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Abstract

This article' engages with sustainability storytelling from the
perspective of freedom. Freedom is discussed in relation to a
politics of storytelling that can counter power. Freedom, it is
argued, is enacted in genuine storytelling and is experienced
between people. The conditions of the possibility of ethics in
organisations are thus conditioned on the political framing of
the spaces between people in terms of how they condition how
people may appear in storytelling and how people together
transform these spaces for future appearances. Arendt’s
ethics of freedom is contrasted with the concept of freedom
embedded in neoliberal capitalism and related to sustainability.
Genuine storytelling is to bring something new into existence
from the condition of plurality and responsibility for the world.
Storytelling presumes a space for plural political participation.
Freedom therefore also forwards attention towards the material
possibilities that allow people to participate and appear as
unique subjects. The article ends by positioning Arendt’s
storytelling in relation to a storytelling model for transitioning
to sustainability, which positions Latour’s notion of Gaia as the
centre of four storytelling cycles.

1. Introduction

This article engages with sustainability stories by discussing
the relations between freedom and storytelling. It develops an
ethics of freedom from Hannah Arendt’s notion of storytelling.
| argue that her notion of freedom is closely associated with
the possibilities of enacting a politics of genuine storytelling
that counters how stories are used as tools for dominant power

1 | want to acknowledge the excellent comments made by the external
reviewers. These comments have been significant for the article’s
development.
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relations to devise corporate identities that perpetuate ecological and social injustices
(Deleuze, 1992a). Today, there is a politics of storyselling where stories are used for
political manipulation and marketing (Jergensen & Valero, 2023).

Such storyselling has little to do with genuine storytelling, which is understood as the
curious and compassionate sharing of experiences where people come together from
the recognition of belonging to a common world (Arendt, 1968, 1998; Benjamin, 1999).
A common sense is not individual but is shared in a community and therefore holds
potential to disrupt dominant narratives (Holt & Wiedner, 2024; Jorgensen, 2022).
Storytelling for sustainability therefore also relies on a sense of having something in
common with all the living agents of this world (Jergensen, 2024; Jorgensen & Fatien,
2025; Swillens & Vlieghe, 2020). Arendt called this sense of belonging to a common world
a “Oneness”, with a capital O (Arendt, 1968). This concept of "Oneness" suggests that,
despite natural, cultural, and personal differences, we share a common human condition
(Arendt, 1998).

The disruption of this sense of living in a common world is at the heart of climate denial
and the justification of extreme inequalities. For Latour (2018), to land, or to get down-
to-earth, is to realise that land was always central in politics. Land was central in the
colonisation of countries and nature. Today, colonisation works differently in that it is
enforced through controlling people’s hearts and minds. Using stories to incline and
legitimate corporate exploitation is important, because in modern democracies, power
works from the premise that people are free citizens (Foucault, 2003). However, embedded
in these ‘soft’ forms of control, there is always hidden another brute dimension, which
lies in the possible economic consequences if one does not play along.

In this article, | explore a different perception of storytelling through Arendt’s notion
of freedom. The purpose is to develop a politics of genuine storytelling that can respond
to a plural world that is nonetheless common, and which can help address ecological and
social injustice. | discuss and contrast this notion of storytelling with reference to the
idea of neoliberal subjectivity, which is embedded in how the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) are enacted, and which perpetuates ecological and social injustice. Instead,
genuine storytelling plays the voice of conscience and perceives sustainability as true
solidarity.

The article proceeds in the next section by contextualising sustainability in relation to
freedom. This brings us to outlining the principles by which Arendt positioned freedom
as political action. The relations between freedom and storytelling are then discussed.
Freedom is presented as the ability to create, which means that freedom is experienced
and embedded in the virtuous and embodied in the performance of art — a unique story
performed in interaction with others in a collective space. A discussion of the politics
of storytelling is then undertaken where | contrast Arendt’s notion of storytelling with
the politics of storyselling, embedded in the idea of sustainable capitalism (McAteer,
2019). As a final point, Arendt’s storytelling is positioned in a storytelling model for
transitioning to sustainability, which positions Latour’s notion of Gaia as the centre of
four storytelling cycles.
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2. Sustainability and political freedom

While Hannah Arendt is well known in social science studies for her compelling vision
of political freedom (Cane, 2015:55), her writings have generally failed to catch the
attention of scholars of business ethics. The notion of freedom is instead used to denote
the process of ethical self-formation, following the work of Michel Foucault (Foucault,
1997; Ibarra-Colado et al., 2006; Townley, 1995). Underlining this focus on the self,
Foucault emphasised that freedom is a condition of ethics, and that ethics is the form
that freedom takes when it is informed by reflection (Foucault, 1997:284).

The limitations concerning ethical self-formation are illustrated by a comment Arendt
once made where she argued that the centre of moral considerations is the self, while the
centre of politics is the world (Arendt, 2003:153). While ethics for Arendt begins with a
relation to the self (Arendt, 1996), it is simultaneously world-centred and focused on the
possibilities of action. For her, politics and freedom go together and condition each other.
It is something people experience in their interaction with others (Arendt, 2006:148).
The dialogues that people have with themselves are important for ethics, but these are
conditioned and grounded in a true sense of solidarity with the plurality that is the world
(Eiriksdottir, 2024; Roodt, 2005).

In fact, the inner state of ‘interaction’ with oneself can be regarded as a sheltered space
from a world in which people can feel free without having the political space in which
they can appear and act freely as political subjects. Without outer manifestations, the
freedom that is exercised in dialogue with oneself — the activity she called thinking -
is politically irrelevant (Arendt, 2006:146). Thus, ethics requires political engagement
(Butler, 2012). The ethical implications exceed the demand of the subject to become
political (McMurray et al., 2011). It includes attention to the political spaces in which
plural people — with Arendt’s words — can appear freely before one another with their
voices, intentions, motivations, souls, and bodies. Such appearances happen through
storytelling (Arendt, 1998:50). Genuine storytelling is therefore conditioned by the
dialogue with the self from the condition of love of a plural world. A story is where life
and thought become one (Kristeva, 2001).

This notion of ethics corresponds to the promises embedded in the SDGs defined in the
Paris agreement (United Nations, 2015). The SDGs are important in putting sustainability
on the agenda, and they do represent some kind of common orientation and language
that governments, organisations, and institutions can draw on. However, the truth of
the SDGs does not lie in the official narratives but in the manifold of small practices
through which the SDGs are enacted in practice (Jergensen, 2002; Jergensen & Boje,
2010). The myriad of small practices and the patterns they make constitute the truth of
sustainability and are important political battlegrounds. In the centre of these battles
are organisations, municipalities, communities, people, animals, living conditions, and
all the complex and violent histories that belong to places.

Arendt’s ethics of freedom is a critique of power relations and entails a hope for a new
politics. It thereby provides a different image of organising as a process where free people
come together for a common purpose, rather than organising as a means of enslavement
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and exploitation of people. For example, Stonebridge (2024) calls The Human Condition
(Arendt, 1998) Arendt’s love story with the world. Similarly, Kristeva (2001) calls The Human
Condition a vehement defence of humanism against totalitarianism. Totalitarianism
implies the instrumentalisation of people and nature. This entails transforming politics
into a question of economy. Arendt argues that while Marxism and capitalism are very
different, they share the same mistake of reducing politics to a question of economy.

When organising pivots around the economy, people cannot live a whole life in them,
neither as craftsmen, artists, artisans, or professionals, nor as citizens who can choose
between a reasonable range of choices. A jobholder or businessman does not live a full
political life, but is enslaved by modern ways of organising (Arendt, 1998:198-199). The
complexity involved is highlighted by Foucault’s notion of power in that he argues
that power is rarely coercive but works through manipulating the choices that people
can possibly make (Deleuze, 1992a; McNay, 2009). Even if power relations today seem
pervasive in organisations, Arendt believed that we nonetheless still carry the original
idea of politics at the bottom of our existence. This idea of politics is one of the pearls
that she famously argued has sunk to the bottom of the sea, where it awaits the pearl
diver to bring it back to the realm of the living (Arendt, 1999:54-55).

Thus, the ethics of freedom, which is enacted in the idea of political freedom, is the
ground for a critique of power relations but also points towards new ways of living
together from an affirmation of a world that is and has been in all its incompleteness,
imperfection, and injustice (Roodt, 2005). The promises of Arendt’s ethics of freedom are
therefore a grounded ethics of sustainability that makes action against ecological and
social injustice possible on a collective scale. It does not presume that injustice will be
overcome or go away. As pointed out by Nietzsche, the divine wickedness of the world is
what makes beauty and perfection possible (Deleuze, 1986; Nietzsche, 2006). Plurality is
divine and wicked, beautiful and ugly, and grand and lowly.

3. The ethics of freedom

To construct an ethics of freedom from Arendt’s philosophy is challenging and may
appear almost paradoxical. She made a clear distinction between ethics and politics, as
noted previously, where she hinted that moral philosophy was almost irrelevant without
manifestations in the world of politics. By that expression, she did not mean to abolish
ethics but rather resituate the hierarchical ordering between the “vita contemplativa”
— a life dedicated to pure thinking in isolation from the world — and the “vita activa” -
political life (Arendt, 1998:12-15).

Arendt’s purpose was thus to attain a new balance between contemplation and the
active political life, which for her replaces “the enormous superiority” that contemplation
has had in philosophy. Contemplation had meant that ‘freedom’ had been translated as
the ending of all political activity — ‘to free oneself’ from the entanglement in worldly
affairs and the business of this world. Accordingly, Arendt believed that ethics had been
concerned with the self without taking the world into consideration. Her ethics therefore
also imply a different understanding of the meaning of the world in relation to being.
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For Martin Heidegger, for example, the world was a problem that would lead to alienation
from pure authentic being (Hill, 2024). Arendt turned it around. She argued that the
world is the condition for our existence and therefore requires our attention and care.
This understanding of the world is embedded in her emphasis on natality as the human
condition (Arendt, 1996). Thus, the newcomer actualises the meaning of the world per
se — a view that contrasts Heidegger’s view that meaning relies on being-towards-death
- the fact that we are mortal beings who can die at any moment (Jargensen, 2024:94).
There are different kinds of birth in play here. For example, she argues that action is
like a second birth that confirms the first physical birth. Through acting and inscribing
ourselves into history, we confirm that we have been born into this world and are new
beginners. But natality also refers to a third kind of birth, namely the birth of human
history. This is the time when life philosophies and religions emerged, and where we
began to write stories and document history. Thus, storytelling belongs to an era where
we became aware of ourselves as part of human and the earth’s history, a point she made
from one of her mentors, Karl Jaspers (Arendt, 1968). But beyond that, there is birth of
life itself or the fact that we are earthbound. The Human Condition is a critique of the
modern perception that we can separate ourselves from nature. Through life itself, we
remain connected to all other animate and inanimate agencies and conditions of life
(Arendt, 1998:2).

Latour (2017,2018) and Latour and Weibel (2020) capture this kind of birth in the metaphor
of Gaia, which | will get back to at the end of the article. For now, it is important to note
how natality points to remembrance and the birth and rebirth of life as the ultimate
meaning of existence. The importance of natality for sustainability is, for example, also
directly expressed in the concern for future generations in the Brundtland Commission’s
definition of sustainability (The World Commission, 1987). Arendt’s notion of natality
therefore implies solidarity with the world. It does not belong to us. We have borrowed
it to make our lives, and we are obliged to take care of it and be responsible for it. In the
end, responsibility relies on whether we love the world enough to take responsibility for
it (Arendt, 2006:193). This love of the world is also expressed in her notion of thinking,
which goes beyond reflection and reflexivity, being grounded in conscience (Arendt,
1996; Holt, 2020; Scott & Stark, 1996). The life of the mind (Arendt, 1978) is therefore
inevitably tied to societies, communities, and all the lives lived in this world.

Thinking concerns what a person can do and what they cannot do. What is at stake is
being a friend with oneself. For example: “I cannot do particular things because having
done them | can no longer live with myself” (Arendt, 2003:97). This living-with-oneself
relies on thinking about where the being and judging of oneself are performed. She called
it “solitude”. Thus, thinking in solitude is an inner dialogue — a two-in-one conversation
with oneself (Arendt, 2003:98). To think with life is to be fully alive. It is opposed to
sleepwalking through life, which is also possible (Arendt, 1978:5). To be free relies on
thinking because freedom is to be one with oneself. But because we are part of the world,
it is critical that this being with oneself can manifest in the world in ways in which one’s
belonging to the world can be confirmed (Jackson, 2013). This brings us to how freedom
connects with politics.
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4, Politics and freedom

The challenge in an ethics of freedom is to frame another understanding of what
freedom is and how it relates to politics. For Arendt, the very notion of freedom invites
intuitive misunderstanding. It is riddled with associations to “free will” or to a “sovereign
individual”. Because ethics is about restraining oneself from certain actions and because
freedom is intuitively associated with free will, ethics and freedom are, according to
this understanding, almost binary opposites. However, Arendt suggests that this view of
freedom is misunderstood.

She argues that freedom is experienced in the spaces between people. It is directly linked
and cannot be understood independently of politics and action. She notes (Arendt,
1961:191) that freedom is seldom the direct aim of politics, but freedom is the reason
why politics exists at all. The notions of freedom as “free will” or as “sovereignty” have
furthermore, according to Arendt (1961:204), been disastrous because they presume an
independence of all others and of the ability, if necessary, to assert oneself against these
others.

These notions contrast directly with one of the essential elements of living, which she
identifies as a reciprocal interdependence of people, including the historical, spatial,
and material world that people are born into (Arendt, 1961:204). This interdependence is
linked to another human condition: plurality (Arendt, 1998:7). “Only in death is human
existence completely and utterly individual”. According to Arendt, people can only be
free or suffer the reverse through engaging with others. Only with reference to one
another and of the things they do — the field of politics — can they experience freedom
as something positive and not as an inner space in which they can negate compulsion
(Arendt, 1961:191). Arendt therefore claimed that “‘to act’ and ‘to be free’ are one”
(Arendt, 1961:196).

To act and to be free is a basic human condition and, as such, a basic human right. As
noted, she is not referring to the possibility of acting in an unrestrained way. Action is
always conditioned on the world, which has been handed over to us and from which
we act. Freedom is closely tied to the creative reenactment of this world, but is also
tied to people, to nature, and to the world. Arendt’s notion of freedom is therefore a
relational and contingent freedom. The possibility of action almost always exists in
social affairs. However, it relies on the plural others together with whom one is living
and the conditions in which one lives. Action and freedom are therefore necessarily
always collective because without others’ support, one would be impotent and powerless
(Arendt, 1998:201; Birmingham, 2002; Jargensen & Fatien, 2025).

Judith Butler (2015) has discussed this aspect of Arendt’s work and has reworked her notion
of action into a more material and embodied performance in which the entanglement
of the ‘I’ and the ‘other’ becomes central. Butler emphasises that there is a ‘we’ and
indeed a ‘they’ and an‘it’ in all actions and performances (Butler, 2006; Butler & Berbec,
2017). For her, it makes no sense to talk about ethics outside of the sphere of politics.
For example, it is inherently difficult to create a good life for oneself without taking
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into consideration the worldly context of inequality, injustice, and exploitation (Butler,
2012:9). With reference to Adorno, she asks whether one can live a good life in a bad life
(Butler, 2012, 2015).

Furthermore, Butler argues that people are born into a world without having made any
conscious choice or deliberation. We are thus bound to people, spaces, and places we
don’t know and haven’t chosen (Butler, 2015:106-107). This ‘unchosen’ nature of earthly
cohabitation and the open-endedness and plurality this entails is the condition of
existence and implies responsibility (Butler, 2015:111-112). For Butler, this responsibility
necessarily goes beyond the responsibility humans have to one another and includes the
responsibility that people have in relation to all other living organisms.

The implications are not only that it makes no sense to separate moral questions from
the relations of humans to one another and to what people do in particular conditions.
The implications are more radical in the sense that the human and non-human others
are implicated in one’s actions. The others do not only demand my responsibility. They
are also the conditions for my own actions, my own freedom, my own possibilities, and so
forth. These considerations concerning freedom take us back to the connections between
storytelling and sustainability.

5. Freedom and storytelling

For Arendt, storytelling is the only true political action because it is where people can
disclose ‘who’ they are as opposed to ‘what’ they are (Arendt, 1998:176-177; Tassinari et
al., 2017). Through storytelling, people intervene in history and become actors (Arendt,
1968; Young-Bruehl, 1977). Storytelling is however tied to the web of relations. Therefore,
Arendt’s storytelling is not subject-centred but enacted through the web of relations
(Birmingham, 2002). Because the ability to make a story out of one’s own life is an
existential condition of being alive, there are problematic relations between personal
and collective interests (Arendt, 1968; Jackson, 2013; Kristeva, 2001). Living life as a story,
therefore, implies an ethical positioning as well as social structures that can counter the
work of power relations (Jergensen, 2024).

The affirmation of what made us and which we cannot escape is important. When
combined with the work of Judith Butler (2015), ethics is also moved away from an
anthropocentric position towards an eco-centric ethics in which people are not only
answerable to the plural conditions of human existence but also to the living plural world
of animals, organisms, and nature. Butler’s rework of Arendt’s notion of action as a
speech act furthermore implies that stories are seen as lived, embodied, and material
performances in which is embedded multiple human and non-human voices (Butler &
Berbec, 2017; Jorgensen, 2024).

We are of-the-world as noted by Barad (2007). It works from a radical, entangled account
of becoming in which it is impossible to separate this becoming from historical, spatial,
and material forces. People embody these multiple forces. It follows that the others are
always “in our skin” (Barad, 2007:391-392; Jergensen & Strand, 2014:68). These others
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include relations to material objects, to nature, and to the world as well as the human-to-
human encounter (Dale & Latham, 2015). The entanglement between the ‘I’ and ‘other’ is
therefore important for thinking ethics and freedom together.

Freedom is contingent, relational, and collective. Ethics as an act of storytelling must
be thought of as a relational and collective phenomenon in which the ‘I’ and the ‘other’
— including the ‘non-human other’ — implicates one another. The entanglement implies
storytelling relies on the conditions of possibility of its emergence, what Arendt calls the
space of appearance. This is the space where people are free to tell stories together. It
was found in its purest form in the ancient Greek Agora. According to Arendt, a space of
appearance can emerge wherever people are together in the manner of action (Arendt,
1998:199). It is not an identifiable physical space, but can emerge anywhere where people
come together. These spaces are where natality, the new beginning, can be enacted and
disrupt the otherwise undisturbed motion of history.

The contribution of Arendt to business ethics thus lies in the identification of storytelling
as a new beginning and in the emphasis on the spaces in which such beginnings become
possible. Storytelling is the only true political action. Storytelling is also where freedom
is enacted in situ because, for Arendt, freedom and action are the same: “ [...] while one
is acting, one is free — but not before or after one acts” (Arendt, 1961:196). Freedom is a
performance but not any performance. Performance can be a simple doing, and people
can be enacted into being by power relations (Mol, 2002). True politics is therefore also
essentially different from power, because such politics requires an independent actor
who thinks and judges for themself. Action is the performance of bringing something
new into being (Arendt, 1961:196, 1998:178). It is through new beginnings that people
disclose their uniqueness and realise their human capacity.

Freedom is therefore tied to the idea of the creative act that can leave a trace behind
after physical death (Arendt, 1958). She argues that such performances are dictated
by principles, which are fulfilled not in any achievement but in the completion of the
act itself. In it, “the will and the deed are fused together, are one and the same thing”
(Arendt, 1961:196). The will does not come before the deed but is embedded in the act
itself. Freedom is thus not a predication of the principles embedded in action and does
not reside in the implementation of any purpose because action — because it is collective
- rarely achieves its purpose (Arendt, 1998:184). While one is acting, one is free. Not
before or after.

In other words, freedom needs actualisation again and again. It does not exist as such,
but emerges by beginning again through storytelling and other artful performances. We
are not fully alive when we are not capable of making a story. Natality implies that
the only true reason for making stories is because of life itself (Arendt, 1968:89; Didion,
2006). A true story does not have any extrinsic motivation (Kristeva, 2001). Storytelling
requires a space of appearance. Therefore, the slave, the labourer, the businessman, and
the foreigner do not live in a space of appearance (Arendt, 1998:199). Said otherwise,
power relations embedded in organisations do not provide equal opportunities to be
seen and heard. Marginalisation and exclusion, alienation, and precarity imply that
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not all people have a story that is visible and confirmed within the spatialisation of
organisations (Jergensen, 2022).

6.  The politics of sustainability in organisations

With the notions of storytelling and the space of appearance, Arendt provides some
building blocks for an ethics of freedom in organisations and for a fundamentally different
politics of sustainability. Today, sustainability is criticised for being everything and
therefore nothing (Farley & Smith, 2020). Farley and Smith argue that the triple bottom
line of sustainability entails that major corporations can obtain prizes for being the most
sustainable companies through being the most profitable companies. In this way, these
corporations actualise Milton Friedman’s statement that the social responsibility of a
business is to increase its profits (Friedman, 1970).

Friedman is criticised by authors, who view organisations and businesses as parts of
society (Freeman et al.,, 2004; Waddock, 2011). | think that Friedman hits the nail on
the head in defining the essence of corporations. He says out loud what is hidden or
shrouded. Power normally works effectively when it is invisible and cunning and when
it inclines people silently to act in particular ways - in this case, in ways in which profit
becomes the primary responsibility of a business. Foucault’s notion of the dispositive
is a powerful concept because it examines the arrangements and networks among
devices that incline certain behaviours in people, seemingly according to their own will
(Abildgaard & Jergensen, 2021; Deleuze, 1992b; Foucault, 1980; Raffnsee et al., 2016). The
dispositive captures brilliantly how power does not work through coercion but through
manipulating the choices that people can possibly make.

Following Deleuze (1992a), a dispositive of control is at work in inclining a certain
corporate identity when it comes to the enactment of sustainability. This is conditioned
on a very different type of freedom compared to Arendt’s notion of freedom, namely
the freedom of the market. This story of sustainability was there from the beginning of
the sustainability discourse. Farley and Smith (2020:6-7) note how there was a change
from The Club of Rome’s emphasis on limits (Meadows et al., 1972) to the Brundtland
Commission’s emphasis on the needs of the poor (The World Commission, 1987). While the
former emphasised maximum carrying capacity, the Brundtland Commission promoted a
growth agenda through the wise and innovative use of resources. Sustainability, in other
words, became a matter of technological innovation and entrepreneurship (Jergensen,
2024:25).

Sustainability became perfectly aligned with the idea of neoliberal freedom. This is
evident when the unfolding disaster of plastic pollution is transformed into a great
business case by the European Commission (2018). It is manifested in new business
concepts, like shared value, that emphasises how sustainability can become a competitive
advantage (McAteer, 2019; Porter & Kramer, 2011). The UN report, “Better Business,
Better World” (Business & Sustainability Development Commission, 2017), points out 60
problems organised around (1) food and agriculture, (2) cities, (3) energy and materials,
and (4) health and well-being. These are problems that are in dire need of innovation
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and entrepreneurs. On the front page of the report, an Asian man is depicted together
with a boy, who | think is his son. They are in the business of circular economy, digging
out the ‘gold’ in the form of parts that can be recycled from what appears to be old
television sets.

BUSINESS &

SUSTAINABLE
- DEVELOPMENT

COMMISSION

BETTER BUSINESS
BETTER WORLD

The report of the Business & Sustainable Development Commission

Figure 1: Front page of the report“Better Business, Better World”
(Business & Sustainability Development Commission, 2017)

Foucault (2008:225-228) pointed out how the figure of the entrepreneur is what separates
neoliberalism from liberalism. Storytelling also serves an important part in the neoliberal
economy in expressing the soul of the company. But the idea that a corporation has
a soul is “the most terrible news in the world” (Brockling, 2016; Deleuze, 1992a). It
entails that storytelling — what Benjamin (1999) argued was among the dearest of our
possessions — becomes subjected to the organising principle of neoliberalism, market,
and its floating exchange rates (Deleuze, 1992a:5). When we apply for research funding
for sustainability, we first must sell our souls to the devil to argue how this can be used
to create economic growth. There is no money in degrowth. Arranging the funding
system for higher education is part of a dispositive. Research is only ‘free’ if we accept its
underlying market condition.

18 Jorgensen m ... The politics of storytelling in organisations



In this way, sustainability, freedom, and storytelling are disciplined, kept in order,
and subjected to market laws. It is discussed in this respect how Foucault’s ethics of
freedom, which he conceptualised as practices of self-care, comes dangerously close to
perpetuating neoliberal practices instead of resisting them (Abildgaard & Jergensen, 2021;
Brockling, 2016; McNay, 2009). Practices of caring for the self are suddenly subjected
to the need to invest in themselves for future return. In Butler’s words, neoliberalism
works through “entrepreneurial modalities supported by fierce ideologies of individual
responsibility and the obligation to maximise one’s own market value as the ultimate
aim in life” (Butler, 2015:15). In this way, people are transformed from humans to “human
capitals” (Brown, 2015).

7. Arendt’s ethics of freedom

Arendt’s ethics of freedom is an alternative to the enslavement of neoliberal freedom. For
her, ethics begins with a person’s relation to themself. It can therefore also be accused
of perpetuating the power relations it seeks to resist. On the other hand, through
storytelling and the space of appearance, we are given concepts to think of a different
kind of organising that can work for sustainability. As noted, Arendt believed that true
stories cannot be grounded in any extrinsic motivation. Sustainability is one of those
phenomena that needs to stand by itself. We need to do sustainability for its own sake
and not because it serves the economy. This moves the focus from the economy towards
sustainability. This also transforms the economy into a tool and not the purpose of what
organisations are doing. Through storytelling and the space of appearance, we might
think of organisations as processes that can create new beginnings that can work for
sustainability (Arendt, 2006).

This also entails being inspired by the old views of what it means to be a professor,
a teacher, an engineer, an architect, or any other profession or vocation. Genuine
storytelling is linked to the meaningfulness of what one does. We need to go back to such
a view of professions and vocations as serving society and not capital interests. Working
in a corporation does not relieve persons from being citizens. For Arendt, professions and
vocations can be thought of as practices that create something new as well as continue
traditions. A sense of pride through being involved in creating something for the sake
of itself is part of what she called work (Arendt, 1998). As noted by Latour (2018), the
economisation of life ridicules the past. In contrast, for Arendt (1996), it is memory and
gratitude that makes life meaningful. Memory constitutes the foundation for being one
with oneself, for thinking new thoughts and creating new beginnings.

Arendt underlines the importance of creativity by claiming that performances can only
be judged by the criterion of greatness because their nature is to break through the
commonly accepted and create something new (Arendt, 1998:205). Creative actions are
for Arendt equal to political action in two interrelated ways. The first one relates directly
to the action itself as a political activity. The second one relates to these performances
taking place between people in the space of appearance.
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In describing creative actions as political actions, she refers, among others, to
Machiavelli’s notion of “virtu”, which is not the Roman ‘virtus’ and not equal to the word
‘virtue’. Instead, it corresponds to virtuosity, which “flourishes not in the creative arts
but in skill in the practice of an art, and the merit of which lies in the execution of that
skill” (Arendt, 1961:197). Arendt furthermore turns to the Greeks, whom whenever they
wished to explain the specifics in political activity used comparisons such “flute-playing,
dancing, the practice of medicine, the profession of seafaring - to arts, that is, in which
virtuosity of the artist was the prime factor” (Arendt, 1961:197). This is the first meaning
of political action. It is embedded in the performance of the art or profession itself as an
enactment of one’s unique appearances.

Arendt also turns to Aristotle’s notion of “energeia” — actuality — which again refers to
how work exhausts its full meaning in the performance itself (Arendt, 1998:206). For her,
this is what is at stake in politics:“the work of man where work means living well” (Arendt,
1998:207). She identifies this work as ‘techné’ and argues that it belongs among the arts,
crafts, or professions. This equals the greatest activities of people. Arendt’s notion of
storytelling thus gives associations to a careful, creative, and holistic image of work,
which is embedded and embodied in Benjamin’s classic figure of the storyteller, where
the righteous man encounters himself (Benjamin, 1999:107). He located storytelling in
the milieu of craftsmen, artists, and artisans (Boje, 2008; Jargensen & Klee, 2014). It entails
a more material understanding of storytelling as something done. It also emphasises
the necessary intimate connections between the maker and the made, something which
vanished with capitalism’s proletarianisation and alienation of work. Alienation does,
of course, not entail that stories do not exist. However, they become strictly expressions
of ‘private’ experiences of people who are excluded from political participation and are
used to detach themselves from the organisation (Jergensen, 2022:60).

The second meaning of politics refers to stories being relationally and collectively enacted.
This refers to how reality is crafted through the various entanglements by which we work,
live, and do things together. It is in other words political in taking place between people
and is thus conditioned on the space of appearance. This second meaning of politics is
closely related to the first one. Action and performances need an audience before which
virtuosity can be unfolded (Arendt, 1961:197). But, as noted, performance also relies on
the political space because this is what provides the affordances for action. Freedom is
therefore inseparable from the spaces in which people live and work. Freedom comes
through a collective, historical, spatial, and material world (Jergensen, 2022). This space
of appearance is for Arendt the place where freedom can manifest itself and become a
reality. It is the “mise-en-scene” for freedom to occur in virtuosity (Arendt, 1961:197-198).

A How can Arendt inspire storytelling for sustainability?

Arendt’s storytelling can be helpful for sustainability. My colleagues and | have attempted
to posit Gaia storytelling as a conceptualisation of how to work with sustainability
transitions in practice (Jergensen et al., 2021; Jargensen & Fatien, 2025). Gaia storytelling
is an umbrella term for working with stories from the love of what we, from Lovelock
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and Latour, call Gaia — a metaphor for life itself as it emerges in the critical zone (Latour,
2017; Lovelock, 1995). Gaia is the name attributed to what is called the critical zone plus
life. Tickell (2007:xiiv) defines Gaia as a What (critical zone) and as a Who (life).

The What is the thin spherical shell of land and water between the incandescent interior
of the Earth and the upper atmosphere surrounding it. The Who is the interacting
tissue of living organisms which over four billion years has come to inhabit it.

For Latour, the image of Gaia is used to multiply the agencies we must consider when
thinking about sustainability. It attunes to how we relate to nature as a process that
we are part of, that we are entangled with, and that we communicate with every day
(Latour, 2018). It brings our attention to soil, plant life, animal life, biodiversity on a
local level and not just on a global level. He believes that we have been deceived by
a planetary view of sustainability. While there are feedback mechanisms and ongoing
communication among different agencies, there is no idea of bringing harmony or that
nature is naturally caring. In fact, Gaia is completely unreliable and a trickster. She does
not have any maternal instinct, but can destroy us at any time. Gaia is the primary actor
in a climatic regime (Latour, 2018). The idea is that Gaia becomes even more predictable
and treacherous the more humans interfere with Gaia’s life cycles. Thus, we need to
renegotiate our relations with nature. We cannot make peaceful relations with all agencies
that make up the world, but we need to realise that we depend on all of them (Latour,
2018). Reconnecting with Gaia and renegotiating our relations to nature are what is at
stake in sustainability work. It entails a locally grounded, spiritual, and material practice
for sustainability transitions. In one model, we suggest that sustainability work can take
place through four different cycles organised around what we call a Gaia theatre cycle.

CLEAN WATER 'I CLIMATE
AND SANITATION Gaia ACTION

thinking
cycle

Gaia
theatre
cycle

Creative
cycle

L

Explorative
cycle

Figure 2: Five Gaia storytelling cycles (Jorgensen et al., 2021:471)
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A trick apart from love of Gaia as the driving force is the idea to transform the organisation
to think of itself as part of a Gaian theatre of life unfolding differently on different stages
and with agents playing different roles. This is a concrete way of allowing organisations
to think of how to enact spaces of appearance in ways that correspond to the different
parts played by different actors. Thinking is an important condition and always needs to
be part of sustainability work. Creativity corresponds to the transformation of how one
relates to one’s practice as an artist, an artisan, or as done with professional and vocational
pride. Exploration is enacted in spaces where people meet and come together around a
shared purpose. Finally, the truth-telling cycle covers the organisation’s communicative
relations with stakeholders. Can the organisation step forward in an honest and
therefore truthful way before its stakeholders (Foucault, 2011; Tamboukou, 2012)? The
love of Gaia is the driving force without which all our efforts would be fruitless. The love
of Gaia is not understood as entailing an idea of living in harmony. Love is understood
in Arendt’s sense of the word as important for our ways of reconciling with the world as
it is. The world is both hard and gentle, loving and hostile, wicked and divine, ugly and
beautiful (Arendt, 1996; Roodt, 2005). Love however also implies apprehending diversity
and plurality and thus entail a spiritual connection to all the other lives of this world,
which need to live as well as possible (Bellacasa, 2017). It is noteworthy that spirituality,
according to Foucault (2005), fell in value compared to the pursuit of scientific knowledge
and the subsequent economisation of life. Today, natural scientists are beginning to look
for what we can learn from Indigenous knowledge and wisdom (Enevoldsen et al., 2024).
Storytelling implies spirituality in being where we connect our lives and practices to
other lives. Without storytelling, we can never be fully alive.

This is not a sequential model. Rather, the different cycles are entangled and mutually
condition each other. The term‘cycle’ furthermore denotes that the work on sustainability
needs to be recurrent but should also adapt to changing problems and contexts. It
can never work without thinking, imagination, and curiosity. Sustainability work is a
process. The model collects our ideas of how to organise so that the imagination can go
visiting (Haraway, 2016) to create other futures. Paradoxically, this is also done through
revisiting the past, what Arendt calls pearl diving into the past, to find what can inspire
new ways of being and becoming (Arendt, 1999). The ancient Greek Agora is such a
pearl. Benjamin’s (1999) storyteller is another pearl. Spirituality is a third pearl. Truth as
honesty is a fourth pearl. The pearl in the middle is, of course, Gaia.

The model challenges politics organised according to neoliberal capitalism. A starting
point is that sustainability is already there in the hearts and minds of people. It has
however been pushed away by other economic concerns that have institutionalised
in dominant language, practices, and politics (Jergensen & Boje, 2010). But there are
alternatives to dominant narratives. Through these five cycles, it is possible to disrupt
and create new mutations that, over time, can change or even overthrow unsustainable
ways of doing things. The five cycles are also insertions into a complex political world
where other forces are present. | am aware that actions never achieve their purpose.
Change towards sustainability is a question of love and imagination, but also of what is
possible in the given moment.
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8. Conclusion

The article has proposed an ethics of freedom to engage in the politics of storytelling for
sustainability in organisations. Arendt’s notion of storytelling as a new beginning and
her understanding of how this connects with spatial conditions are critical contributions
to business ethics. True storytelling is where freedom is enacted in practice. This freedom
is relational and contingent on the plurality that is the world, and which is the condition
of people’s becoming. Storytelling involves a political stance and judgement. Just as
thinking requires action, action also requires thinking to attend to how the world is
framed and reorganised when we act. The plurality of the existence of human and non-
human lives is the ultimate authority to which one is responsible and answerable. It is a
condition we cannot escape.

The responsibility for the plurality of lives needs confirmation in thinking and action.
| have not discussed this last aspect in this article. Storytelling for sustainability implies
spirituality because it is through extending ourselves in time and space that we connect
our lives to the lives of others and can imagine other ways of living and becoming.
Storytelling and the space of appearance allow imagining new processes of organising
that afford creativity, transformation, and unique appearances. Organisations can
become spaces where people can act together and create great stories. This however
requires a reorganisation and redistribution of power in a real and material sense where
people are granted better possibilities to think and to act responsibly.
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