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The Routledge Companion
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The Routledge Companion to Ethics, Politics and Organizations synthesizes and extends existing
research on ethics in organizations by explicitly focusing on ‘ethico-politics’ — where ethics
informs political action. It draws connections between ethics and politics in and around
organizations and the workplace, examines cutting-edge areas and sets the scene for future
research.

Through a wealth of international and multidisciplinary contributions this volume considers
the broad range of ways in which ethics and politics can be conceived and understood. The
chapters look at various ethical traditions, as well as the discursive deployment of ethical
terminology in organizational settings, and they also examine large-scale political structures and
processes and how they relate to different forms of politics which affect behaviour in
organizations. These many possibilities are united by a focus on how ethics can be used to inform
and justify the exercise of power in organizations.

This collection will be a valuable reference source for students and researchers across the
disciplines of organizational studies, ethics and politics.
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1

Introduction

The inseparability of ethics and
politics in organizations

Alison Pullen and Carl Rhodes

In recent years ethics has become of increasing interest to those who study organizations (e.g.
Parker, 2003; Kornberger and Brown, 2007; Wray-Bliss, 2009; Helin and Sandstrom, 2010;
Pullen and Rhodes, 2014). Both preceded and informed by a so-called ‘ethical turn’ in theory
and philosophy more generally (Davis and Womack, 2001; Garber et al., 2000) ethical matters
are no longer sequestered as the subject of the specialized discipline of business ethics, and more
an issue for management and organization theory in general. This attention to ethics is perhaps
a sign of the times; times of escalating corporate power (Barley, 2007) ushered in by the
liberalization of global markets ruled by networks of giant corporations (Carroll, 2010) which
have been freed from the old burdens of state regulation (Veldman, 2013). Indeed, when corporate
power is ideologically justified and legally enabled, what might be beholden to keep it in check
and hold it to account?

The situation is one where the growth of corporate freedom and power has led to a new
interest in ethics and organizations. Symptomatic of the call to ethics in organizations is the
phenomenon of the ‘corporate scandal’: a public shaming of an organization for alleged ethical
wrongdoing. We might even say that the twenty-first century has seen the heyday of the corporate
scandal with corporations regularly being trawled through the press for accounting fraud,
corruption, rogue trading, tax avoidance, market manipulation, executive sex scandals and
corporate espionage. These scandals highlight public concern over the morality of the exercise
of corporate power, as well as highlighting the idea that ‘ethics’ is somehow the remedy for
the problem. This remedy is often perceived as a form of ‘managerial voluntarism’ that would
serve as a replacement for state regulation (Marens, 2013) in ensuring that business organizations
‘do the right thing’.

In light of the questioning of corporate power and morality, there have been various calls
for a new and different type of ethics that might better serve organizations in contemporary
global capitalism (Jones et al., 2005). One view is that the issues and contexts that characterize
organizations are unique from those of other institutions and as such this requires a specialized
set of ethical theories. This is so, it has been argued, because organizations contain “dynamic
social processes that defy attempts to apply traditional moral theory and detached philosophical
wisdom” (Barker, 2002: 1099). It has been proposed that “organizations need an ethics of their
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own” (Phillips and Margolis, 1999: 619) and that this is to be developed by professional ethicists
who would busy themselves by “specifying and justifying substantive aims for organizations,
their owners, and their managers to pursue” (p. 630). In both practice and theory the most
common way that such an ethics is conceived is that it is the responsibility of a managerial elite
to control and ensure the ethicality of their organizations.

It is in response to both the acknowledgement of the problematic of corporate power, and
the presupposition that ethics in organizations lies within the domain of managerial responsibility
and agency, that we conceived of the idea for this book. It seemed to us so limited and privileged
to reduce ethics to the justification of organizational action as beholden to an organization’s
rights to exercise power in accordance with the values and desires of a managerial class (e.g.
Phillips and Margolis, 1999; Verkerk et al., 2001). The prevalence of the idea that there might
be an ‘ethics of organization’ (Phillips and Margolis, 1999; Hancock, 2008) or ‘organizational
ethics’ (Sims, 1991; Barker, 2002) that can be developed and enforced seemed to us to be more
about entrenched forms of managerial power and authority than it did about ethical deliberation
or questioning. Indeed, ethics appears, at least in this formulation, as an expansion of managerial
domination into newer and more subversive domains of life. There is room for cynicism here.
In one sense this is because most generally corporations have “failed to responsibly use whatever
autonomy and discretion they possessed to produce fair and generous outcomes for their various
stakeholder groups” (Marens, 2010: 761) and in another sense that ethics can be used as a
smokescreen to fend off demands for corporate regulation (Fleming et al., 2013). In both senses
expanding the scope of corporate liberties that are central to neoliberalism comes through as
the (not so) hidden purpose of managerially oriented business ethics.

At stake is a distinct relationship between ethics and the exercise of power in organizations;
in particular the deployment of ethics for the purposes of securing and enhancing corporate
power. Acknowledging the veracity of this deployment of ethics in organizations, our intention
in editing this book was to contribute to the development of a very different approach to ethics
in organizations; one where organizations are brought into question by ethics rather than bolstered
by it. This approach is one that has been referred to as ‘ethico-politics’ (see Parker, 2003,
McMurray et al., 2011; Pullen and Rhodes, 2014); a relationship where ethics is both questioned
and mobilized, and where politics are directed by ethics. In adopting and referring to the term
ethico-politics we were influenced by its use within feminist theory to render problematic the
traditional hierarchies of thought that have served to reproduce inequality and domination (Bar
On and Ferguson, 1998). Such work attests to the long-standing yet false separation of the domains
of ethics and politics in western thinking, as well as seeking to unite them through forms of
resistance that oppose and/or destabilize normalized social and institutional actions and
arrangements (cf. Diprose, 2002; Pullen and Rhodes, 2014). In feminist theory much focus has
been on ethico-politics as it relates to gender identity, women’s agency and political dissent
(see Parkins, 2000; Ferguson, 1998). This has clear relevance for organizations, given the
dominance of rational and control-based managerial approaches to ethics that can be seen to
embody an ‘ethics of manliness’ that prizes mastery, legitimacy and achievement (Bologh, 1990).
It is this powerful and manly notion of ethics that is brought into question such that alternative
ethics can emerge.

The ethico-politics of organization that forms the theme of this book seeks to contest an
ethics of organization that promises a means by which managers can effectively manage ethics.
Further, an ethico-political approach concerns itself with the way such forms of management
might actually inhibit ethical behaviour. It has been suggested, for example, that dominant cultural
norms in organizations diminish “the capacity for organizations to scrutinize the ethics of their
actions” (Rhodes et al., 2010: 535). Such an approach proffers a mistrust of organizational ethics



