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In this paper I develop some arguments on the ‘human-centeredness’ of sustainability 
conceptions. I argue that it makes no sense to understand sustainability as a concept to 
describe the biosphere, or parts of it, in terms of natural science as an equilibrium. From that 
perspective, I discuss the concepts of ‘strong’ and ‘weak sustainability’, together with mis-
conceptions of political communication and the role these concepts play in it. A redefinition of 
the ancient concept of rhetoric in political communication, against the modern notion of 
rhetorics, concludes that argument. Finally I recommend to understand sustainability perfor-
mance measurement in the horizon of a reflexive methodology, and exemplify this by 
discussing two incommensurable ideas about the convertibility of capitals.  
 

Anthropocentrism as the Spirit of the Anthropocene  

Sustainability is a word, a concept made by man to adress his relation to his context. That’s 
the most general definition we can give that makes sense. It wouldn’t make sense to use the 
concept in order to analyze consquences of an animal species resp. its survival and con-
quest strategies on its eco-niche. In this case we would use a concept like “dynamic 
equilibrium” to analyze outcomes of this behavoir in that eco-niche, including the counter-
activities of other species and all the other spontaneous, involuntary, systemic “effects” of 
competition and selection, mutation and retention.  In other words: we would talk about self-
regulation.  

Thus, sustainability is an adequate concept to think and talk about processes of (failing) self-
regulation of man “in context”, and contexts are many. When the word came up in the 18th  
century there was only one context, natural environment, and only one issue: woods, or 
better, forests in the already ‘humanized’ form of tree societies. A first hint that we should not 
connotate automatically (unconsciously) words like Humanism and humanization as the good 
per se. Even if issues like this had been adressed in other words long before, e.g. the 
deforestation of the Mediterranean for ship-building purposes two millennia ago, it’s a 
phenomenon of the late 20th century that more and more human relations became integrated 
in (subsumed under) the semantics of sustainability. That’s one reason for the confusing and 
vexing notion of this term in the 21th century talk about limits of growth (including social limits 
as well, e.g. Hirsch 1976). Confusing because we didn’t learn for the first time to consider 
consequences of our actions on others, e.g. by the rise of CSR-conceptions which are slowly 
merging with corporate sustainability accounting. We had other concepts and categories to 
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talk about such issues, and to take up the consequences of individual, social or corporate 
action on other humans, like law and critique, morale and ethics.  

However, this change in perception and connotation gives us an idea about the common 
issue of  these diverse sustainabilities: It is always about responsibility. You can’t blame a 
tiger for hunting and eating a sweet fawn (even if that happens in the cheap sugar-worlds of 
private TV), but you can blame an wealthy dentist killing a tiger for fun. Why? Because he – 
we – can understand what we do. And because we do have a choice. He for instance, could 
have satisfied his killing lust by playing one of these killing video-games just made for such 
perverse “human needs”, instead reducing an already very endangered species. But, 
essentially, the relevant difference in general is not on fun or food, and thus not on purpose. 
Many people accept, for instance, the hunting of deer or foxes for fun, if they get eaten or 
not, because they are smaller and not endangered. Again: It is on responsibility. That means: 
beeing able to justify critically one’s own action in all contexts where at least one alternative 
is given. Exceptions are considered in courts. That’s why politicians love the TINA-argument: 
There is/was/will be no alternative. I’m responsible, but I don’t have the responsibility.  

Consequences of (Capitalist) Modernity 

Interpreted from the view of modernization theory (e.g. Giddens 1990), the rise of the 
sustainability discourse can be seen as an increasingly global form of social reflexivity, of a 
critical self-recognition of man-kind as a creating and destroying ‘natural force’. Or seen from 
the perspective of any other species: as violence. That’s, in short, what Paul Crutzen and 
Eugene Stoermer (2000) meant when they created – or took up – the word Anthropocene1,  
in geology’s tradition of designating geo-biological eras along with fundamental changes. 
With this term they emphasize the global impact of man-kind on Earth's ecosystem. A con-
ception created to raise the self-critical awareness that we became a planet shaping force. A 
force which is in the planet’s history only comparable with the appearance of blue-green al-
gae three billion years ago. They created an oxygen-saturated atmosphere and thus a condi-
tion for all higher life (see also James Lovelock in his Gaia-conception two decades before, 
1979, and his idea of a systems science of Earth). However, we are mainly doing the oppo-
site: consuming and wasting conditions for other life (similarly within the social ecosystem). 
Humans cause the 6th mass extinction of species in the history of the planet’s biosphere. 
They increasingly ‘control’ e.g. the global water circulation by deforestation, damming, agri-
culture/irrigation, and carbon emissions (with indirect effects e.g. on the Gulf Stream and 
other deep sea streams). Humans nowadays transport more ground materials per year than 
all streams and rivers of the world together. Sand is becoming a scarce resource, generating 
international conflict and big crime, et cetera.  

With the Theory of Reflexive Modernization (Beck et al. 1994) we can describe that as an 
epistemological process in which society is – resp. societies are getting more and more 
aware of the non-intended and un-desirable consequences (“side-effects”) of their intentional 
strategies, as well as of their unreflected routines. Nobody wants to change the atmosphere 
by driving from A to B, or to sour the seas by heating or cooling his appartment. However: 
what about that if we already got aware about this and thousands of other “side-effects”? 

                                                 
1  Which they themselves lend from Russian physicists, using that word already in the 1960ies and 

70ies. 
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Whats the “effect” of this insight in our unintended effects? A pessimistic answer would be: 
We mainly produce larger knowledge-action-gaps, since our “needs” and social practices do 
not follow in a logical or ethical consequence what we are able to understand. But a more 
systemic answer I want to emphasize here is: We see, in fact, new practices, tremendously 
increasing. What Michael Power (1994) had called the accounting explosion, is in my 
interpretation an effect of these overwhelming side-effects.  

Accountability  

What Power described – an “explosion” in the number of accountability claims, reporting 
practices and rating systems, and what he portraited as an unstoppable proliferation of rituals 
of verification, could be seen as a strange trait of contemporary corporate culture, quasi as 
an ethnographic phenomenon. In my view, it is an – even indirect – “effect” of an increasing 
interdependence in the modern world, in combination with the increasing power (lever) of 
human capabilities for reality-interventions (technology, science). That are self-reinforcing 
circles, positive feedback-loops with dangerous effects. Hence, everyone demands accoun 
tability from everyone since everyone’s activity has more and more effects on everyone and 
everything (more means: more people, more organized activity and division of labour, more 
powerful technology in mining, damming, costruction, transportation, communication, etc.). 
Hence the rise of the sustainability discourse reflects the impression that the former systems 
and conceptions to regulate personal, corporate and governmental activities – esp. law & 
ethics – are not sufficient any more to cope with “abounding side-effects” (Beck). 
Responsibilities are growing, even if nobody wanted or intended that. Or as Marx said: 
People make their history themselves, but they don’t do it voluntarily.  

Our Theory of Institutional Reflexivity, based in modernization theory, organization theory, as 
well as in pragmatist epistemology and psychology (cf. e.g. Moldaschl 2006), elaborates on 
this type of explanation and offers an analytical methodology of the way how individuals and 
social units (organizations, professions, cities/communalities, states) deal with these 
challenges. Since the analytical approach focuses on learning processes and the opposite: 
defensive routines, deflection and other intellectual contraceptives, it is basically an aproach 
to study and evaluate innovation capabilities (and inabilities). On each of the levels in its own 
qualities and categories.  

The “Two Sustainabilities” 

As mentioned above, sustainability as a concept is not about the self-regulation of nature but 
about human environment. It’s about human activity in relation to man’s natural environment.  
But, the more man’s environment is built by himself, it is increasingly on his socio-cultural 
environment. Even more: with the detachment of the socio-cultural from the biological 
evolution, or the socio-cultural from the phylogenetic evolution, it is also about the changing 
nature of the human condition itself. At least it should be understood as that. I don’t want to 
deepen that here because it would mean to comment on a fundamental change in perspec 
tive, requiring a longer excourse on implications and consequences. But one consequence 
will come up next. 
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As an epistemic typology of discourse, however, we can identify two competing general 
notions of sustainability, which have been called strong and weak. The term weak 
sustainability was coined in order to criticize the definition of sustainable development (!) 
given by the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED, the so-called 
Brundtland-Commission) of the United Nations in 1987. The commission had been estab-
lished some years ago in order to translate challenges of global development with a perspec-
tive on developing countries (context!) into guiding principles for internationally cooperative 
political strategy. Lead by the reigning Norwegian Prime Minister and former public health-
scientist Gro Harlem Brundtland, the commission casted former discourses about interde-
pendent but conflicting political goals (economic development, public health and environ-
mental protection) in the form of the well-known three pillar model, some years later coined 
as the triple bottom line for corporate accounting2 (Elkington 1997). It included an intergen-
erational perspective which – surprisingly – has been felt ‘new’ at that time (“meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs”,  http://www.un-documents.net/a42r187.htm, p. 1). 

The criticisms were diverse. The first one: The WCED-position adopts a human-centered 
worldview. A second one: It’s a growth perspective, prioritizing (economic) wealth as the re-
sult of the implicit anthropocentrism. A third objection was against the concept of intergenera-
tional equity: That could hardly be operationalized without knowing about the future (capabili-
ties, substitutes, inventions, needs, …). Without touching present natural resource stocks 
resp. following the principle to leave them unreduced, no development and almost no pro-
duction would be possible. Others connected to the idea of human capital as a resource typi-
cal – and instrumental – for the path to a knowledge-society with its potential to decouple 
growth from resource consumption. Some criticized ecological economics (an approach re-
lated to the three-pillar model) as seeing human capital and natural capital as interchange-
able. That means, a development could be classified as “sustainable” if at least human capi-
tal and/or economic value had grown, and natural capital was not reduced to the same 
amount (how this could ever be calculated and balanced: what should be the common meas-
ure?). I will come back to this argument in the last section.  

The concept of strong sustainability, instead (if it is one), would put the environmental dimen-
sion (understood as natural stocks and composition, e.g. biodiversity and resilience) on top, 
thus defining a value-hierarchy instead of a heterarchic model of equally important goals. 
That’s easy to conceive, and has a very good argument on its side: No production and no 
consumption is possible at all if relevant resources have been consumed or the natural bal-
ance is destroyed. Thus the first goal had to be the protection of the natural environment; 
economic and social claims had to be treated as secondary – if allowed by nature at all. 

Would be great if we were not here 

If your mentality is not strongly formatted by utilitarianism (which has undeniable humanitar-
ian notions in the work of Bentham) and its most extreme contemporary expression, neo-
classical thinking, your sympathy must be magnetized by the concept(s) of strong sustain-
ability. Great if. Anyway, its an abstract as-if-position: as if we were not here on this planet. 

                                                 
2  Since the traditional ‘bottom line’ of business and accounting is a single financial dimension, profit 

resp. loss. 
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As if all were accessible to rational arguments. As if particular interests would be defined in 
relation to the public good - besides of power relations - et cetera. That reflects a naïve and 
finally apolitical worldview. And despite the listed criticisms of the “weak” position are ade-
quate; or considerable at least, if they ignore the difference between sustainable develop-
ment and sustainability as definitions by good reasons. I don’t see good reasons, but there 
might be some, based on the idea that we accept the principle of human equity on that planet 
and do not pursue it by downgrading our lifestyles in a world-wide scale to the level of Burk-
ina Faso (while omitting their waste practices).  

As I argued, also the “strong” sustainability perspective is inevitably human-centered. It just 
claims less relevance for specific human purposes like comfort, health and wealth. It’s advo-
cates define the triangle not heretarchic, but as a value hierarchy: the ecological dimension is 
given priority. But where to anchor the human interest between “sustainability” and (natural) 
self-regulation? And who in the world would push the priority of the “environmental interest” 
(a contradiction in itself) through? Or to say it in other words: Beyond all necessary redefini-
tion of wealth beyond material goods, the two main questions in my view are, first 

 to which extent we respect the existing life on this planet beyond all instrumental cal-
culus, i.e. even beyond longest-term benefits and (human-centered) aesthetic values 
like “beauty”)? 

 and second, as we are already here, how we get to a more sustainable development, 
lifestyle, self-conception, together and against our historically shaped “needs”?  

Political trajectories and fairy-tales 

Answers to the first question have to recognize the biosphere for itself, not because it is nec-
essary or in any way useful for an imagined future. That’s the alternative to anthropocen-
trism. Lovelock, who interprets Earth or its Biosphere in his Gaia-conception as an organism, 
can be seen as an example, but must not be taken as a model because of its somehow con-
fusing use of subject and metaphor. Answers also have to include ideas of life and 
(re)production beyond growth, understanding growth as a genuine “need” of the capitalist 
way of organizing economies, not as a human need (based in “human nature”) or as a natu-
ral law. If you want to make a man happy, Epicurus of Samos said, do not add to his abun-
dance, but take from him some of his desires. In this horizon, humans will anyway have to 
redefine the art of living (and adequate forms of economy) along the old philosophic question 
about the good life. That’s already part of empirical consumption and lifestyle research.  

Answers to the second question must recognize the existence of a concerning number of 
humans on this planet for a comprehensible period of time. Of course, it is understandable 
when particularly natural scientists who have been warning several decades yet e.g. of cli-
mate change, now loose patience with democracy and tend to sympathise with ideas of the 
“good dictatorship” based on scientific enlightenment, like e.g. Dennis Meadows, leading 
author of the Club of Rome study from 1972 (cf. Moldaschl/Stehr 2013 on this phenomenon 
and the appearance of China as an attractive governance model).   

If this is the accepted precondition (a mass of humans is there, has interests and power, 
must be convinced to cooperate), the question how to enter a more sustainable path of de-
velopment cannot be answered by describing facts. By describing what follows from the sci-
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entific findings and scenarios, and then complaining about the knowledge-action-gap. That’s 
political ignorance, and that’s what we see dominantly at present. For an option, how natural 
science experts act politically, we can take the IPCC. This consortium has become very mod-
est (if not tamed) after severe criticisms from all sides. They allow politicians to keep alive the 
two-degree-goal as attainable, and thus to pursue as-if-policies: as if this would still be pos-
sible, after almost 30 years of inertia in the international climate negotiations. While world-
wide CO2-emissions rose more than 60% since the start of these negotiations. Indeed, it 
could still be achieved if the developing countries would stop their emission growth com-
pletely and at once; and if the industrialized nations would reduce their emissions collectively 
for 95% from today on. A modern fairy-tale. And we’re only talking about CO2 here. 

Even if there is no scientific substantiation of the two-degree-threshold (it could be one or 
three degree Celsius as well), the actors agreed to have any agreeable number in order to 
organize (optimistic: operationalize) politics. In fact, 2°C is a political symbol, helping politi-
cians to stage their communication as responsible bargaining ‘without compromising the 
economic needs of the present generation’, to pervert the Brundtlands.  

Is this alternative between a naïve science-based politics vision and a serving role of science 
for symbol politics our inescapable dilemma? With only the ‘good dictatorship’ as the emer-
gency exit? Ecologically sustainable authorianism? Who guarantees in this intellectual short-
cut, this fallback on royalism, for the self-selection of the elite along their education in eco-
logical, systemic thinking and their moral integrity in application? The Holy Spirit? 

Education and Rhetorics 

Again: If we accept the fact and precondition that at present more than 7 billion humans live 
on this planet, in three decades at least 10 billion - with almost no (non-catastrophic) “break-
ing chance” in this period, and if we further do not accept the vision of national or global au-
thoritarian regimes, we must win the people for sustainable change. To a large extent this is 
an educational task, calling for patience and time (which we assume not to have). For sci-
ence too, including their self-education: viable models for transformation have to be devel-
oped (some already exist), and some plea for reorganizing fragmented scientific work on 
those issues under the label of a transformation science (e.g. Schneidewind/Bodrowski 
2014). To some extent it is also a task for rhetoric.  

Rhetoric? The art of disguising action by talk? Of manipulating people? Professional lying? 
No, in the ancient Greek understanding, not in the perverted form of marketing (PR), as 
usual in business and politics. We should not leave the field to the spin doctors. Rhetoric in 
the classical is about accessing people related to their specific perspective and epistemic 
horizon (world of experience) in order to win them for specific ideas or to support their cogni-
sance. Sokrates’ Maieutic was such a form of rhetoric in the process of education. 

A civil society is characterized by a diversity of groups of educated people and organized 
interests beyond state and economy, sometimes within. Not all are self-interested.3 People 
who for instance are not affected by disappearing tigers define themselves as advocats of 

                                                 
3  Of course, neo-classical thinkers and other rational-choice theorists will always find a self-interest 

“behind” all altruisms because “in reality” nothing else exists; as they “successfully” demonstrated 
e.g. in the case of Mother Theresa.  
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big cats and (perspectively or explicitly) of biodiversity in general. We do not have to 
“enlighten” them – we have to support them with tools. They have to deal with individuals, 
interest groups, politicians etc. who see their economic interests affected by tiger-protection 
as well as their self-determination. In order to talk with “single-mided” persons, strictly 
utilitarian minds etc. they will not be very successful by trying to “enlighten” those minds by 
better facts. They must be able communicate in the horizon of the adressee, not implying a 
manipulative intention. Effective political communication is not having the true arguments and 
broadcasting them loudly (often the latter substitutes the first). Political does not mean that 
it’s directed to politicians. It means to address interest groups by decentering from one’s own 
(egocentric) perspective, trying to understand other’s interests and mental constitution (per-
spective-taking). We all do that in daily communication, more or less casually, consciously, 
proficiently.  

The neoliberal movement, for instance, understood that well. They founded the Mont-Pelerin-
Society as a ‘think tank’ for political communication (cf. the reconstructions by Mirowski and 
Plehwe 2009). Their way of thinking became hegemonial in capitalist societies, even in the 
socialdemocratic parties. On the other side, Antonio Gramsci failed with his trial to stop the 
fascist movement by bringing his Marxian comrades to abandon their rationalist under-
standing of communication in favor of a hegemonial strategy, as he called it. 

The Polychrome Capital Approach – a reflexive instrumentalism 

We need arguments, also organized arguments in the form of tools, at least for both of the 
above depicted groups. The capital approaches4 can be seen as such at first appearance. 
Under this term I subsume several conceptions that conceptualize other than the financial 
dimension under the capital category, e.g. natural, human and/or social capital. As quoted in 
the section on weak sustainability, some of them seem to be tools made for the extension of 
neo-liberal thinking on basically every dimension of life. ‘Made for’ is the clue to understand 
and distinguish them. We should make an explicit distinction:  

(1) What an analytical approach and/or a communicative tool is made for (purpose), and  

(2) how it is or can be used/appropriated by others (spirit), compliant to or against the inten-
tion of the creator/s.  

As we see in our organization research, there is often a huge difference between purpose 
and the found spirit or spirits of utilization in praxis, with lots of potential to explain conflict, 
hysteresis, failure etc. No space to deepen that fundamental issue for all accounting and 
change processes here. Since there are different capital approaches, pillar-models and bal-
ancing systems (described in some of our publications), I’m going to describe arguments, 
purpose and intended utilization only for our own capitals conception, the “Polychrome Sus-
tainability” approach.  

Purpose: We created this human-centered approach as a consequence of some 
modernization studies in companies and public administration – outside of the “green” 
discourse (and in some aspects similar to the upcoming scorecard-ideas in accounting). Our 
overwhelming evidence was, in short: (1) Dominance of hysteresis in all change processes, 

                                                 
4  They should better be called capitals approaches, in order to mark them off the usual “economic 

capital” approach in economics. 
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rare exceptions. (2) Strategic management action was defined and/or perceived by selected 
targets, while creating cascades of side-effects (unintentional, sometimes ‘perverse, i.e. 
counter-intentional, but in some rare cases also pro intention, even if not considered);5 very 
little attention to that, and no evaluation. Since management programmes as well as their 
side-effects created e.g. harm for employees and other stakeholders, we developed an 
accounting system that took more dimensions of cost and benefit into account as traditional 
financial controlling and accounting.  

The spirit or the ruling idea for that was: If instrumental thinking in economic cost- and benefit 
categories is the reigning ‘ritual of verification’, we should use this rationality against itself by 
an integration of internal and external effects of management action that (a) had not been 
considered; and furthermore (b) to demonstrate direct as well as indirect economic relevance 
on different layers in the effect chain (for graphics see the ECS-presentation Added Values – 
Accounting for Sustainability from Feb. 2015, Singapore). We could characterize this logic, 
which is somehow similar to paradoxical intervention in contexts of consulting and therapy, 
as an instrumental instrumentalism. That means to adopt instrumental thinking not as one’s 
own epistemological reference, but as a means to get access to people who – unconditio 
nally - think that way and do not have a choice. For that reason I prefer to name it reflexive 
instrumentalism since that puts more emphasis to the core idea: to have and to develop 
more options to be apply consciously and context-related in designing communication with 
‘other minds’.  

The Polychrome Sustainability approach is an example for what we call reflexive 
methodology in general. For its practical use as a sustainability measurement tool we defined 
three different spirits recommendable for different target group mentalities.  

(1) The objectivist logic: For unconditional instrumentalists we recommend using the 
balancing tool as a technology that delivers better data of total cost and benefit. That’s the 
conventional acounting logic, where the numbers produced justify practices – or not. 

(2) The discoursive logic: For well-trained system-thinkers and ecologically already “enlighte 
ned” actors inside an organization, or activists from outside, we recommend a context-
sensitive “double use”. Our tiger protector for instance may use it in first sense if he has to 
deal with decision makers of the first mentality. Or, if he/she meets a more mindful culture, to 
discuss intervention strategies, target and value conflicts as well as ambivalent outcomes of 
taken actions alingned with the observations created by the application of the tool. Basically, 
the core of this logic is to support collective learning.  

(3) The value-centered logic (I’m still looking for a better word) includes the options of (2) 
(thus also 1), plus the souvereign option to do without rituals of verification. Applicable e.g. in 
cases where all or most relevant stakeholders agree upon the relevance of other than instru 
mental reasons. Where they are willing, for instance, to accept the value of a Biosphere, an 
Ecosystem, a piece of nature beyond the detour of defining it as a capital, as a potential for 
its human instrumentalization.6 That must not exclude completely to use such an instrument 

                                                 
5  side-effects can only be ascribed by observers in relation to explicit or interpreted implicit 

intentions to the originators. 
6  In some context it makes you rather ridiculous to convert the value of one or all whale-sharks into 

financial value of meat and/or attracted tourists in order to justify their protection. In some regions 
where they still got hunted the latter helped anyway.  
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for situations where the protection has to be managed and different ways to do that are 
given.   

This distinction takes also into account that adressed individuals or groups rarely act purely 
based on their normative identity. They act in social spaces that are shaped by roles, conven 
tions, preference pyramids, group values and commitments. To follow logic 3, there 
fore, seems mainly a rare luxury of ingroups or the very powerful.  

The convertibility of capitals  

Some words finally on the convertibility of capitals. Talking about capital in plural implies the 
existence of other than financial “forms” of capital, with “immaterial” and “natural capital” as 
usual terms. That’s misleading in the sense that they are abstractions in fact, categories 
made to subsume perhaps incommensurable things, phenomena and ideas for specific 
human purposes. You can move a million Euros in a suitcase, but there is no vessel to carry 
a specific amount of social capital from 9th to 1st floor. The idea that these “forms” are - or 
could be made - commensurable, is pretty controversial consequently – as mentioned in the 
section about “weak sustainability”. What is our solution in the polychrome approach, or what 
can we recommend in general?  

In the rationalist conception of economics - homo oeconomicus assumtion, marginal utility 
and generalized concept of use, conversion is not seen as a problem at all if applied on both 
subjects in this tradition, the knowledge economy and New Growth Theory. Since in this 
approach human activity is not imaginable without a utility (actions are not motivated by 
norms, spiritual ideas or simply conventions), and all individual decisions get aligned with an 
act of buying, almost any cost-benefit-calculus gets operationalize by money as the common 
measure. Gary Becker, for instance, “won” a Nobel Price in Sweden’s Chicago-friendly cen-
tral bank lottery by applying neo-classical economic thinking on family life, and everything 
else. A second car or a second child? What are the connected investments and opportunity 
costs, for what benefit? Education as investment in one’s own human capital: What does it 
yield to absolve university studies (with direct and opportunity costs) over the life course? 
Better becoming a slaughter? Of course: people sometimes think so. But not all, not always 
and in all contexts.  

When Pierre Bourdieu (1986) introduced his capital model with its ideas on the convertibility 
of capitals, the purpose was to explain (and criticize) the reproduction of inequality in 
societies with formally equal accees to education. He described how, for instance, the 
network of social relations (social capital) a member of the wealthy class has can be 
mobilized for getting a lucrative job for his son (financial capital). Or how the implicit 
appropriation of a specific language and habitus (symbolic capital) by a student increases his 
chance to be selected for leadership functions. Convertibility here is a type of argument, a 
heuristic for inquiry, not an algorithm with a common denominator.  

That’s the type of argueing we use for our purposes too (see table below), even if these 
purposes differ in some way from Bourdieu’s. The main purposes: support adressees in 
getting aware of undiscovered prerequisites (e.g. unconsciously utilized social resources), 
unintended effects and the “total cost” of their strategies; support them in systemic thinking; 
or more: reflexive thinking about own premises and the embeddednes of their actions; and 
thus, foster capabilities for sustainable action and strategy making. Since in many cases 
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decision makers know very well about their “external effects” but ignore them for short-term, 
financial, personal or other reasons, the instrument has to serve for other criticisms too. It 
must be usable for (advocates of) people affected by these decision makers – managers, 
politicians, bureaucrats, professionals - directly or in later stages of the effect chain. It must 
be applicable to make persons, organizations and institutions accountable for effects on 
natural and human environments they created – uncosciously, intentionally, or just taken 
approvingly accepted. 

Social & institutional 
relations 

Firms cultivate contacts with universities, offer options for practical 
trainings/hospitations (service of the firm), and get knowledge, 
ideas, impulses from science (service of science/university) 

Shared meanigs An interdisciplinary project-team developed in two years a 
common understanding of a problem/viable solutions, not any 
more of fragmentary character; donesn‘t need months of 
„meaning work“ in the case of a new project (a typical problem of 
todays short-termism in team configuration) 

Trust (in leaders) Employees are not afraid in any ase of change that they could be 
affected negatively in any form, e.g. being observed more 
efficiently, losing their jobs, etc., and thus are motivated much 
sooner to explore and adapt new management practices, or 
innovations in general 

Commitment to social 
norms („moral“) 

Employees have the impression to be treated fair in this firm; thus, 
they more often refrain from expploiting opportunities on the cost 
of the firm (e.g. free-riding, corruption, resp. compliance, etc.)  

Commitment to 
persons, organizations 

Employees feel committed (obliged) to the firm and don‘t insist, for 
instance, in critical situations on their regular working time 

Social support Workers support each other across departments and functional 
demarcations in order to solve problems, even if this does not pay 
off in their pay packet 

Group cohesion A group tries to accomplish ist task and to perform well, even if it 
must drag along weaker members, or must compensate a 
temporal dropout of a member. 

The value of social capital: Example for non-monetarizing economic arguments, firm level  

Not only for theoretical reasons (see above) but also for these purposes it wouldn’t make 
sense anyway to follow a strict idea of commensurability, leading to a summative valuation, 
based on a common denominator. In the case of choosing money, that would just support 
the hegemonial process of commodification which is the just project socio-economic concep 
tions of culture and sustainability is challenging. Anyway: as explained above, a reflexive 
methodology is not an ideology based on irrevocable normative statements like: Do not 
monetarize! Instead, the approach must (allow to) generate arguments under which 
conditions and for which purposes of political communication it could make sense (would be 
instrumental) nonetheless.   

For an application of the the polychrome capital conception in the objectivist logic (1, see 
above) this can be the case. Using it in the discoursive logic (2), valuation matrices can be 
applied, listing positive and negative effects of action for each sort of capital separately. If a 
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summative valuation is desired by practitioners as a support for prioritizing discourse or 
solutions, a qualitative measure can be used, e.g. a ranking or assigning points (see table 
below. 

 Capital 1 Capital 2 Capital 3 Capital 4 … 

Object/action/program 
1 

• •• ••• •  

Object/action/program 
2 

 • •• ••••  

Object/action/program 
3 

•• •••• • ••  

Object/action/program 
4 

••• •  ••••  

∑      

Valuation Matrix as a supporting tool for discourse and complex decision-making 

Even if our motivation ist to improve work, environmental effects etc., not to make rationa 
lization more effective, one could use the accounting system for that purpose. Would not be 
against the purpose to avoid the waste and loss of health, commitment, trust, willingness for 
mutual support, etc. What we instead experience as the more probable spirit of using this 
kind of tools for sustainability performance accounting is, unfortunately, as a “ritual of verifi 
cation” with limited practical effects. Of course, this justifying use is against the recom 
mended critical use of the instrument as a reference for stakeholder discourse.   
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