Cambridge University Press

978-1-316-63400-4 — Business Ethics for a Material World
Ryan Burg

Frontmatter

More Information

Business Ethics for a Material
World

Increasingly, conscientious consumers and green marketers are recognizing
that material things, not firms, are the locus of social and ecological
responsibility. Even so, many scholars in ethics, sustainability, and
governance focus on people and organizations, ignoring the flows of things.

In this book, Ryan Burg argues that material things are fundamental
features of moral life, serving as both valuable instruments and guides for
responsibility. Unless care is taken for these nonliving entities, living things
cannot be protected. Viewing the global economy as a network of material
transfers, Burg argues that to facilitate object care, professionals must act
as stewards. By tracing the origins and disposal of workplace objects
through this material network, businesses and employees can discover
the outcomes for which they are responsible, and managers can align
ethics, sustainability, and governance with a truly global formulation of
responsibility.

RYAN BURG is Visiting Assistant Professor in the College of Management
at Bucknell University. He holds a joint PhD in Business Ethics and Sociology
from the Wharton School of Business, University of Pennsylvania, and his
dissertation was a finalist for the Social Issues in Management Dissertation
award. Professor Burg is also a cofounder of the Responsible Endowments
Coalition, a national organization that supports the student-led responsible
investment movement on college and university campuses.
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capitalism come to be seen as social institutions that have a great impact
on the welfare of human society around the world. Issues such as
globalization, environmentalism, information technology, the triumph of
liberalism, corporate governance, and business ethics all have the potential
to have major effects on our current models of the corporation and the
methods by which value is created, distributed and sustained among all
stakeholder—customers, suppliers, employees, communities, and financiers.
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Foreword

Ryan Burg suggests that the normal way we think about business
ethics is in need of a radical reorientation. He suggests that the sheer
complexity of modern business requires new narratives and new ways
of thinking. The complexity of business today obscures the important
relationships between people and objects, and most of contemporary
business ethics starts with people, and adds the context of business.

Burg’s reorientation will seem quite strange to many. He suggests
that we start with things and objects, rather than people. He says that
we need to understand “the physical, tangible materials with which
business deals.” It is only by starting with things, and in particular the
things that matter and affect the stakeholders of a business, that we can
even begin to assign responsibility in a meaningful way.

It is easiest to see Burg’s view if we look at the physical environment,
but he goes far beyond sustainability in his analysis and prescriptions.
If we are to address many of our societal issues, we must address the
stewardship of objects, and that is impossible without understanding
the objects themselves and the roles they play in human society.

Philosophically, Burg is a pragmatist. He is deeply rooted in practice
and in the phenomena he writes about. Starting ethics with “things”
engenders a raised eyebrow and a “why in the world would you do
that” look. This is precisely the kind of new narrative that we need for
the twenty-first century. And it is precisely that kind of book that this
series on Business, Value Creation, and Society is proud to publish.

My hope is that this book will be one of many more to come that will
help us develop a better business ethics, and continue to make business
and capitalism a system of value creation and trade that is truly fit for
human beings.

R. Edward Freeman
Series Co-Editor
January 2017
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