an overview of these concepts and terms that are central to the discourse itself.
Following this, the concept of ‘sustainable development’ will be discussed in detail, linking it
to ecological modernisation theory (EMT) and ‘green economics’. The chapter then
addresses the role of the corporation in sustainable development, and the nature and
typical features of the recently developed practice of CSR reports and dominant reporting

frameworks such as the King Ill Code and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI).
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2.2 Modernisation and globalisation

“Modernisation” is a term which describes the pathway of human and social development
over time. Such development includes changes to production and consumption, as well as
modifications to the way in which humans manage industrial practices, land, migration,
settlement, transportation and social, economic and political institutions (Stratford 2010:
835). ‘Globalisation’ is a process closely related to ‘modernisation’, since it gives rise to
accelerated flows of economic transactions, capital, resources, people and communication.
In short, it is “the name given to both the journey modern societies are taking, and their

ultimate destination” (Redclift 2005: 220).

Both modernisation and globalisation are processes that have negative and positive
consequences for the communities in which they take place. The increased movement and
flow of people, products and capital are often considered to be positive consequences of
globalisation (Lovelock 1999; Scheve and Slaughter 2007) because of their potential to
improve the quality of life of many members of the community. On the other hand, some
criticise globalisation for the ways in which norms and values of a strong entity such as the
United States have spread internationally (Ritzer 1993; Redclift 2005: 220). This has been
found to coincide with the unfair distribution of goods and services®, excessive consumption
as well as climate change4 and loss of habitat and species due to processes like urbanisation
and pollution which accompany globalisation (Stratford 2010: 835). Concerns about the
harmful effects of modernisation and globalisation on the environment have given rise to a
change in environmental values (Stratford 2010: 835). For example, while some argue that
the environment should be valued and protected for its intrinsic beauty and goodness,

others argue that industrial development is a vital part of a globalised society and that the

3 According to McGregor (2013: 417), the process of globalisation has caused widespread economic inequality
and a situation “where less than 20% of the world’s population controls 85% of the world’s resources and
holds nearly 100% of the world’s wealth.”

* Climate change is important to this study given that all of the companies identify climate change in their
reports, as well as their involvement in climate change. According to Madzwamuse (2010:2) “the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is increasingly highlighting adaptation as a key
response to climate change alongside mitigation measures. However, mitigation and carbon financing
continue to dominate the climate change agenda. Little attention has been paid to adaptation even though
this is where the focus of Africa and other developing countries ought to be, at least in terms of facilitating
efforts towards meeting several Millennium Development Goals (MDG), reducing poverty and enhancing food
security.” Chapters five and six will elaborate on how South African companies focus on mitigation rather than
adaptation.
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environment should be valued and protected for its practical use and ability to contribute to

human needs and desires (Kolk 2000: 4-5).

2.3 Capitalism and neoliberalism

Capitalist ideologies have often been recognised as the central driving forces of modernity
and globalisation (Scott 2011: 130; McGregor 2013). As a theory and an economic system,
capitalism has undergone transformation since its inception. Many social scientists use the
term “neoliberalism” to refer to the most contemporary form of capitalism (see Young
2011). However the meaning of the term is widely debated, partly because there have been
two understandings of the term stemming from two historical periodss. In the 1930s,
scholars from continental Europe such as Ropke and Bohm emphasised a normative-ethical
foundation for economics, highlighting the role of government, economic efficiency and
human decency in establishing a stable economic and social order (Young 2011: 1677). In
Britain in the 1970s, scholars such as Bentham and Burke used “neoliberalism” as a term to
refer to and promote a laissez-faire approach to government and public intervention and
conceptualised unregulated economic competition as the best way of coordinating human
efforts (Young 2011: 1677). This study draws on the more recent understanding of
“neoliberalism”, a term which is used to label a range of philosophical, political and
economic developments of the traditional classical liberal and capitalist agenda (Stratford
2010: 836). This means that, more than just an economic theory, neoliberalism is frequently
conceptualised as a dominant economic, political and social order (Fairclough 2006). | will
briefly outline a number of important aspects of neoliberalism below, with the primary aim
of highlighting how this system influences and has an impact on ideas of society, the

environment, sustainable development and corporate social responsibility.

Traditional capitalist economics, introduced by Adam Smith in 1776, is about the allocation
of resources in a context of presumed scarcity (Myerson & Rydin 1996: 38). Even the earliest
free market economic theories put forward by Smith articulated the centrality of ‘resources’
in a capitalist system, which can be defined as “the inputs used in the production of those

things we desire” (Miller 2010: 9). The term “resources” is often used interchangeably with

> In fact Castree (2006: 3) has termed neoliberalism a “necessary illusion”, and Bartnett (2005: 8) suggests
“there is no such thing”. However, | align myself with Fairclough (2003), Brand (2005) and Springer’s (2012)
arguments that there is a dominant global force creating similarities (and inequalities) in economic and social
processes, and they use the term ‘neoliberalism’ to label this force.
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“factors of production” since they are conceptualised as having no intrinsic value; it is only
through combining various factors that marketable goods and services can be produced.
Resources are traditionally classified as natural (land), human (labour) or manufactured
resources (capital). According to Miller (2010: 10), traditional capitalist economists value
labour and capital over natural resources, since labour is able to transform the land into

consumable goods, or the “things we desire”.

As an economic theory, capitalism promotes the production of goods or “commodities”
from resources, and their exchange in a market system, with the primary aim of maximising
profit. For this reason, private ownership of resources and property, as well as a free market
and free trade are fundamental to the capitalist system (Heynen, McCarthy, Prudham, and
Robbins 2007:3). Since the market determines economic activity in a capitalist system,
neoliberalism encourages a laissez-faire or minimal approach to government intervention,
which is to be realised by deregulation of labour and financial markets (Stratford 2010: 836).
The neoliberal system thus allows for private enterprise to flourish (Scott 2011: 130) as
government control declines (Heynen et al. 2007: 5). Where governmental control is still
strong, Fairclough (1989: 35-36) argues that a capitalist state “creates the conditions for the
smooth operation of the multinational corporations, in terms of currency controls, controls
of inflation, constraints on wages and on the capacity of trade unions to take industrial

action” ®

. Like individuals in a neoclassical economic system, the corporate entity is a profit-
maximizing entity with primary focus on enhancing shareholder value, net profits and “the

bottom line”’ (Banerjee 2007: 25).

® Much public criticism was directed at governments after Rio+20 in June 2012, the UN Conference on
Sustainable Development aimed at promoting green economic principles (explained in section 2.4.2 below) in
countries across the globe. Monbiot (2012), an environmentalist blogger for the Guardian, claimed: “the
efforts of governments are concentrated not on defending the living Earth from destruction, but on defending
the machine that is destroying it. Whenever consumer capitalism becomes snarled up by its own
contradictions, governments scramble to mend the machine, to ensure — though it consumes the conditions
that sustain our lives — that it runs faster than ever before.”

" The “bottom line” is a metaphor which refers to the bottom line of an income statement, or the place where
the net profit is indicated, after revenues have been added and costs have been deducted. In contrast, “the
top line” refers to the top figure of an income statement, which indicates company revenues before
deductions. Similarly, “bottom line accounting” refers to the numerical processes associated with achieving
the highest bottom line, i.e. the most profit, and is usually achieved by increasing efficiency and reducing costs.
More recently, economists and corporate institutions have begun to talk about the triple bottom line, a term
explained in section 2.5 below.
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There has been much critical literature on neoliberalism in recent years (See Jones 1996 for
an overview of these critiques). According to Harvey (in Heynen et al. 2007: 5) neoliberalism
is “a global project to restore, renew, and expand the conditions for capital accumulation
and, in related fashion, to restore power to economic elites”. Heynen et al. (2007: 3) argue
that neoliberalism is “wrapped in a cloak of remarkably utopian promises, offering a world
liberated to ‘unleash’ the emancipatory power of markets and local decision-making.” It has
also been critiqued for generating a global consumerist culture and widespread materialism
(McGregor 2013: 416; Yearley 2005: 317). Yearley (2005: 317) and Stratford (2010: 836)
identify state practices such as the laissez-faire approach to governing, as a primary reason
for the contemporary pervasiveness of environmental problems. This is largely because
liberal democratic states® tend to encourage governments to adopt short-term policy
strategies creating popularity before election dates. Fairclough (2003: 4), drawing on the
work of Bourdieu (1998) states that “neo-liberalism is a political project for facilitating the
re-structuring and re-scaling of social relations in accordance with the demands of an

unrestrained global capitalism”.

Springer (2012: 136-137) identifies four characteristics of neoliberalism, namely: (1) it is a
global hegemonic project in which elite social actors form class-based alliances and circulate
a coherent program of interpretations of the world onto others. The masses then willingly
consent to these interpretations; (2) it is both a policy and program, meaning there is a
focus on privatization and deregulation; (3) it is a form of state which supports economic
management systems and surveillance, and; (4) it is a form of governmentality, meaning
there is a de-centering of government in governing processes and a focus on non-

governmental institutions as well as strategies and technologies as a form of governance.

It is clear that, rather than being simply an economic theory, neoliberalism is a paradigm, or
dominant set of beliefs about the world (Heynen et al. 2007: 7). As a paradigm,
neoliberalism has influenced modern ideas about society, the role of the government, and
the place of the individual in society. According to Stratford (2010: 836), the neoliberal

paradigm frames citizens as “accountable, responsible, autonomous and conscientious

® ‘liberalism’ is characterised by individualism, equality and rationalism (Morriss 2009: 54). Liberal democratic
states are those countries whose legislation recognises the equal rights of all individuals. There are various
types of liberal democratic states, including constitutional republics (the United States), constitutional
monarchies (the United Kingdom) or parliamentary systems (South Africa) (see Waldron 2004).

18



Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za

beings who act in their own enlightened self-interest, and do not depend on government for
their welfare”. This has major implications for developing and maintaining social inequality
(Heynen et al. 2007: 5) and corporate involvement in issues of welfare. This will be

addressed further in section 2.5.1 below, as well as chapter 6.

2.3.1 Capitalism as the root cause of environmental degradation

As early as the 1980s scholars such as Schnaiberg (1980)° began seeking systematic
explanations for environmental destruction and frequently identified capitalism as the root
cause. These views spread into the next two decades and resonated in the work of scholars
like O’Connor (1994), Jones (1996), Foster, Clark and York (2010) and Yearly (2005: 318),
who claim that environmental harm appears to be the more-or-less automatic consequence
of modern industrial, consumerist, liberal capitalism. The reason for this has been
articulated in economic terms as “the tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968) and as the
problem of negative externalities. The former refers to the phenomenon whereby, in a
capitalist system, common resources like water and air are not privately owned and
therefore do not have property rights. In an unregulated market, there is no incentive not to
overuse these common resources because there is no cost associated with their
consumption. Thus, one shortcoming of a traditional capitalist system is the failure to
extend some form of property right to common resources, as without these it ultimately is

easier to exploit the environment rather than protect it (Howell-Moroney 2011: 47).

2.2 Sustainable development

Sustainable development is one of the most prominent responses to the negative effects of
modernisation, globalisation and neoliberal capitalism. It is a concept that has gained
international authority in political circles from the mid-1980s via the World Commission for
Economic Development (WCED). The most commonly cited definition of “sustainable
development” is from the Brundlandt report, published by the WCED in 1987. In this
document, sustainable development is defined as “a process of change in which the

exploitation of resources, direction of investments, orientation of technological

? Schnaiberg’s (1980: 471) central argument is that large producers (predominantly MNCs), have created a
production and consumption “treadmill” that is so labor, energy and material-intensive, that it is both morally
reprehensible and generates the seeds of its own destruction. According to Schnaiberg (1980: 249), the state is
the only institution powerful enough to control the force of capitalism. At the time of publication, his views
were both supported (see for example Orr 1980) and vehemently refuted by economists like Elkan (1982: 171),
who claimed that it was a work of political advocacy.
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development, and institutional change are made consistent with future as well as present
needs” (WCED 1987: 9). In addition, the WCED claims that sustainable development involves
“meeting the basic needs of all and extending to all the opportunity to satisfy their

aspirations for a better life” (WCED 1987 in Hediger 1999: 1122).

While the WCED’s definition of sustainable development appears to promote
intergenerational equity, equitable growth and the satisfaction of human needs and
aspirations, it has received much criticism from notable scholars such as Lélé 1991, Banerjee
(2003), Redclift (2002, 2005) and Robinson (2004). According to Redclift (2005: 213) the
apparent simplicity of the WCED’s approach to sustainable development is deceptive since it
“obscures underlying complexities and contradictions”. For example, he finds the focus on
the ‘future’ and ‘needs’ in sustainable development thinking problematic since “it is clear
that needs themselves change, so it is unlikely that those of future generations will be the
same as those of the present generation” (Redclift 2005: 213). In addition social inequalities
are intergenerational, as well as intragenerational, and for this reason, valuing the future

over the present can cause present-day social inequalities to be overlooked.

While the Brundtland report gives the most often-cited definition of sustainable
development, at least forty additional working definitions have been given of ‘sustainable
development’ since the time in which the report was written (Hajer 1997: 1). The term itself
has been referred to as an oxymoron (Daly in Redclift 2005: 213), and an ambiguous phrase
(Hediger 1999: 1121). It is often used interchangeably with terms like “sustainable growth”
and “sustainability”, which, strictly speaking, have different meanings and applications.
Current concepts of ‘sustainable development’ evolved from various development
paradigms and include various economic, social and ecological perspectives (Hediger 1999:

1121).

In an attempt to find an operational definition for sustainable development, economic and
environmental theorists have, since the early 1990s, made a distinction between strong and
weak sustainability (Gutés 1996: 147; Hediger 1999). These terms are not mutually
exclusive; according to Hediger (1999:1123) they are based on differences in disciplinary
perspectives, more specifically, differences in philosophical and ethical interpretations of
sustainable development. The distinction between weak and strong sustainability divides

environmentalists and economists, and fails to comprehensively address the overall
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challenge of sustainable development. Since corporate discourses typically promote a weak
sustainability model (Atkinson 2000; Bebbington 2001), the strong and weak sustainability

models will be explained and differentiated below.

2.4.1 Strong sustainability

The concept of ‘strong sustainability’ emerged from the environmental sciences. In this field
it is used to promote a more radical approach to environmentalism and campaigns for
widespread sys