Capitalism can be reformed through the incorporation of extern social systems like the alternative – ‘all or nothing’ approaches are too fatalistic and ignore how forcing companies to internalize pollution costs  
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Polanyi seems to have been proven correct that capitalist firms, compelled to make profits in competitive markets, have supplanted many social structures, and profoundly influenced the development of people within them. But it is proving too much to say that capitalist firms are driven only by profits. It is true that the environment seems to be the most convenient dumping ground for external costs, causing Speth to pronounce corporations “externalizing machines.” The built-in incentive to find ways to cut costs by fobbing them off on others is undeniable. But while corporations routinely greenwash and whitewash their behavior, it seems too simplistic to caricature all corporations in the era of capitalism driven solely, inexorably, by greed, and utterly indifferent to the disintegration of society and the global environment. If there is an undeniable logic to the externalizing compulsion within capitalism, there is also much reason to expect responses pushing back. First, there is Polanyi’s “double movement,” efforts to protect societal structures from displacement by capitalism. Social structures are critical to most people, rivaling or surpassing economic opportunity in importance. Politically, at least in democracies, there apparently is at least as much purchase to be had by politicians promising to restore social structures, even by demagoguery or deceit, as there is in promising economic riches. The history of labor laws, environmental laws, and once upon a time antitrust laws, has vindicated Polanyi. Polanyi thought these responses would ultimately fall short, and capitalism would wind up cannibalizing both society and itself. But while all of these areas of regulation have regressed at some point, it is premature to declare defeat. Second, it seems oversimplistic to assume that all capitalist titans are capriciously indifferent to a dark future of broken capitalism and a ruined environment. Corporate behavior may often seem to point in that direction, but a closer look is warranted. It is implausible that even the wealthiest capitalists imagine they can insulate themselves from massive crises that roil the masses. Some imagine that capitalist titans think they could build a moat around a castle of economic opulence and lock out the masses. This seems implausible in the environmental context. Nor does it seem likely that, even if capitalist titans think they can somehow construct a lifeboat for themselves, their family, and something like a community of their friends, this would seem a worthy endeavor, even to capitalists. The cognitive dissonance is just too great. The former Volvo and IKEA executive, and now a sustainability expert, Göran Carstedt, once said “People say that corporations must first and foremost make profits … Of course they do! But that is like saying people must first and foremost breathe.”35 As Donald Trump began the formal withdrawal of the United States from the Paris agreement, the 2015 United Nations Conference of Parties agreement that created an international framework for the reduction of greenhouse gases, the Chief Executive Officers of seventy-five large global corporations announced their support for the agreement, and their company’s commitment to voluntarily contribute their share of emissions reductions. These firms included Apple, Google, Microsoft, Bank of America, Citigroup, Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, Unilever, Nestlé, Disney, and Goldman Sachs, heading a up a who’s-who list of rapaciously greedy capitalists. It is more plausible that capitalist firms, and the officers and directors therein, would prefer to pursue more sustainable paths of profit-making, but feel constrained by corporation laws and some hard-to-define business norms. To embark upon something less than a profit-maximization path would require the solution of two difficult problems: (i) inculcating a cultural change within the firm, and (ii) coordination with competitors and rivals. In addition to economic barriers, strongly held norms and emotions usually obstruct changes in operation. In that sense, Polanyi and the capitalism skeptics are right in that there is something inexorable about capitalism and about competitive global markets that compels a firm to make profits first and foremost.
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