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ABSTRACT: Many companies engage in dialogue with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) about societal issues. The question is what a regulative ideal for
such dialogues should be. In the literature on corporate social responsibility (CSR),
the Habermasian notion of communicative action is often presented as a regulative
ideal for stakeholder dialogue, implying that actors should aim at consensus and
set strategic considerations aside. In this article, we argue that in many cases, communicative action is not a suitable regulative ideal for dialogue between companies
and NGOs. We contend that there is often an adversarial element in the relation
between companies and NGOs, and that an orientation towards consensus can be
in tension with this adversarial relation. We develop an alternative approach to
stakeholder dialogue called ‘agonistic deliberation.’ In this approach, conflict and
strategic considerations play a legitimate and, up to a certain point, desirable role.
KEY WORDS: stakeholder dialogue, agonistic deliberation, consensus, conflict,
self-interest, nongovernmental organizations
With pluralist market society spawning a never-ending series of social conflicts in fairly
rapid succession, it differs from other types of socio-political arrangements in one
important respect: it cannot pretend to establish any permanent order and harmony; all
it can aspire to accomplish is to ‘muddle through’ from one conflict to the next.
—Albert O. Hirschman1

I

n the literature on corporate social responsibility (CSR), increasing attention
is paid to the role that stakeholder dialogue plays in addressing and solving
complex CSR-related issues. Dialogue is an indispensable aspect of the interaction
between companies and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), especially with
regard to collaboration and partnership formation (Roloff 2008; Seitanidi and Crane
2009; Burchell and Cook 2013a; Selsky and Parker 2005; Van Tulder et al. 2016).

1

Hirschman (1994, 213).

©2019 Business Ethics Quarterly 30:1 (January 2020). ISSN 1052-150X

pp. 3–30

DOI: 10.1017/beq.2019.21
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Wageningen University and Research - Library, on 12 Apr 2021 at 09:48:12, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/beq.2019.21

4

Business Ethics Quarterly

The idea is that addressing complex societal issues—such as sustainability, human
rights, or public health—requires dialogue and collaboration between multiple
actors. The aim of this article is to get a better understanding of the norms that
should govern stakeholder dialogues about complex societal issues. Generally,
stakeholder dialogue is described as a practice by which companies shift from a
one-way communication strategy towards a more responsive, two-way one with
their stakeholders (Crane and Livesey 2003). Although there is often a broad set
of stakeholders involved in such dialogues (companies, NGOs, governments, citizens, etc.), the focal point of our analysis is the interaction between companies
and NGOs, specifically.2
Two elements stand out in the literature on stakeholder dialogue, namely, that
participants should have a consensual orientation and that they should set strategic
considerations aside (e.g., Baur and Palazzo 2011; Foster and Jonker 2005; GarcíaMarzá 2005; Unerman and Bennett 2004). We will argue that both elements are
problematic when it comes to the interaction between companies and NGOs, especially when there are frictions between the commercial interests of companies and
a societal issue. Our core arguments are that an orientation towards consensus is in
tension with the function of NGOs to voice social criticism, and that the expectation
to set aside strategic considerations is in tension with the idea of a competitive market in which companies are allowed to exhibit a certain partiality towards their own
(commercial) interests. For these reasons, we believe that an alternative approach
to dialogue is needed in which conflict and self-interest have a legitimate and, up
to a certain point, desirable place.
Our analysis proceeds as follows. In the first section, we elaborate on the currently
prominent conceptualization of stakeholder dialogue in the CSR literature and show
that it strongly relies on Habermas’s concept of communicative action. Following
this, we discuss the problems of conceptualizing stakeholder dialogue in terms of
communicative action. The last section provides an alternative way of conceptualizing stakeholder dialogue that we call agonistic deliberation, which incorporates
the concept of agonism from the political philosophy of Chantal Mouffe (Mouffe
2005, 1999) and builds on the concept of deliberative negotiation developed by
Jane Mansbridge and others (Mansbridge et al. 2010; Mansbridge 2009; Warren and
Mansbridge 2013). Our alternative stresses the importance of a struggle between
companies and NGOs, and, at the same time, upholds mutual justification as a
central deliberative norm.
THE CURRENT CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF STAKEHOLDER DIALOGUE
What are the central characteristics of a good stakeholder dialogue as presented in
the CSR literature? This question implies that we are not so much concerned with
a descriptive view of stakeholder dialogue (what it actually looks like in practice),
Strictly speaking, it is not companies and NGOs that engage in dialogue, but their employees or
representatives. However, for reasons of convenience, we will ‘non-strictly’ speak as if companies and
NGOs engage in dialogue.
2
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but with a normative view or an ideal.3 The ideal indicates where companies and
stakeholders should be aiming in their communication with one another. Although
we recognize that there is not one homogeneous view of stakeholder dialogue, we
identify what seems to be the dominant normative view. After discussing the literature on stakeholder dialogue, we show how this view relates to the concepts of
communicative and strategic action.
Before turning to the characteristics of the ideal stakeholder dialogue in the
literature on CSR, we want to clarify what we mean by ‘stakeholder dialogue’
in general and what kind of stakeholder dialogues we focus on in this article. We
understand stakeholder dialogue broadly as the two-way communication between
companies and their stakeholders (Crane and Livesey 2003). More specifically, to
count as stakeholder dialogue, it should be an organized or planned event in which
participants deliberately engage and should stand apart from regular day-to-day communicative interaction. Furthermore, it should be a dialogue that concerns policies
and activities at an organizational level. Although the topics in such dialogues and
the participating stakeholders can both be widely diverging, we narrowed down for
a specific focus. First, with regard to topics, our focus is on the way in which the
activities of companies affect societal values. Examples of such values are public
health, human rights, and sustainability. Second, with regard to participants, the
analysis in this article is restricted to interaction between companies and NGOs.
The choice for NGOs is motivated by the consideration that these organizations
typically represent and promote societal values (Baur and Palazzo 2011; Martens
2002), and because they play an increasingly important role in CSR (Arenas, Lozano,
and Albareda 2009).
Characteristics of the Ideal Stakeholder Dialogue in the CSR Literature
In the CSR literature, the ideal stakeholder dialogue is described as a dialogue in
which the participants have a consensual attitude in regards to building a shared
view about a societal issue (e.g., Baur and Palazzo 2011; Foster and Jonker
2005; Golob and Podnar 2014; Kaptein and Van Tulder 2003). Furthermore,
commercial interests have, ideally, no influence on the process and the outcome,
because the dominance, or maybe even the presence, of strategic considerations
distorts the process of building a shared understanding (e.g., Crane and Livesey
2003; Unerman and Bennett 2004). As Noland and Phillips (2010, 40) put it,
in a communicative approach to dialogue, communication is “uncorrupted by
3
We recognize that there is a lot of literature adopting an instrumental approach to stakeholder engagement and dialogue, which generally assesses the extent to which stakeholder relations contribute to firm
performance (e.g., Jones 1995; Berman et al. 1999; Choi and Wang 2009). There are basically two reasons
why we do not discuss this approach in our article. First and foremost, our concern is with approaches
that present a distinctively normative perspective on stakeholder dialogue. An instrumental approach to
stakeholder engagement and dialogue cannot answer the question of what kind of norms and ideals should
guide the interaction between companies and NGOs. Whether and how stakeholder dialogue affects firm
performance is not our main interest (although it is relevant to have knowledge about this relation). Second,
studies in this field often focus only on whether stakeholders interact or not, but not how they interact, while
we are interested mainly in the latter.
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power differences and strategic motivations” with the aim of “agreement for
the sake of agreement.” When we refer to strategic considerations, we mean
to refer to considerations that have to do with private interests as opposed to
public interests. For example, having a good reputation is a private interest of
a company or an NGO, but not a public interest. Contrariwise, the availability
of healthy food is a public interest, namely, an interest of us all (although it is
also in each person’s private interest).
One of the central characteristics of the ideal dialogue as sketched out in the
literature is that it aims to achieve consensus among participants. Although several
authors make explicit use of this concept (Patzer, Voegtlin, and Scherer 2018;
Golob and Podnar 2014; García-Marzá 2005; Foster and Jonker 2005), it is often
not clear what they exactly mean by it. Other authors do not explicitly use the
concept consensus, but emphasize that dialogue should lead to a ‘shared understanding’ between stakeholders, which seems to imply some form of consensus
(Johnson-Cramer, Berman, and Post 2003). Many authors make use of Habermas’s
theory of communicative action and his theory of deliberative democracy in which
the importance of finding consensus is also emphasized (Roloff 2008; Scherer and
Palazzo 2007; Palazzo and Scherer 2006; Foster and Jonker 2005; van Huijstee
and Glasbergen 2008; Unerman and Bennett 2004). We find that the importance
of finding consensus within stakeholder dialogue is often assumed, but receives
little explicit attention.
Since we want to address the question of whether a consensus orientation is
desirable in stakeholder dialogues between companies and NGOs, it is impor
tant to be clear on how we understand consensus. As we see it, a consensus is an
agreement in the sense that actors hold the same belief about something (whether
initially or as a result of dialogue) and know that others have the same belief. We
agree with Habermas that a genuine consensus is based on reasons and is not the
result of coercion (Habermas 1996, 1990). Now, of course, people can agree and
disagree about a lot of different things. A useful distinction can be made between
(dis)agreements concerning facts, values, and actions (Rescher 1993).4 For example, a
person can hold the following beliefs: that sugar intake is the main cause of obesity,
that public health is a prime value, and that food companies should reduce sugar
levels in drinks. The first is a factual claim, the second relates to values, and the
third relates to action. When engaging in a discussion, agreement and disagreement
can appear at different levels. It could be that there is consensus about what to do,
without there being consensus about the other levels. Hence, there are stronger and
weaker forms of consensus. For example, there is a strong consensus between a food
company and an NGO when they both adopt public health as a core value, have the
same beliefs about the causes of obesity, and also share beliefs about how obesity
should be addressed. Yet it is possible that, though they reach consensus about how
obesity should be addressed, they do not have the same beliefs regarding the causes

4
Taste (or subjective preference) is a fourth element where people can (dis)agree. However, it does not
make sense to convince others of a certain taste, unless one of the other elements is also at play.
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of obesity nor have they adopted the same values. This would be a weak consensus
(by which we do not mean to imply that such a consensus is necessarily unstable).5 Yet
it is important to notice that, since it is a consensus about action, both parties genuinely,
and on the basis of reasons, believe that what they agree on is the right thing to do.
A consensus should be distinguished from a compromise. A compromise is
an agreement that reflects a “settlement of differences by mutual concessions”
(Benjamin 1990, 5). To give an example, suppose that an NGO requests a company
to stop child marketing, while the company wants to continue child marketing.
After ample discussion, they agree to abandon child marketing on a limited set
of unhealthy products, even though the NGO would prefer the company abandon
child marketing altogether. Although they mutually agree to work out this course
of action, it is not a consensus, because both had to give in, to some extent, on the
course of action they initially preferred, and because at least one of the participants
is not internally convinced, on the basis of reason, that this is the right thing to do.6
How can consensus be achieved? What does it require from participants? In the
literature, different criteria for good stakeholder dialogue are discussed. Although
not all authors explicitly mention consensus as the desired outcome, the following
criteria that could enhance the achievement of consensus are mentioned in the
literature. In the first place, participants in a dialogue should be willing to change
their minds (Burchell and Cook 2006; Crane and Livesey 2003). Furthermore, the
communication should be symmetrical, in the sense that the different parties have
equal opportunities to present their points of view (Crane and Livesey 2003; Foster and
Jonker 2005). In order to make sure that a dialogue does not favor a particular view, it
is important that a diversity of voices be heard (Payne and Calton 2002). Participants
should also never be forced to adopt a certain position, but they should be allowed to
develop their own positions on the basis of sound arguments (Roloff 2008; Unerman
and Bennett 2004). The problem is that even if all these requirements are fulfilled,
consensus—whether in its stronger or weaker form—will not always be achieved.
The difficulty to achieve consensus, especially under conditions of pluralism, is
often acknowledged (Baur and Palazzo 2011; Mena and Palazzo 2012). At the same
time, it is maintained that an orientation towards consensus is crucial. For example,
Mena and Palazzo (2012) consider a consensual orientation as one of the criteria
for evaluating the input legitimacy of multi-stakeholder initiatives. Similarly, Baur
and Palazzo hold that even though it may be difficult to achieve consensus as the
final outcome, NGOs and companies must at least show “the principle willingness
to achieve a shared position” (Baur and Palazzo 2011, 693, our emphasis). So, even
though it is recognized in the literature that consensus will often not be achieved in
practice, it is presented as something to strive for.

There are also other weaker and stronger forms of consensus. For example, it could be that people have
the same beliefs, but for different reasons. This is what Rawls (1987) calls an ‘overlapping consensus.’ This
form of consensus can also be called ‘weaker’ compared to a consensus in which people have the same
reasons for having a belief.
6
It may be noted that agreement is used for both consensus and compromise. In what follows in the
article, we will use agreement only when it could include both.
5

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Wageningen University and Research - Library, on 12 Apr 2021 at 09:48:12, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/beq.2019.21

8

Business Ethics Quarterly

The ideal stakeholder dialogue, with its focus on consensus, is often contrasted
with a dialogue in which participants are merely trying to defend and pursue their
own interests. Van Huijstee and Glasbergen (2008, 300) refer to this as the strategic management perspective of dialogue in which “companies are motivated to
engage with stakeholders to manage risk . . . and to gain competitive advantage.”
When dialogue is used for merely strategic purposes, it can become a form of
manipulation or propaganda (Bendell 2003; Golob and Podnar 2014). It is called an
‘instrumental dialogue’ because it is merely seen as a means to achieve the private
ends of an individual or organization (Crane and Livesey 2003). In that case, the
dialogue is not really open for different views, but is “centred on communicating
self-interest and aligning the other’s interest to one’s own” (Crane and Livesey
2003, 47). We are, thus, presented with a dichotomy. At one end of the spectrum lies
the ideal dialogue in which participants aim at a rationally motivated consensus. At
the other end lies a dialogue in which actors treat each other strategically.
Stakeholder Dialogue and Habermas’s Philosophy
Many readers will recognize in the CSR literature about stakeholder dialogue an
indebtedness to the philosophy of Jürgen Habermas, both in content and in terminology. Indeed, many business ethics scholars who study the interaction between
companies and its stakeholders make use of Habermas’s work. For example, from
the perspective of stakeholder theory, Phillips (1997) has argued that Habermas’s
discourse ethics provides an appropriate procedure for determining the obligations
that companies have towards their stakeholders. Other approaches within business
ethics use the philosophy of Habermas as well to defend the importance of deliberation in the business context, appealing to his theory of discourse ethics (Gilbert
and Rasche 2007; Rasche and Esser 2006; Reynolds and Yuthas 2008; Unerman and
Bennett 2004; Zakhem 2008) or to his theory of deliberative democracy (Palazzo and
Scherer 2006; Scherer and Palazzo 2007; Scherer et al. 2016). Despite the difference
between these approaches, they all hold that CSR activities should be validated
within processes of deliberation with stakeholders and society.
A fundamental distinction in Habermas’s work, underlying both his discourse
ethics and his theory of deliberative democracy, is the distinction between communicative and strategic action. A brief discussion of the distinction between communicative and strategic action will increase our understanding of the conceptualization
of stakeholder dialogue in the CSR literature. Habermas’s conception of communicative rationality is most extensively worked out in The Theory of Communicative
Action (Habermas 1985, 1987). He speaks of communicative action “when actors
are prepared to harmonize their plans of action through internal means, committing
themselves to pursuing their goals only on the condition of an agreement … about
definitions of the situation and prospective outcomes” (Habermas 1990, 134).
Crucial in this definition is that actors pursue their goals on the basis of a shared
definition of the situation. That means that actors, when confronted with a certain
action problem, communicatively arrive at a consensus about what is at stake and
what should be done about it. In communicative action, an action problem will be
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dealt with on the basis of this consensus. When Habermas writes that actors are
prepared to harmonize their plans of action through internal means, he means that
actors convince each other about the interpretation of the situation on the basis of
arguments in a way that each can freely accept: “In discourse what is called the
force of the better argument is wholly unforced. Here convictions change internally via a process of rationally motivated attitude change” (Habermas 1990, 160).
Communicative action, therefore, is a form of communication that aims to achieve
a consensus based on rational argumentation.
Habermas contrasts communicative action with strategic action, by which actors
influence each other through external means:
If the actors are interested solely in the success, i.e., the consequences or outcomes
of their actions, they will try to reach their objectives by influencing their opponent´s
definition of the situation, and thus his decisions or motives, through external means by
using weapons or goods, threats or enticements. Such actors treat each other strategically (Habermas 1990, 133).

According to Habermas, the use of external means connects strategic action to
coercion (cf. Johnson 1991). In that way, it is the opposite of communicative
action. A person who changes his action plan in response to a threat or a promise
might not be internally convinced of the alternative, but is forced (however weak the
force may be) to adopt it. Actors that act strategically try to influence one another,
in order to achieve their own interests.
Despite the strong distinction that Habermas draws between communicative and
strategic action, he does recognize that strategic action, as well as mixed forms of
strategic action and communicative action, might legitimately appear in the real
world. Firstly, Habermas recognizes that interaction in a market economy is largely
(although not entirely) based on strategic action, which he does not consider to be
problematic as such (Habermas 1996). Hence, his conception of communicative
action is not meant to replace all forms of strategic action. Secondly, his model of
deliberative democracy also includes the balancing of interests and compromise
formation (Habermas 1998). At the same time, Habermas maintains that the procedures for a fair compromise must presuppose the discourse principle, which “is
supposed to secure an uncoerced consensus” (Habermas 1996, 166). The normative
force of an orientation towards consensus, therefore, plays a crucial role throughout
Habermas’s philosophy (Markell 1997).7
The distinction between communicative and strategic action resembles the distinction between the ideal dialogue and the instrumental dialogue, which we identified
in the CSR literature. These two types of stakeholder dialogue are presented as the

This article is not meant as an interpretation of Habermas, nor is it a critique of his philosophy. That
would require a much different approach, delving much deeper into his work. The distinction between
communicative action and strategic action is used heuristically, to better understand the CSR literature
about stakeholder dialogue. Our main interest is to reflect on whether a consensual orientation is desirable
or not in the interaction between companies and NGOs, and not whether the view we develop conflicts with
or could be brought in alignment with Habermas’s philosophy.
7
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two ends of a spectrum, and they define each other negatively. For example, Patzer
et al. (2018, 342) hold that “a main precondition is that stakeholder engagement
should be based on a communicative rationale and the main objective should be
to reach consensus, rather than fulfill strategic intentions.” Likewise, Foster and
Jonker (2005, 54-55) claim that Habermas’s concept of communicative action “is
the only sort of action that can be said to allow a constructive dialogue and reasonable action,” while strategic action is about “egoistic success.” In a strategic or
an instrumental dialogue, participants do not seek agreement as something worthy
in itself, but try to influence others to advance their own ends. In this opposition,
strategic considerations or considerations of self-interest have a rather negative
connotation. A dialogue in which they play an important role is characterized as
corrupted or distorted. Hence, our conclusion that communicative action functions
(whether explicitly or implicitly) as a regulative ideal for stakeholder dialogue.
In other words: for many authors in this field, communicative action provides the
standards in terms of which the quality of a stakeholder dialogue should be assessed.
PROBLEMS OF THE CURRENT CONCEPTUALIZATION
OF STAKEHOLDER DIALOGUE
We want to raise the question of whether communicative action (especially the
orientation towards consensus) is a proper ideal for stakeholder dialogue between
companies and NGOs. Do we actually want those actors to aim at consensus? Why
or why not? And can we expect them to ignore strategic considerations? This section outlines several problems with conceptualizing stakeholder dialogue in terms
of communicative action. First, we recall some criticism that has been brought forward in the literature. This criticism mainly focuses on the fact that communicative
action cannot be achieved in practice, because its standards are too high. Second, we
outline what we consider to be a more fundamental problem, namely, that a focus
on consensus can be problematic also as a regulative ideal for stakeholder dialogue
between companies and NGOs.
Criticism on Conceptualizing Stakeholder Dialogue in Terms of Communicative
Action
The ideal of stakeholder dialogue based on communicative action has been
criticized in several articles, mainly by highlighting that communicative action
cannot be realized in practice. Høvring, Andersen, and Nielsen (2018, 643) argue
that the complexity of the practice of stakeholder dialogue receives too little
attention and, thus, that there is “an overall tension between an idealization of
CSR dialogue versus a realistic execution.” They also argue that in the practice
of stakeholder dialogue, there remains a tension between the commercial and the
societal responsibilities of a company. Burchell and Cook (2013a) show that the
key motivations for companies to engage in dialogue with NGOs are reputation
management and maintenance of their license to operate. These motives concern
the private interests of the company instead of a public interest. Moreover, they note
that some companies use dialogue with NGOs to silence criticism, while continuing
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business as usual. This is a form of co-optation, which means that an actor is able
to “bring the interests of a challenging group into alignment with its own goals”
(Trumpy 2008, 480; see also Baur and Schmitz 2012). Another risk occurs when
participants are pushed to reach a consensus: the risk of creating a false consensus
(van de Kerkhof 2006). In that case, a consensus-oriented dialogue may turn out to
serve the interests of the most powerful actors (Brown and Dillard 2013; Dawkins
2015). Moog et al. (2015) show in their case study of the Forest Stewardship Council
that it became dominated by commercial concerns, regardless of the fact that the
governance structure of this multi-stakeholder initiative was explicitly designed to
include different voices. They argue that this relates directly to the limited resources
NGOs have compared to multinational corporations.
It is questionable whether this criticism necessitates the rejection of communicative action as a regulative ideal for stakeholder dialogue. The fact that an
ideal is far from realized in practice does not, as such, provide a good reason to
reject it. Many, if not all, adherents of consensus-oriented stakeholder dialogue
recognize that the ideal is often not achieved in real life. One could say that an
ideal is always counterfactual: it is the very function of an ideal to be aspired to,
even though its complete realization may not be possible. Therefore, communicative action could probably function for stakeholder dialogue as a regulative ideal
“that provide[s] standards at which to aim, not criteria that if not met disallow the
process” (Warren and Mansbridge 2013, 90). Some authors, however, have also
argued that a consensus-oriented dialogue might not be a proper ideal. Høvring
et al. (2018) have argued that conflict and dissensus can also be a source for social
change. Blok (2014a) has noted that the emphasis on harmony and alignment in
the literature on partnership formation neglects the fact that there can be fundamental differences (in views and interests) between stakeholders (see also Blok
2018, 2014b). Sabadoz and Singer argue that the business context, as such, is
hostile to consensual deliberation, because “the purpose of the market is precisely
to orient behavior with minimal concern for moral consensus” (2017, 195).8 This
criticism on a consensus orientation in stakeholder dialogue does not only apply
to business-NGO relations, but also to other stakeholder relations. We want to
address the question of why, specifically for companies and NGOs, consensus
can be a problematic regulative ideal.
The Market as Adversarial and Nonideal Institution
Companies operate within the institutional context of the market. At its core,
this means that the exchange of goods and services is mediated by prices, which
are established through a process of supply and demand. The virtue of the price
Sabadox and Singer (2017) discuss the general question of whether markets are an appropriate context
for (consensual) deliberation (and their answer is negative). Although we agree with much of their argument, our approach is different. Our question is: Given the fact that companies and NGOs do engage
in dialogue, what norms should and should not guide their communicative interaction? In a way, this article
picks up their suggestion that different contexts might require different deliberative standards (Sabadoz and
Singer 2017, 201–2).
8
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mechanism is that it helps to bring supply and demand together in an efficient way,
at least compared to a system of central planning. Instead of carrying out specific
orders, demand and supply are brought together by letting companies compete for
the favor of customers. The element of competition is characteristic for what Heath
calls adversarial institutions, which he defines as institutions “whose social function
is discharged, not by having participating individuals intend the desired outcome,
but . . . letting the desired outcome arise as a (typically unintended) consequence
of the agonistic interaction that results” (Heath 2019, 350). The idea is that, while
the purpose of markets is to realize overall efficiency and market-clearing prices,
corporate managers do not directly intend that goal, but indirectly contribute to it
by aiming at the proper functioning of their particular company, often understood
in terms of the pursuit of profit. Heath notes that seeing the market as an adversarial
institution implies that companies are allowed to exhibit a certain partiality, which
permits the pursuit of profit. This permission is indirectly justified by the overall
beneficial effects that the pursuit of profit and competition have on the functioning
of the price mechanism.
As an adversarial institution, the market is also a nonideal institution. Companies are allowed to exhibit a certain partiality through the pursuit of profit in
order to obtain the overall benefits of competition. This permission implies that,
to a certain degree, companies are allowed to impose harm on others: lowering
one’s prices might harm competitors, and dismissing employees in order to secure
the survival of a company is also in tension with some strong moral intuitions
(Heath 2019; cf. Applbaum 1999). It is important to acknowledge that there is
a risk in the permission to pursue profits: companies may take this as license
for the unconstrained pursuit of their commercial interests at the expense of
everything else. If only a few actors in the market think and act like this, the very
element of competition might create a perverse incentive for other companies to
do the same (given that firms can reap financial benefits from acting this way,
at least in the short term).
The permission to pursue profits does not imply that companies should
maximize profits. Companies can have—and probably should have—very different reasons for doing what they do, and one of their main motivations might be
to contribute to society by delivering high quality products (although they will
need to do this in a profitable way). The point is that the market morality at least
permits the pursuit of profit, and the idea of markets as adversarial institutions
aims to justify this permission. Furthermore, the permission to pursue profits
does not exempts companies from their social responsibilities. Although most
business ethicists accept that the pursuit of profit is legitimate, they maintain
that companies have social responsibilities besides their economic objectives,
whether these are grounded in their responsibilities towards stakeholders (e.g.,
Freeman et al. 2010), in their duty to refrain from profiting off of market failures (Heath 2014), or in the political nature of corporations (e.g., Scherer and
Palazzo 2007). Yet all these theories have to account for the fact that the social
responsibility of companies is limited due to the competitive nature of the market
and the permission to pursue profits (Dubbink 2004).
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As a nonideal institution, the market exhibits some structural problems, for
which it stands in need of correction. A common correction is government policies that countervail market failures and promote competition. Self-regulation
and CSR can also contribute to correcting market failures and the neglect of
public values (cf. Norman 2011). A third form of correction comes from civil
society: citizens and NGOs that try to hold companies accountable for what they
are doing, or work together with companies in order to improve their performance
in relation to societal issues (cf. Crouch 2011). In order to shed more light on
the role of NGOs, we now turn to a short discussion of their societal role.
Advocacy NGOs as Response to a Nonideal World
Advocacy NGOs (also called watchdog or social movement NGOs) are nonprofit organizations that promote a specific societal value (Martens 2002; see
also Baur and Palazzo 2011; Baur and Schmitz 2012; Yaziji and Doh 2009).9
We conceive of societal values as those values that are regarded by a substantial
part of society as objects of worth and regard, for which they need the attention
of different societal actors.10 If there were no societal problems that threatened
those values, or if companies and other societal actors were to already recognize
and address these problems, many NGOs would probably not exist. These organizations are, so to say, a response to the fact that we live in a nonideal world.
By implication, they do not accept the status quo, but aim to change practices
that relate to their mission and engage in social criticism.11 Of course, that NGOs
are supposed to defend and promote societal values does not mean that everyone
agrees with their mission and actions: what counts as societally valuable can
always be contested. Furthermore, NGOs can also be used as a vehicle for group
interests. However, without saying that NGOs always genuinely serve the public
interest, they are, at least, the type of organization that we can expect to do so.
They have (or should have) a social purpose, and people support or become a
member of those organizations on the basis of their social purpose (Hussain and
Moriarty 2016). Whether they serve this social purpose properly can always be
subjected to critical scrutiny.
The strategies that NGOs adopt to pursue their mission can be very different.
An important distinction has been made between radical and moderate, or reformative activist, groups (e.g., den Hond and de Bakker 2007; Mena and Waeger
2014). Reformative groups are understood as more willing to cooperate with

9
Our analysis is restricted to advocacy NGOs, in contrast to service NGOs that deliver certain goods or
services to their members. See Yaziji and Doh (2009) for difference between these types.
10
By talking about a ‘substantial part of society,’ we want to avoid the pitfall that only those values
about which there is consensus, or which are held at least by a majority of society, are regarded
as societal values. In our definition, societal values can be contested and need not be held by a
majority.
11
There might be NGOs that actually try to retain the status quo, but only if the status quo is challenged by some negative force. In that case, they still want to change something, namely, to stop the
negative trend.
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companies as compared to radical groups. Yet, despite their differences in tactics,
the goal of both types of NGOs is similar, namely, to change current practices
to protect the values they defend. Specifically, in addressing corporate behavior,
their goal is to improve “firm practices with respect to social, environmental, or
ethical CR [corporate responsibility] issues” (Mena and Waeger 2014, 1096).
Why Dialogue between Companies and NGOs Requires Nonideal Normative
Principles
Although this short exercise about the market as a nonideal institution and the
societal function of NGOs may be somewhat oversimplified, it aims to make clear
that there is an adversarial element in the relation between companies and NGOs.
Companies operate within the fallible institution of the competitive market, which
requires correction and social criticism. NGOs play an important corrective role and
voice social criticism and, therefore, it does not come as a surprise that many CSR
scholars insist that companies should engage in dialogue with NGOs. We argue,
however, that the insistence on the importance of consensus in such dialogues is problematic, and that nonideal normative principles are necessary to guide the interaction
between companies and NGOs. We contend that an orientation towards consensus
as regulative ideal can be problematic for two reasons. First, an orientation towards
consensus requires a certain impartiality, namely, the ability to set aside one’s particular interests in relation to a societal issue. This can be very difficult for companies,
especially when their strategic interests are in tension with addressing a societal
problem. Put differently, an orientation towards consensus can be in tension with
the permission that companies have (and which is constitutive for the functioning of
the market) to pursue the particular interests of their company. Second, consensus
implies the convergence of beliefs, as we noted before. In certain cases, this can be
undesirable given the role that NGOs have as agents of social criticism. This is so
mainly because their identity might be dependent on specific views about societal
values, but also because they are, in many cases, financially supported by donors
and members because of their activism and critical attitude. Hence, an orientation
towards consensus from their side can be conflicting with their role of challenging
companies to pay more attention to certain societal values.
That a consensus orientation can be problematic as regulative ideal, indicates that
it is not necessarily so. We contend that problems with a consensus orientation arise
especially when a convergence in beliefs jeopardizes the core activities or views of
one or more of the parties in a dialogue. For companies, this situation crops up when
their production processes or products themselves contribute to societal problems
or are the subject of societal debate. For example, there are tensions between the
activities of beverage companies and the public’s health, because the (excessive)
consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages contributes to problems like obesity (cf.
Iivonen 2018). The same holds for transport companies and the emission of fossil
fuels. This does not mean that such companies do not have to change their processes
of products. Yet even though they might recognize the problematic relation of their
activities to a social problem, and even though they might be willing to change,
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they cannot simply set their current commercial interests aside, nor is it likely that
they are always able to meet the ideals of NGOs. Striving after consensus with
a public health or environmental NGO threatens the identity of such companies
more directly compared to companies whose activities are contingently related to
a societal problem.
For NGOs, the problems of a consensus orientation are similar. For them, aiming
at consensus in a dialogue with companies whose activities are strongly at odds
with their mission constitutes a threat to their identity. Of course, it could be that
also in these cases, a consensus arises at certain points. But arguing that NGOs
should always strive after it, or marking a consensual orientation as criterion for
their legitimacy, is a different thing (cf. Baur and Palazzo 2011). Contrariwise,
we suggest that a certain cautiousness to achieve consensus with companies
(whose interests and activities are in conflict with their mission) is a more appropriate mark for their legitimacy. Hence, we argue that in such cases, it is better to
give up the regulative ideal of consensus and instead adopt nonideal normative
principles.
AGONISTIC DELIBERATION: INCORPORATING SELF-INTEREST
AND CONFLICT WITHIN STAKEHOLDER DIALOGUE
Based on our analysis, we propose an alternative view of stakeholder dialogue. This
alternative is not meant to replace, but to complement other forms of stakeholder dialogue. We call our alternative agonistic deliberation, because the dialogue between
companies and NGOs will often be a form of deliberation between adversaries. In
what follows, we first discuss the sources of inspiration for our approach, and in
what way our approach differs from these sources. After that, we describe what
agonistic deliberation entails.
Sources of Inspiration: Agonistic Pluralism and Deliberative Negotiation
Our approach to stakeholder dialogue is inspired by two main sources: (1) Chantal
Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism and (2) the idea of deliberative negotiation developed by Jane Mansbridge (among others). From Mouffe (1999, 2005) we borrow
the concept of agonism, which we translate to the relation between companies and
NGOs. The work of Mansbridge is used as inspiration for how to incorporate issues
of conflict and self-interest within deliberation (Mansbridge 2009; Mansbridge
et al. 2010; Warren and Mansbridge 2013). In what follows, we shortly describe
those two approaches and which elements we adopt for our own conceptualization
of stakeholder dialogue.
Mouffe’s approach to political philosophy—agonistic pluralism—criticizes the
theory of deliberative democracy, with its emphasis on seeking rational consensus.
According to Mouffe, politics always has an inherently conflictual, or antagonistic,
dimension. In this view, the aim of democracy is not to eradicate conflict (since
that would be impossible), but to domesticate it (Mouffe 1999). Mouffe explains
how this domestication of conflict could work by drawing a distinction between an
antagonist and an adversary. The first is an enemy: someone who is to be destroyed.
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The second is an opponent, “somebody whose ideas we combat but whose right to
defend those ideas we do not put in question” (Mouffe 2000a, 102). The essence
of agonistic pluralism consists of accepting that there are unbridgeable differences
between ideologies (pluralism) and the conception of politics as a struggle between
adversaries (agonism).
This approach to political philosophy has been used by several authors to understand the relation between companies and their stakeholders. For example, by using
Mouffe’s philosophy, Burchell and Cook “seek to re-emphasise the importance of
conflict and challenge within analysis of CSR and stakeholder dialogue” (2013b,
742). They argue that the relations between companies and NGOs are best interpreted as agonistic: there is a struggle between those actors about the meaning and
content of the social responsibilities of companies. Another approach to stakeholder
engagement based on Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism was developed by Dawkins
(2015). In his view, the problem with most approaches to stakeholder engagement
is that they fail to pay sufficient attention to the (often unequal) power relations
between stakeholders. He argues that there is a “clear need for countervailing voice”
(2015, 11) to counter (corporate) hegemony. The aim of his agonistic approach to
stakeholder engagement is to make a ‘fair fight’ between stakeholders possible,
where dissensus and conflict are not seen as something negative.
Agonistic pluralism provides a promising alternative to the idealized conception
of consensual deliberation, by seriously taking into account conflict and issues of
power. However, we think that this approach suffers from a significant problem,
which relates to the fact that Mouffe sees the agonistic struggle between adversaries as a struggle for hegemonic power (Mouffe 2005; see also Rummens 2009).
According to Dawkins (2015) and Burchell and Cook (2013b), the struggle between
companies and their stakeholders can also be interpreted as a hegemonic power
struggle. Although this can be true from an empirical point of view, it would be very
problematic from a normative point of view. In our view, striving for hegemonic
power is at odds with the very idea of agonism. Agonism implies respect for one’s
opponent and for the rules of the game. This conflicts with seeking hegemony,
which means that one view or group dominates over others (cf. Knops 2007; Erman
2009; Rummens 2009). Hence, we would argue that adopting an agonistic attitude
means that actors abstain from seeking hegemonic power. To illustrate this point,
consider a criminal trial procedure. This is an institution in which a prosecutor and
defense lawyer are adversaries: they represent and defend opposing views and interests (see also Applbaum 1999; Heath 2019). However, if one of the parties would
seek and achieve hegemonic control over the other, the very institution—which is
meant to represent both sides—would be dissolved. This also holds in the context
of business-NGO interactions: companies and NGOs both fulfill valuable roles, and
it is undesirable that one group would ever come to dominate the other. So, even
though we adopt the idea of agonism from Mouffe’s philosophy, this should rather
be interpreted as a rejection of the legitimacy of a struggle for hegemony between
companies and NGOs.
The work of Mansbridge—our second source of inspiration—is located within
deliberative democracy. In her work, she has analyzed how conflict and self-interest
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can have a legitimate place within deliberation (Mansbridge et al. 2010). Many
deliberative democrats draw, in one way or another, on the distinction between communicative and strategic action. The first is connected with arguing, consensus, and
the public good; the second with bargaining, conflict, and private interests (Elster
2000). By drawing on this distinction and, of course, by emphasizing that deliberative democracy should rely on the first part, Mansbridge argues that deliberative
democrats discard the legitimacy of conflicts over self-interest within deliberation
(Mansbridge 2006). As an alternative to this dichotomy, she and others have developed a typology of agreement seeking procedures, where agreement includes both
consensus and compromise (Warren and Mansbridge 2013). In between pure deliberation and pure bargaining, a place is given to ‘deliberative negotiation.’ Deliberative
negotiation is a process in which actors “make and respond to claims, arguments,
and proposals with the aim of reaching mutually acceptable binding decisions . . .
based on processes of mutual justification, respect, and reciprocal fairness” (Warren
and Mansbridge 2013, 92). Deliberative negotiation differs from pure deliberation
in at least the following ways: it allows for (conflicts of) self-interest as legitimate
part of the process, and it accepts compromise (besides consensus) as a legitimate
outcome. Other goals, like clarifying conflict and increasing mutual understanding,
also fall within the scope of deliberative negotiation.
We think that the notion of deliberative negotiation can be fruitfully applied to
business-NGO interaction. Although the meaning of agonistic deliberation is quite
close to this notion, we choose the adjective agonistic in order to stress the adversarial
element in the relation between companies and NGOs. Furthermore, we wanted to
avoid the word negotiation because it suggests that a conflict between parties can
be reduced to differences in private interests. In the case of conflict between companies and NGOs about societal issues—characterized by their public nature—this
would be problematic, even though it affects private interests. We define agonistic
deliberation as an approach to dialogue between adversarial stakeholders in which
enduring conflict in views and interests is legitimate and to some extent desirable,
yet in which participants are willing to mutually justify and accommodate their views
on how to address a societal issue. On the one hand, this approach recognizes the
differences between actors and the possibility of enduring conflict. On the other
hand, it retains a certain ideal as to how participants should treat each other. By
noting that agonistic deliberation is an approach to dialogue between adversarial
stakeholders, we leave room for other types of dialogue. As we noted before, this
adversarial element is especially present when there are strong tensions between the
core activities of companies and the missions of NGOs. Our approach to dialogue
is specifically tied to those situations in which there is such an adversarial element
in the relation between stakeholders.
Conflict in Agonistic Deliberation
A distinguishing element of agonistic deliberation is that it recognizes the possibility of enduring conflict between companies and NGOs. Conflict and contestation
between those actors can be necessary and desirable for at least three reasons.
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First, it plays a role in creating awareness of societal problems, mobilizing support
for change, and urging actors to take responsibility. The need of partisanship and
conflict for mobilization is strongly emphasized by Mouffe (e.g., 2005). In some
cases, citizens may come to realize the urgency of a certain issue only after NGOs
have publicly criticized a company’s problematic activities. And companies may
sometimes only resort to action after having been criticized in such a campaign. Second, conflict and contestation will be necessary because new situations will always
create new problems and challenges that call for new responses. For this reason,
agreements between companies and NGOs are likely to be tentative, and existing
ways of addressing a problem might become out of date. Third, conflict might be
necessary in order to fight power imbalances (Dawkins 2015). When companies use
their power to defend their interests in a way that conflicts with public interests, it
is the role of NGOs to make this visible and to contest this use of power. For that
matter, we must recognize that NGOs can misuse their power, too. For example, when
an NGO has achieved an influential position, it can be in their interest to retain the
status quo, without really contributing to societal change. For that reason, it is also
important to critically examine the activities of NGOs and hold them accountable
for these activities. This critical role can be fulfilled by citizens and other NGOs.
NGOs have different means for creating awareness, calling for new responses,
and fighting power imbalances. Campaigning, especially through the media, is the
most well-known way to do so. The question might be raised as to whether dialogue
is a proper venue for conflict. Why not campaign when there is conflict and only
engage in dialogue when there is a possibility of consensus? Does it make sense to
engage in dialogue when there is no prospect of consensus? We would like to turn
this question around: Would it make sense to refrain from engaging in dialogue for
the mere reason that actors are hesitant to aim at consensus? If that would be the case,
companies will only deliberate with NGOs whose views are (potentially) close to
theirs, with the risk that NGOs that criticize their activities will not be taken seriously.
In addition, consensus, or something close to it, is not the only valuable outcome of
dialogue. Dialogue is also relevant and important when there is and will remain a
certain conflict: even without a prospect of consensus, dialogue might help to clarify
the conflict, increase mutual respect, and create awareness a societal problem (Warren
and Mansbridge 2013). Furthermore, as shown by empirical research, campaigning
and engaging in dialogue are not mutually exclusive strategies. Burchell and Cook
(2013a) report that NGOs sometimes engage in dialogue with the same companies
whose activities they are campaigning against, even though these companies want
them to stop their campaigns.
When companies and NGOs deliberate, the tensions between them will likely
be persistent, since we can expect that both parties will continue to have different
views about how societal issues should, ideally, be addressed. Parties will often have
to accept that compromises are inevitable if they want to reach an agreement. As
Mouffe notes, compromises “should be seen as temporary respites in an ongoing
confrontation” (Mouffe 2000b, 16). In such agreements, the threat of exit is always
present, both from the side of companies and NGOs (Sabadoz and Singer 2017; cf.
Hirschman 1970). There is always a risk that one of the parties will withdraw from
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an cooperative agreement, if they consider their interests harmed or their views not
taken into account. This happened, for example, with the Forest Stewardship Council,
from which several NGOs withdrew (Moog, Spicer, and Böhm 2015). The purport
of agonistic deliberation is to recognize this possibility, which is one of the reasons
why we do not want to preclude the legitimacy of conflict within deliberation.
Self-Interest in Agonistic Deliberation
We have shown that authors who conceptualize a good stakeholder dialogue in terms
of communicative action do not consider self-interest to have a legitimate place in
it. Yet both companies and NGOs have certain interests that deeply influence their
functioning. We contend that it would be better to explicitly put these interests on
the table within a dialogue, especially when they are in tension with addressing a
societal issue. The commercial interests of companies are related to their responsibilities towards owners, employees, suppliers, etc. These interests are a legitimate and
essential part of business. Concealing them for the sake of reaching agreement with
NGOs is not likely to result in stable agreements. Moreover, hiding self-interested
motives behind well-sounding arguments could lead to (mutual) distrust.
Companies must also understand that it is in the interest of NGOs to retain a certain independence from companies. A reputation of independence is necessary for
the identity of an NGO and its ability to raise funds. If an NGO is seen as making
agreements too easily with companies, it risks losing its legitimacy in the eyes of
the public. Consequently, in an agreement between companies and NGOs on how
to address a societal issue, the interests of both parties in an agreement must be
sufficiently taken into account. We, therefore, hold that self-interest has a legitimate
place within stakeholder dialogue, because it is informative of and has influence on
the positions of participants.
Clearly, self-interest is relevant as information within a dialogue (Mansbridge
2006). But, could it also count as justification for adopting a certain position? Is it
sufficient to argue that we are against this proposal, because it does not match our
interest? We hold that this is not sufficient for a justification of one’s view. Still, there
is a difference between companies and NGOs and the role that self-interest plays
in determining their position. As we said before, the functioning of a competitive
market relies on the permission to pursue self-interest within certain limits (Heath
2019, 2007). In order to have the benefits of the competitive market, companies
are allowed to adopt a certain partiality in their actions, namely, to pursue what is
in the interest of their constituencies—whether those are only the shareholders or
a broader (but still limited) set of stakeholders. Hence, it would be inconsistent to
expect companies to adopt a completely impartial point of view in a dialogue about
societal issues.
The case for NGOs is different. Because of the partiality that companies exhibit
and the consequent risk that they take societal issues into account too infrequently,
NGOs represent those societal issues in order to correct them. NGOs must be able
to justify their activities with reference to the societal values they support, because
supporting those values is their core function. Admittedly, NGOs also exhibit a kind
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of partiality, since they only defend a very particular subset of all relevant societal
values. Yet that makes it even more important for them to justify why these particular
values are important and require the attention of other societal actors. That does
not mean that strategic considerations are irrelevant for NGOs. They have to raise
money and gain public support in order to be able to carry out their mission. Still,
because the core function of advocacy NGOs is to serve societal values, we can
expect that their strategic considerations are instrumental to the societal goals they
pursue. At the same time, there can be tensions between considerations that relate
to raising money or gaining public support and their overall mission. For example,
NGOs might have to focus on different topics than they would prefer to, because
they failed to raise money for the topics they deemed most important. When this
is the case, it might also influence their input within a dialogue. So, even though it
remains crucial for NGOs to be able to justify their views and activities with reference to the societal values they support, we cannot simply declare it invalid if they
make use of strategic considerations within a dialogue.
What to do, it might be asked, if there is a strong conflict between public interests
and the private interests of an actor within deliberation? Should not public interests
always trump private interests? Are private interests not, in the end, irrelevant when it
comes to taking a normative position? We do not think so. Of course, there are clear
cases of such conflict where public interests should prevail. Consider the interests
that a food company might have in hiding information about the negative health
effects of certain additives. Their interests provide them with no (sufficient) reason
to hide the information. But the case already becomes more complicated when we
think about unhealthy products that make up a significant part of the portfolio of
some food companies. Should they abandon such products for the sake of public
health? By giving this example we do not mean to say that such companies should
not change anything. We only seek to make the point that we cannot simply say
that public interests always trump private interests. Conflicts between these two can
be genuine ethical conflicts, for which they should be a topic of discussion within
deliberation.
Compromise in Agonistic Deliberation
If consensus is neither a probable nor a desirable outcome of a dialogue between
a company and an NGO, what outcome could fit with agonistic deliberation?
We think that compromise is also a viable outcome of dialogue and that many
collaborations between companies and NGOs, in fact, are based on compromises.
Warren and Mansbridge (2013, 97) define a compromise as “an agreement in which
all sides sacrifice something of value (i.e., make concessions) to improve on the
status quo from the perspective of each.” When an agreement is characterized
as compromise, both parties in the agreement can retain their independence and
can also maintain a critical distance from the views of the other. For NGOs that
want to maintain such critical distance from companies, aiming at a workable
compromise in dialogue and collaboration fits better to their role as challenger
and social critic.
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Many authors indicate that collaboration between companies and NGOs requires
that participants reach agreement on the division of responsibilities (e.g., Van
Tulder et al. 2016; Roloff 2008; Rondinelli and London 2003). In our view, such an
agreement is more likely to be a compromise rather than a consensus. Seitanidi and
Crane (2009, 422), for example, mention explicitly that partners in a collaboration
can overcome crises “by not avoiding conflict but rather accept disagreements as
functional which permits retaining the organisation’s identity intact.” We, therefore,
think that agonistic deliberation could better explain what is going on in actual
dialogues and collaborations between companies and NGOs compared to a view
based on pure communicative action. The necessary element of cooperation is that
both parties are willing to accept the terms of collaboration and are willing to carry
out their tasks, even though they might have different reasons for doing so. If the
interests in and commitment to cooperation are strong enough, it would not require
a complete convergence of views on the matter.
In general, it is more likely that NGOs that adopt a reformative stance are willing
to engage in dialogue with companies about their social responsibility compared to
radical NGOs. Yet even when a moderate NGO enters a dialogue with a company in
order to cooperate on behalf of a societal issue, they will—in most cases, and to a
certain degree—have to make concessions for the sake of pragmatic improvement.
Although it may sound contradictory, one could even make the argument that radical NGOs consider consensus as more important compared to reformative ones.
As Mena and Waeger argue, “radicals only evaluate proactive firms positively if
they address CR [corporate responsibility] issues in ways radicals consider entirely
satisfactory” (Mena and Waeger 2014, 1096). In other words, radical groups will
approach companies positively and constructively only if there is a possibility of
convergence in views—a consensus. However, since they do not believe in such a
possibility (or only in some exceptional cases), they do not engage in a consensual
dialogue or consider cooperating with companies. “In contrast, reformative activist groups emphasize the importance of achieving workable solutions . . . even if
they do not immediately address CR issues comprehensively” (Mena and Waeger
2014, 1096). Hence, while reformative groups recognize that they would not easily
achieve consensus with companies, they do not take this as a reason not to engage
in dialogue with them, because they consider a compromise as sufficient ground
for dialogue and cooperation.
The Deliberative Aspect of Agonistic Deliberation
We have argued for the legitimacy of conflict and self-interest in deliberation.
However, as Hirschman has noted, conflict can function both as glue and as
solvent: it can be something that binds us together, but also something that tears
us apart (Hirschman 1994). In order to avoid a situation in which conflict within
stakeholder dialogue becomes a solvent, certain deliberative norms need to be
respected. The same holds in relation to self-interest: its presence can only be
legitimized within deliberative boundaries. By employing the distinction between
antagonists and adversaries, we already presupposed certain deliberative norms.
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Unlike antagonists, adversaries recognize the legitimacy of their opponents,
even though they pursue different ends (Mouffe 2005, 2000a). This recognition
of the other as having the right to have a different view is necessary to make the
management of dissensus possible. Hence, the interaction between adversaries
is guided by certain mutually accepted rules, such as abstaining from violent
behavior. As soon as one starts to use violence against one’s opponent, that turns
him into an antagonist.12
Beyond recognizing the legitimacy of one’s opponent, our definition of agonistic deliberation states that participants should be willing to mutually justify and
accommodate their views. Hence, mutual justification and accommodation is the
central deliberative norm that should guide agonistic deliberation. It implies that
participants in a dialogue, even though they are in conflict without a prospect of
resolution, should be willing to give and respond to reasons. It also implies that
participants should be willing to explore differences and agreements (without
saying that they should reach agreement). The exploration of differences can lead
to better mutual understanding, so that participants know from each other where
they disagree and why. This principle is very much in line with recent work in
deliberative democracy. For example, Thompson (2008, 504) notes that mutual
justification is “the most important distinguishing characteristic of deliberation.”
This norm is not the same as aiming at consensus. Mutual justification is very
well possible without consensus as aim or as outcome. A dialogue based on this
norm might also result in a mutual clarification of positions, in increased mutual
understanding, or in one or more of the participants changing his or her mind.
Rescher explains the difference between mutual justification and the mere aim
to reach agreement:
When I realize that my position on some issue of consequence disagrees with yours,
I am well advised to inquire into how it is that you have rendered a conclusion different
from mine—and presumably then to change my view if the grounds for yours appear
to be stronger. But I am not well advised to worry about the bare fact that your beliefs
differ from mine in ways that are detached from the issues that relate to grounds and
reasons. It makes good sense to revise beliefs to accommodate them to other evidence,
but it makes no rational sense to revise them to accommodate other people (Rescher
1993, 17, emphasis in original).

What Rescher makes clear is that consensus should not be a goal in itself, in order to
conform to the beliefs of others. Of course, defenders of a consensus orientation
such as Habermas do not argue that agreement should be reached “in ways that
are detached from the issues that relate to grounds and reasons.” On the contrary,

We recognize the difficulty of how to define violence. Campaigns of NGOs can seriously damage
companies (for example, successful appeals to consumers to boycott a company or product), although
we would not immediately classify every campaign that results in damage as violence. See also Baur and
Palazzo (2011, 590–91) on the criterion of ‘civil behavior’ for the legitimacy of NGOs. For a general
and very informative study about the ethics of adversarial relations in public and professional life, see
Applbaum (1999).
12
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they insist that a consensus is only valuable if it is reasonable or rationally
motivated (e.g., Habermas 1996). At the same time, Habermas and others insist
on the importance of the connection between reasonableness and an orientation
towards consensus. We hold that this connection does not have to be strong.
What is important is that participants within a dialogue are willing to make
themselves intelligible, to give an account of their views and beliefs. In order
for a dialogue to count as reasonable in this sense, an orientation towards consensus is not necessary.13
There is one significant complication in relation to the willingness to reconsider
one’s own view: most often, stakeholders within a dialogue do not participate on
their own behalf, but represent a group or an organization. That means that, as part
of their role, they have a responsibility to represent a specific view within a dialogue. They cannot simply change their mind during the dialogue if they become
convinced of some alternative view, because they have to give an account of their
input to the group or organization they represent. Moreover, they could only change
their view if they have a mandate to do so, or after a round of feedback within
their own group or organization. Stakeholder representatives play, so to say, a
‘two-level game,’ both within their group or organization and within the dialogue
(cf. Warren and Mansbridge 2013, 96). Although this complicates the matters, it
would be even more complicating for a consensus-oriented dialogue. In that case,
a dialogue between actors, who—as part of their role—have no room to change
their position, does not seem to make sense. Since agonistic deliberation allows for
different outcomes, it can also better account for this complication. For example, a
compromise allows for agreement on concrete goals or actions, while at the same
time leaving room to maintain one’s originals views and ideals.
The Scope of Agonistic Deliberation
Until now, we have argued rather broadly that companies and NGOs engaging in
dialogue about societal issues should not avoid conflict and should incorporate
issues of self-interest. At the same time, we have left open the possibility that a
consensus orientation can also be fruitful and appropriate in certain cases. However,
we have not specified under which conditions the participants in a dialogue should
resort to communicative action or to agonistic deliberation. Although it is beyond
the scope of this article to elaborate extensively on this question, we want to give
some remarks on the conditions when agonistic deliberation applies.
First, as we have argued before, agonistic deliberation is most suitable in cases
when the core activities of companies are in conflict with the societal values that

13
Of course, it is very difficult to have such a reasonable attitude if you know or suspect that others will
not be listening nor willing to be reasonable either. These requirements only ‘work’ when all participants
of a dialogue commit themselves to them, and when there is the trust among every participant that others
have the same attitude. When stakeholder dialogue entirely lacks any of these deliberative elements, the
interaction will be purely based on strategic action. This would be problematic, not because the pursuit of
private interests is as such problematic, but because a conflict about ethical and societal issues should not
be reduced to a conflict between private interests (cf. Benjamin 1990, 15–20).
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NGOs defend. Especially in those cases, NGOs play an important role in voicing
social criticism, mobilizing the public, and stimulating social change. Although we
have argued that it is still valuable that NGOs and companies engage in dialogue
in such cases, a consensus orientation is not necessary and might even undermine
the critical role of NGOs.
Second, agonistic deliberation will be more appropriate in cases of power differences between companies and NGOs (cf. Dawkins 2015). The bigger the power
differences are, the more difficult it will be to reach a genuine and unforced consensus. In such cases, it will be better to allow for more conflict and to acknowledge
differences, so that actors with less power are also able to articulate their positions.
Furthermore, in cases where there are big power differences, it is likely that the
interests of minority groups are not taken into account (cf. Sanders 1997). For that
reason, agonistic deliberation might be desirable, because it aims to give room for
the articulation of self-interest.
Third, agonistic deliberation does not have to apply to all the aspects of a dialogue
about a societal issue. For example, it could be that participants can quite easily agree
on the causes of a problem, but not on who is responsible for the solution. Agonistic
deliberation is better suited for the latter, while communicative action might be
appropriate to discuss the former. We can expect that the biggest conflicts between
companies and NGOs will be about the division of responsibilities for addressing
a social problem, which are conflicts that relate to action. It is our intuition that
agonistic deliberation is most appropriate to discuss issues of action: what has to
be done and who has to do what.
Fourth, when the debated topics are highly contested, and the differences in
views between actors are large, agonistic deliberation can also be more suitable.
This contrasts the claim made by Patzer et al. (2018, 341), who argue that “the
newer the issue, the greater the disagreements about it, the likelier the conflicts
between different stakeholder interests, and the greater the range of values it
concerns . . . the more it will require communicative action” instead of strategic
action. Probably the authors are right to prefer communicative action over pure
strategic action in such cases, because the latter will come down to a mere power
struggle. However, our argument would be that a form of communication that
leaves more room for conflict, self-interest, and persistent differences than communicative action would be both more realistic and more desirable in the case of
contested issues.
Fifth and last, it might be asked whether agonistic deliberation applies in different
institutional contexts. For example, it has been argued within political CSR that
deliberation between companies and societal actors becomes more important
under conditions of globalization or when nation states are weak (Scherer
and Palazzo 2007, 2011; Scherer et al. 2016; Patzer, Voegtlin, and Scherer 2018).
Does the same hold for agonistic deliberation? The short answer is that agonistic
deliberation does (of course) not equally apply in all institutional contexts. The
long answer we have to suspend. Our approach is restricted to the question: Given
that companies and NGOs engage in dialogue about societal issues, what kind of
communicative norms should or should not be adopted by them? Specifying the
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institutional contexts in which agonistic deliberation is more or less needed is
beyond the scope of this article.
CONCLUSION
In this article, we have been discussing the question of what a suitable regulative
ideal is for stakeholder dialogue in the case of companies and NGOs. Our point has
been that, when companies and NGOs engage in dialogue about a societal issue, it
will often be better to allow for conflict and to incorporate strategic considerations,
instead of striving for consensus. Agonistic deliberation is a conceptualization of
an alternative to communicative action, one we think of as more realistic and more
adapted to the context in which companies and NGOs operate. Our main arguments
are that an orientation towards consensus is in tension with the function of NGOs to
voice social criticism, and that the expectation to set aside strategic considerations is
in tension with the idea of a competitive market in which companies are allowed to
exhibit a certain partiality towards their own (commercial) interests. At the same time,
agonistic deliberation upholds the importance of mutual justification, which requires
that participants in a dialogue are willing to give a reasonable account of their position.
Our approach to stakeholder dialogue provides a third option between the ideal
of communicative action on the one hand, and a purely conflictual or strategic
understanding of the interaction between companies and NGOs on the other hand.
Conflict and self-interest will always be present in stakeholder dialogues, and both
can have a legitimate and constructive role. By taking this into account, agonistic
deliberation has the potential to change the way in which stakeholder dialogue is
understood and performed in practice.
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