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This article examines the assumptions behind our
understanding of ethics in corporate social
responsibility (CSR), particularly the meaning of
‘ethical responsibility’ to do what is ‘right’, ‘just” and
‘fair’. We argue that the presuppositions of human
needs, motivation and rationality under the
dominant economic paradigm hamper our
understanding of ethics in CSR. Using a linguistic
perspective, we inquire into the ways in which
language, human rationality and normativity can be
misinterpreted. We take issue with fundamental
assumptions of a neoclassical economic man model.
The relentless pursuit of self-interest not only
distorts the meaning of laws and ethics but also
limits the ideas of social responsibility and
disconnects CSR from essential human values. To
overcome the constraints of CSR, we propose a shift
from compliance and avoidance of violation to
integration and embeddedness of human-centred

norms and institutions. Properly conceptualised,
business human rights responsibility can engender
business ethics and better equip companies to deal
with the social and economic anxieties of the 21st
century.
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“Ethics is knowing the difference between what you
have a right to do and what is right to do.”

Potter Stewart, Associate Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court
(1958-1981)

As the corporate world still searches for its moral
conscience, a plethora of breakthroughs and
challenges occurs alongside an unprecedented level
of socio-economic anxieties across the globel
Leaders are pulling resources to harness emerging
technology while struggling to deal with the impact
of its disruptions on social and economic institutions.
As the founder of the World Economic Forum puts it,
we are experiencing “nothing less than a
transformation of humankind”. Not only are we
forced to enter the “beginning of a revolution that is
fundamentally changing the way we live, work, and
relate to one another”2. The mounting dilemmas and
anxieties in the age of the unknown have also made
us confront “who we are”, individually and
collectivelys3.

While much has been discussed about the need for
business to capitalise on new technology, much less
attention is paid to the rationality and assumptions
behind corporate social performance in the age of
anxiety. Lesser consideration is given to what
constitutes an ‘ethical responsibility’ for companies
to do what is right, just and fair, at the social and
human levels. This is worrisome given the weak track
record of corporate social performance (CSP) and
corporate social responsibility (CSR) in addressing
the negative effects of business activities on the



external environment, such as natural resources, raw
materials, employment and distribution of wealth4.
In many circumstances, businesses are seen as
widening income inequalities and even turning social
problems into economic opportunitys .

We believe that the ability of companies to meet
societal expectations lies in their paradigmatic
understanding of business ethics. To elaborate this
point, we submit two questions: 1) what are the
assumptions behind the ethical responsibility to do
what is ‘right’, ‘just” and “fair’ in CSR? and, 2) to what
extent does CSR embody a positive and constructive
notion of human needs and capacity and embed in
the social norms and institutions which represent
collective human values?

Our main hypothesis is that businesses can meet the
human and societal challenges of the 21st century if
they align their objectives and strategies with
human-centred values, as opposed to purely making
profits and complying with legal regulations. We
attempt to answer the above questions by inquiring
into the prevailing assumptions of ethical
responsibility and rationality drawn from the
mainstream thinking in business and economics.

Our two positions will be elaborated in this article:

1) Ethical responsibility in CSR requires the
embeddedness of human-centred values, not legal
compliance or avoidance of violation.

2) Business human rights responsibility provides a
new paradigm that can transform companies into
effective social enterprises better equipped to deal
with societal challenges.

Although defining business ethics is as difficult as
“nailing Jello to a wall”6, there are different ways in
which one can approach ethics in the context of
business. As a recent discipline, business ethics has
multidisciplinary contributions from various
branches of social sciences, such as moral
development, behavioural psychology, organisational
theory, business and economics, among others’.
Contemporary business ethics is known less for
finding moral principles of what is right and good
and more for addressing ethics management and

organisational theory. Institutionalised concepts,
such as corporate responsibility, sustainability and
governance, have largely represented corporate
efforts to improve business social performance
through crisis management tools. As ethical issues
are often seen as peculiar scenarios or on a case-by-
case basis, there is a considerable confusion over
how companies’ social responsibilities are
interpreted due to underlying value-judgements and
ideologies8. Despite the existence of national policy
frameworks on CSR, many companies remain
reluctant to integrate the concept into their core
strategy and operations.

We look at Carroll’s influential pyramid of corporate
social responsibility that became the basis for
modern definitions of CSR9.

Figure 1. Carroll's “Pyramid of Corporate Social
Responsibility”
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Source: Carroll (1979, 1991).

In this pyramid, corporate social responsibilities are
conceptualised into four types. The first and most
fundamental type at the bottom of the pyramid is
the ‘economic responsibility A company has to be
profitable to ensure its survival. The second type is
the ‘legal responsibility’ of a company to abide by
the laws and regulations of the respective country.
According to Carroll, this can be construed as
partially fulfilling a social contract?0. The third type is
linked to the moral standards not formalised through
laws, that is, the ‘ethical responsibility’ to do what is
right, just and fair, even when companies are not
legally required to do so. Lastly, companies have
‘discretionary responsibility’ to contribute to various



kinds of social, educational, recreational or cultural
purposes — that which are not economically, legally
or morally required?l.

It is clear that companies are instructed to consider
primarily the first two forms of responsibilities
depicted as the base of the pyramid, namely making
profits and complying with the law. Although Carroll
admitted that society expects companies to behave
over and above legal requirements, the concept of
corporate ethical responsibility remains “ill-defined”
and became the most difficult topic to discuss in the
business world12. It is to no surprise that CSR is seen
as a corporate “strategy of being seen to be ethical”
—akin to having no ethics at all13,

The premise of corporate responsibility as reflected
above does not sufficiently deal with the normative
components of economic ethics and, as a result,
prevents the ethical dimension of CSR from
developing. This is because business ethics and
institutionalised concepts such as CSR, despite
multidisciplinary contributions, still rely heavily on
the mainstream rational theory of economics. Many
companies subscribe to the neoclassical ‘value-free’
understanding of the economy and the absence of
any ethical and moral precondition in doing
businesses4. While CSR, by its definition, should be
connected with human and social values, the
priorities in most companies are tied to effective use
and control over resources, competitiveness and
profits. As moral considerations are less relevant,
social and environmental costs can often be justified
under business objectives. This raises serious
concerns over how any formulation of ‘social
responsibility’ can ever be meaningfully asked of
businesses.

We feel compelled to raise some very basic yet
fundamental questions related to how we consider
something to be ethical, right and responsible in
today’s business practices.

The central question in ethics is essentially the
guestion of the right conduct. When we speak of
‘ethical responsibility’, we often apply the notion of
what is right without questioning how it has come to
dictate our understanding of CSR and business
ethics. A linguistic approach can remind us that

words carry meanings by relating a sign form to their
meaning and shaping their content through social
and historical conventions?>. Lexical entries such as
right and responsibility are “collective products of
social interaction, essential instruments through
which human beings constitute and articulate their
world”16,

It is helpful to understand the development and
evolved meaning of ‘right” as a lexical entry in Indo-
European languages!’- The notion of ‘right’ presents
a polysemic development carrying multiple
meanings. Its origin in English can be traced back to
the early 12th century Old English riht, which means
‘good, proper, fitting, straight’, from the semantic

field of *hsreg-18 meaning ‘straight’ and denoting ‘to
direct in a straight line’, thus ‘to lead’, to rule’ and, in
a legal sense, ‘to establish by decision” and ‘to rule
by law’. The basic notion comes out of the
perception of the right hand as the ‘correct’ hand 19
because of its property of being the physically
dominant hand20, hence ‘strong’ and ‘correct’; the
left hand usually being the weaker hand 21 takes its
origin in the forms of Old English *lyft ‘weak, foolish’,
found also in lyft-adl ‘lameness, paralysis’ 22.. In the
Middle Ages the use of right created semantic
variations and patterns that amplified its original
denotation as an influence of its Germanic origin.
The latest development of right as opposition to left
in politics is a loanword from French La gauche first
recorded in English in 1837 in reference to the
French Revolution and the 1789 seating of the
French National Assembly in which the nobility took
the seat on the President’s right.

The figurative ‘right hand’ was even more elevated in
the Christian usage?3: the right hand of God (Dextera
Domini) is Jesus Christ’s honoured placement in
heaven accentuating the divine ‘omnipotence’ in the
Bible24  and the highest authority of morality in
Christian work ethics 25.

The lexical entry responsibility, as a noun, means
‘ability to respond’, the ‘condition of being
responsible’, ‘that for which one is responsible’ or
‘answerable’ and can be compared also with entries
in other Indo-European languages i.e. German
Verantwortung. Responsible, means ‘accountable in
one’s actions’, ‘reliable, trustworthy’ and
approximates the sense of ‘obligation,” which



includes ‘legal obligation” and over time to be
responsible has come to signify ‘answerable to
another, for something’. The notion of responsibility
has approximated the ‘obligation to be just in front
of a supreme instance, to give answers and to ask
forgiveness. This came from the Greek and Latin
origin that implies the relation to divine judgment 26.

Linguistic accounts of right and responsibility
demonstrate that both terms have come to signify
‘good” and ‘just’ and carry meanings closely
intertwined with law and regulation and the ability
to ‘respond to the legal systems’. Throughout history
under the force of natural and moral law, the
concepts of ‘right’, ‘responsibility’, ‘law’ and ‘justice’
have come often to legitimise the divine-like power
of a ‘king” or ‘rightful ruler’ to rule people by way of
‘regulation, law and justice’ 27. These concepts often
appear at first glance to be self-evident, either
natural (i.e. natural givens of human life),
authoritative and real (i.e., a king) or moral and
metaphysical (i.e., a god). For example, the law is
considered a priori ethical and just when a god or a
king gives the law to common people.

In addition to the bias towards law compliance, an
understanding of ‘ethical responsibility’ in CSR is
further affected by the use of binary oppositions and
semantic contradictions. Oppositions of two
seemingly mutually exclusive terms like right and
wrong, ethical and unethical or good and evil can be
organisers of human philosophy, culture and
language?8 and be used to frame and limit realities
but also create biases. For example, if compliance
with the law is legal and ‘legal” includes ‘ethical’, law
adversity or defiance is therefore not only illegal but
also unethical. Based on this pattern, we observe the
following assumptions:

» compliance is right; defiance is wrong

» compliance is legal; defiance is illegal

» compliance is ethical; defiance is unethical
» compliance is just; defiance is unjust

« compliance is fair; defiance is unfair

« compliance is good; defiance is evil

e compliance is responsible; defiance is
irresponsible and so on

7

The above binary logical pattern of ‘right’, ‘just’, ‘fair’,
‘legal’, ‘good” and ‘responsible’ points to the same

connotation that laws and regulations should be
morally positive. Adherence to the law by companies
is therefore considered sufficient to fulfil a social
contract while their corresponding social obligations
are left vague and discretionary?9. Such biases are
amplified and reinforced by corporate
communications and marketing strategies in order to
appeal to the wider public, maximise sales and avoid
negative impact on their business and branding 30 .
Preoccupation with compliance can lead companies
to make false judgements and overlook certain social
and environmental issues which have been obscured
by the nature of laws and regulations3?.

When ‘ethical responsibility’ is conflated with ‘legal
responsibility” in CSR, we arrive at contradictions and
guestionable morality. This is because legal systems
and laws can appear, on the surface, to be just and
fair, while perpetuating the status quo and
substantive inequalities. In theory, law derives its
legitimacy from complex normativity and authority
which should evolve over time to reflect the
changing values of society. However, in many
circumstances, unjust laws can be difficult to change
because of the powers that sustain them. In a
democratic society, substantive inequalities can be
challenged by procedural laws and check-and-
balance mechanisms. However, in this same
democratic society, individuals and groups are also
invited to participate in the legislative process to
advance their particular interests. Businesses will
lobby for passing the law that supports their
particular interests. Business ethics are only
validated by corporations when they are supported
internally by a well-implemented internal
compliance programme.

We argue below that the ambiguities inherent in
business ethics are a result of the long-standing
aversion to morality in the dominant theory of
economics32. Unlike the societal moral construct in a
social contract which is determined by society as a
collective, CSR is created as a “construct of moral
responsibilities” for society while its content is
determined by corporations33. This runs counter to
the premise of a social contract34. If businesses are
genuinely conceptualised as part and parcel of a
society, the society can reasonably expect businesses
to not only advance their interests in a manner that
is not detrimental to its social fabric and welfare, but



also contribute to the environment and the
communities involved3s.

The commonly held framework of corporate social
responsibilities (economic, legal, ethical and
discretionary) is subjected to the paradigm of an
economic man who is presumed to be primarily
rational and self-interested 36. When appropriated by
neo-classical economists, an economic man extends
his focus on maximising wealth to maximising utility,
that is, connecting efficient means with wealth
described as benefits for the individual 37. By
extension, his economic reasoning is considered a
neutral process and “the science which studies
human behavior as a relationship between ends and
scarce means which have alternative uses 38 ”.
Economics became a system of thinking which is only
concerned with what is, rather than what ought to
be.

This deductive methodology took a narrow view of
human needs and motivation and built a simplified
grand scheme of the economy that primarily serves
two types of actors. On the one hand, businesses are
assumed to maximise their profits from producing
and selling goods and services. On the other,
individuals and their households are assumed to
maximise their utility or satisfaction from consuming
goods and services. These two different economic
agents are supposed to interact in perfectly
competitive markets. Within this paradigm, only the
social and economic agents and institutions that
uphold this rationality can optimise self-interest and
presumably create maximum benefits and welfare
for society 39. The entire system is deduced from one
essential axiom: “rational economic man maximizes
his utility” 40,

Such a narrow view of human nature and lack of
contextual awareness are largely criticised for
contributing to today’s most serious structural
problems. Neoclassical economists almost uniformly
failed to detect the growth of the financial and real
estate bubbles, the dramatic increase of income and
wealth inequalities and an ever-greater
concentration of economic and political powers in
ever-larger corporations 4. Much has been written
on how a relentless pursuit of self-interest is
fundamentally at odds with the development of

human societies and is destined to lead human
species towards the “tragedies of the commons”42,

CSR is set up for failure in a paradigm where
economics is believed to be value-free and devoid of
normative values43. As we have seen, the inability of
modern economic institutions to connect with
human needs and motivation beyond production
and optimisation has led to widespread
disenfranchisement, fear and anxieties44. According
to Illich, modern institutions created to uphold the
rationality of an economic man contradict social
ends and erode the dignity and competence of
peoples and communities who were perfectly
capable of trading in a friendly and lively way4s.
Without human and social connections, business-
related advertising activities increasingly reduce
people to a category of incompetent consumers,
lacking the ability to satisfy their well-being and
livelihoods. While business transactions continue to
produce unintended consequences for communities
affecting every aspect of social life46, the idea of
ethical business responsibility, if such exists, is more
responsive to the needs of shareholders than to the
spirit and moral questions of society.

A powerful theory on human rationality and human-
centred values is needed to contest the premise of
the economic man paradigm. From a linguistic
perspective, the generative principles of the human
brain, as advanced by Noam Chomsky, see the
structural mechanisms of the human brain and our
language acquisition as corresponding to rationalist
principles4’. In contrast to the neoclassical economic
notion of human motivation, his theory of the
human capacity in language builds on a classic liberal
tradition of Humboldt, which sees human natural
capacity as “self-perfecting, enquiring and
creative”48. Understanding the generative structure
of the human brain in relation to language can shed
light onto how humans have evolved with the ability
to create social conditions and forms to maximise
the possibilities for freedom, diversity and individual
self-realisation.

Freedom, according to Chomsky, is the condition
under which the human brain limits and applies
constraints to understand language and other things
by following specific rules 4. In this sense, the inner
form of language (the rules) is the mode of denoting
the relations between the parts of the sentence and



it reflects the way people regard the world around
them. The human brain has these innate rules that
allow it to conjure up the world where human beings
are able to survive and be free within its natural
limits. However, the human brain has its limits of
understanding in the same way that the human body
grows and develops within the limits of its nature.
Human freedom is therefore subject to limits
because the human brain uses specific rules making
an “infinite use of finite means” to create an
understanding of the world>0. This rational capacity
is limited by the set of attributes, the rules, that the
human brain applies in its development. For
example, the human comprehension of the economy
is essentially developed and limited by the
constraints regarding this understanding>2.

Chomsky connects his theory of human language
capacity and rationality for free thought and self-
expression to the classical liberalism of Rousseau.
Rousseau viewed the human consciousness of
freedom and the ability to strive for self-perfection
as unique to the human species because they
distinguish us from the “beast-machine”s3. To
Chomsky, the same human capacity for creating
language and assigning forms is also used to
maximise the possibilities of human freedom,
diversity and individual self-realisation. The condition
of freedom is a prerequisite for deriving motivation
and pleasure from any creative and self-fulfilling
undertakings in our social life.

Chomsky’s rationality of freedom provides a
humanist counter-narrative to that of the economic
man, which rewards the exploitation of others and
which is, by definition, “anti-human” 54. To be more
attuned to human values, companies have to go
beyond the CSR paradigm of profits and compliance
and appeal to the personal and human agency of
stakeholders. Companies can be part of a rational
social order which adopts an optimistic and
protective approach to the human capability to
envision and create a meaningful and productive life
for everyone. A deliberate choice by companies, as
opposed to a vague and discretionary one, to align
their business objectives and strategies with human-
centred values such as freedom and dignity should
be taken seriously by business ethicists.

Although freedom carries an intrinsic value for an
individual and is fundamentally personal, the
concrete benefits of personal freedom can only be
manifested and amplified at a collective level. This
means that individual freedoms can be realised in
the form of personal interdependence®> and that
members of a community can increase their
individual freedoms by enlarging their community’s
freedom>é. If there is a social contract regulating the
relationship between individuals, society and
government, a corporation as a natural person and
member of society should be part of that
relationship. The theory of political social contract
should have bearing on the social responsibilities of
corporations?.

But how can businesses justify their alignment with
commonly held human values such as the respect for
the dignity and freedom of others?

The idea of social embeddedness can be used to
contrast the idea of an atomised economic
rationality and to better align organisational
decisions with social action and institutions.
Granovetter proposes an approach of
embeddedness which neither reduces social actions
and behaviour of social choice to abstract optimising
rationality (formalist) nor subjugates social relations
and actions to over-socialised conceptions or a fixed
set of monolithic normative principles (substantivist)
8, An ‘embedded’ individual will have their choices
and actions conditioned by ongoing actions and
expectations of others 59. For Granovetter, a social
choice is interpersonal and relational and is
conditioned through the idea of trust, thus making
up a social reality within a system of economic
actors. Based on trust, actors choose to act, whether
good or bad, on the basis of expected cooperation
from other actors. According to Granovetter, it is
possible to have an embeddedness approach which
underlines the role of concrete personal relations
and structures or “networks” of relations and how
trust plays a role in confirming or dismissing certain
normative choices®o,

Granovetter’s idea of relational embeddedness can
help companies probe their ethical parameters
through an understanding of how a social choice can
be made deliberate to promote human values. If



individuals choose how to act based on cooperative
consideration of the likely action of others, concrete
social relations will become critical to individual
actions. Importantly, when actors react and respond
to ongoing social relations, their actions are also
constructed through their convictions, consciousness
and purposes. If purposive social actions can be
embedded through concrete and ongoing systems of
social relations, social connections can affect
purposive action and challenge previous results that
occurred in an atomist rationalist paradigm 61 . His
critique leads us to reconsider social norms and
institutions in light of social actors’ convictions,
consciousness and purposesé2,

Importantly, to move businesses towards a human-
centred social order, an alternative paradigm of
socially embedded corporate responsibility is
required. Below we look at another powerful
alternative narrative of ‘business and human rights’
where markets are believed to work optimally only if
they are “embedded within social rules, customs and
institutions” 63. Grounded firmly in the theory of
business and society, this approach sees companies
as requiring social rules and institutions in order to
thrive and successfully manage the adverse effects of
market dynamics and to provide the public goods
that markets undersupply. Under this new paradigm,
businesses “must learn to do many things
differently”64 under some structure of conviction,
consciousness and purpose.

It is no coincidence that the principles of social
contract are central to the organisation of the
international human rights regime, where the
concepts of freedom and equality are powerful
forcess5. Human rights have been understood as the
“flip side” of duties under a social contractéé. Their
natural and universal basis has already been firmly
established as norms and institutions indispensable
for international peace and securityé’. These norms
and institutions, which states have committed to
apply for everyone, can serve as an authoritative
catalyst for companies to connect corporate
responsibilities to human-centred social values.

As corporations have taken a form of global
institution, business leaders are increasingly
expected to elaborate on their role in the protection

of human rights. International human rights
obligations require states to not only uphold
democratic institutions and advance certain liberal
values but also involve businesses in the consensus-
seeking process on human rights. With mounting
criticisms against transnational corporations and the
effects of business activities on communities,
businesses have incentives to engage. Both sides of
the CSR and human rights debates agreed at the very
least on the need to move beyond the old CSR to a
new, more meaningful platform and action on
business and human rightseg,

According to Bottomley®®, the relations between
corporations and human rights can be approached in
four distinct but interrelated dimensions:

Figure 2. Corporations and Human Rights: Bottomley’s
Four-dimensional Relationship Matrix
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This matrix offers a good starting point for exploring
possible ways corporations can be related to human
rights norms and institutions. While they are often
thought of as violators of human rights, corporations
and their employees are also beneficiaries of human
rights under national or international laws. They may
also be the subjects of the protection of human
rights in a human rights agreement. This dynamic
relationship is supported by CSR literature which
highlights a global CSR trend towards human rights-
enhancing developments in the 21st century?O.
Important developments include the incorporation
of human rights measures in transnational and
international trade and investment, the shaping of
various UN norms and guiding principles on business
conduct and the creation of tools for incorporating



human rights issues in corporate operations,
reporting, supply chains and due diligence7?.

While there remains general support for integrating
a voluntary code of conduct with strong human
rights dimensions into corporate structure and
cultures, a new agenda of corporate human rights
responsibilities is different. Propelled by the works of
John Ruggie leading to the adoption of UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGP) 72,
the ‘business and human rights’ paradigm is a
departure from the old approach to corporate
responsibility. Vague and discretionary concepts,
which lack specificity and were a source of confusion
in CSR such as corporate ‘sphere of influence’, were
clearly rejected 73. Ruggie’s deliberate approach to
corporate responsibilities is significant because, for
the first time, there exist coherent underlying
principles of human rights responsibilities which can
be concretely assigned to states and corporations
based on their respective societal roles.

The UNGP provides important guidelines for
companies to prevent human rights abuses and
address human rights concerns in their business
operations. It covers all business enterprises,
regardless of size, industry or location. Companies
are asked to identify and assess negative human
rights issues and ensure that their policies are
adequate to address them74. In order to prevent and
mitigate abuses, companies must not only know
their actual or potential adverse impacts but also
demonstrate how they respect human rights in all
their operations.

One important benefit for aligning corporate
responsibility with human rights is the protection of
children and vulnerable groups and the communities
affected by business activities’>. Due diligence
requires companies to identify and address the
human rights impacts across their operations and
related products through their suppliers and
networks. Wherever possible, they should also
engage with the communities or groups potentially
affected by their operations’6. In conflict-affected
areas where gross human rights abuses are often
connected to business enterprises’?, states also have
obligations to put in place assistance and
enforcement mechanisms to ensure that businesses
are not engaged in such abuses in conflict-affected
areas. The due diligence approach reinforces the

existing international human rights obligations which
protect minorities, indigenous groups and vulnerable
non-citizens such as asylum seekers, migrants,
refugees and displaced persons who are prone to
human rights abuses by businesses.

As aptly put by Ruggie, “embedding the corporate
responsibility to respect human rights is about
making respect for human rights part of the
company’s DNA 78 ”. In the figure below, we outline
possible transitional concepts and tools which
businesses can use to move beyond CSR and frame
their corporate responsibilities for human rights.

Business Human
sVoluntary principles Rights Responsibility
*Compliance as corporate

strategy *Corporate responsbility to
*Discretionary responsibility respect HRs

#Philanthrophy/public promotion +Access to remedy

*Soft law *Due dillegence
*Reporting & Transparency
*Hybrid hard & soft law

e State legal responsibility

*Legal obligations to respect,
protect and fulfil

*Custom & legally binding norms

*Universal application{some HRs)

*Supervisory mechanisms

Int'| Human Rights

GR Obligations

Figure 3. Moving Beyond CSR: Towards Human Rights
Responsibilities of Businesses

To move beyond the old paradigm of CSR, companies
must adapt their leadership and operational capacity
to effectively respond to unforeseen circumstances
in ways that respect the human rights of all
stakeholders to the greatest extent possible. To fulfil
the corporate responsibility to respect human rights,
companies are required to be accountable in three
ways’9. First, companies should have a clear public
statement on their policy commitment to respect
human rights that is also reflected in companies’
core structure of values, philosophy, principles of
conduct and key performance indicators, among
others®0. To this end, leadership from the highest
levels plays a critical role in embedding the corporate
responsibility to respect human rights, internally and
externally. On the one hand, effective leadership can
transform a high-level policy statement into
company-wide commitment and robust



operationalisation plans. On the other hand, a
company’s leadership can signal the paradigmatic
shift in its value creation and proposition to other
stakeholders. The authenticity of leadership
commitment to human rights can be observed and
validated, for example, through how often CEOs
speak about human rights issues in their speeches;
whether CEOs report on human rights issues to their
boards of directors and investors; how CEOs invest
organisational resources; or how the performance of
employees and suppliers are measured and
rewardedst,

Second, companies must employ specific human
rights activities, such as human rights due diligence
processes, as the principal means of satisfying
corporate responsibility to respect human rights.
There are different ways in which companies can set
up a human rights function to ensure the
implementation of human rights activities.
Companies can assign an existing function or
department, such as legal, human resources,
procurement, CSR/sustainability, compliance or
community relations, to take the lead. Alternatively,
companies can also establish cross-functional
working groups involving multiple departments 82,
What is important is that specific human rights
activities such as due diligence be owned by the
operational business units and departments, rather
than being conducted from the top down in order to
ensure ownership of issues and measures. This is
particularly crucial where a corporation has
geographically dispersed operations.

Third, companies must have processes in place to
enable access to effective remedy for victims of any
adverse impacts they cause or contribute to.
Grievance mechanisms can include a recourse to
government labour relations bodies or national
human rights institutions when a private, local
mechanism is unable to provide resolutionss.
Importantly, companies can use the implementation
of grievance mechanisms as “an entry point for
internal conversations” about the relevance of
human rights. Human rights concerns can be
integrated into ‘the language of business’ through
references to transparency, early warning systems,
risk management and efficiency 84.

The approach to corporate responsibilities on human
rights under UNGP features a balance between hard

and soft law, combining mandatory with voluntary
measures and industry and company self-regulation.
Its normative reach is extensive; the responsibility to
respect human rights by businesses applies to all
internationally recognised human rights in the
International Bill of Human Rights8> and the
International Labour Organization Declaration on
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Workss. It
represents a more specific and deliberate global
agenda on business and human rights which
demands state responsibility to hold businesses
accountable, on the one hand, while requiring
businesses to improve in the area of self-regulations,
on the other.

Using a linguistic perspective, we found some
inherent theoretical and conceptual constraints
which hamper the notion of social and ethical
responsibility in CSR. First, the focus of ethics in CSR
has been eclipsed by the economic responsibility to
be profitable and suffered from the conflation
between ‘ethical’ and ‘legal’ responsibilities, on the
one hand, and between ‘ethical’ and ‘discretionary/
philanthropic’ responsibilities, on the other. Second,
the relentless pursuit of self-interest not only distorts
the meaning of laws and ethics but also limits the
ideas of social responsibility and disconnects CSR
from essential human values. Third, CSR is a
construct of moral responsibilities by corporations
instead of society. As a result, the unclear focus of
‘ethical responsibility” becomes about crisis
management, not contributing to or advancing the
values of society. Fourth, this is due to the
assumptions of human rationality within the
prevailing paradigm of self-interest and competitive
economic man, which are incomplete, largely
misinformed and essentially anti-human.

We propose a fundamental shift in the narrative in
order for business ethics to move beyond CSR and be
connected with human-centred values such as
human rights. To this end, we view the agenda of
‘human rights responsibility” as providing a powerful
and legitimate new paradigm of corporate
responsibility. Businesses can strive to advance
human intellectual development, grow moral
consciousness and mutual respect, highlight cultural
achievements and encourage public participation.



When business ethics is connected to commonly
held collective values, companies will benefit not
only in terms of ideas and innovation but also in
terms of stakeholder relationships and public image.
Respect for the dignity and freedom of others is
essential for shaping ethical conduct and preventing
malpractices. This requires a deliberate choice by
companies to be humanistic and accountable to
embed themselves with human-centred norms and
institutions. It is an essential step forward for
companies to move beyond the conceptual
constraints of CSR.

Notwithstanding the progress on setting standards
for business and human rights, the challenges in
moving beyond CSR remain at all levels. At the level
of international law, tensions continue to persist
between state and non-state responsibility for
human rights. On a practical level, tensions will also
persist around the justification and
operationalisation of human rights corporate
responsibilities because the rationality and approach
of human rights will be at odds with some unique
characteristics of business such as profit
maximisation, resource optimisation and
dependency. A traditional approach to business does
not favour extra regulations, transparency, disclosure
of corporate information, access to remedy and
grievance mechanisms and cooperation for official
investigation, which are normally required in human
rights investigation, documentation and reporting. A
clear link between corporate responsibility, human
rights and business ethics must be developed at the
organisational level. An overall strategy of CSR with a
holistic understanding of how compliance and ethics
interact within business organisations is crucial.

The promise of corporate human rights
responsibilities will ultimately rely on the
commitment at the level of organisational decision-
making. Business leaders can navigate appropriate
social roles and move beyond ethics management to
align more closely with the values of their
stakeholders. Managers are required to adapt their
strategies and objectives in order to make informed
judgments at all operational and organisational
levels. At the level of personal ethics, human rights
concepts (such as freedom, dignity, equality, justice
and fairness) can serve as decision criteria for what is
right, wrong, fair and just in business practice. The

bottom line is: ethical decisions in business cannot
be divorced from considerations of what it means to
be a human and social being.
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We focus on Indo-European languages, especially English,
because they have been key in the development of classical
and neoclassical economic models and advanced the idea
of globalised market economy.

Right: ‘morally correct’” derives from the Old English riht
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erect’. This derives from the Proto-Germanic *rekhtaz
(source also of lexical entries in Old Frisian, Old Saxon,
Middle Dutch and Dutch, Old High German, German, Old
Norse, Gothic) which takes origin from the Indo-European
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index.php?term=right.

The usual Old English word for this was swipra, literally
‘stronger’. Similar notional evolution exists in Dutch recht,
German Recht ‘right (not left)’ from Old High German reht,
which meant only ‘straight, just’. Compare Latin rectus
‘straight; right’, also from the same PIE root. Online
Etymology Dictionary, accessed 26.7.2017, http://
www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=left

Up to 90% of the human population is estimated to be
right-hand dominant: Holder, M.K. (1997), Why are more
people right-handed?. Sciam.com, Scientific American Inc.

Such meanings are found also in expressions like to have
two left thumbs or in German zwei linke Hande (haben)
that carry meanings like ‘clumsy fellow’, ‘awkward’,
‘uncoordinated’, ‘ungainly’, ‘graceless’, ‘inelegant’, ‘inept’,
‘maladroit’, ‘unskilful’. This derived sense is also found in
cognate Middle Dutch and Low German luchter, Iuft.
Compare Lithuanian kairys ‘left” and Lettish kreilis ‘left
hand’ both from a root that yields words for ‘twisted,
crooked’. Online Etymology Dictionary, accessed 26.7.2017,
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=left

Compare East Frisian Iuf, Dutch dialectal loof ‘weak,
worthless’.

The usual Proto-Indo-European (PIE) root *dek- is
represented by Latin dexter (also dexterity). Other
derivations on a similar pattern to English right are French
droit, from Latin directus ‘straight’, Lithuanian labas,
literally ‘good’ and Slavic words (Bohemian pravy, Polish
prawy, Russian pravyj) from Old Church Slavonic pravu,
literally ‘straight’ from PIE *pro-, from root *per- ‘forward’
hence ‘in front of, before, first, chief. Online etymology
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stem respons-. The verb respond goes back to the 12th
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In the past decade, the problems and failure of economic
rationality to account for the realities have prompted
economists to search for more robust formulations that

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

consider morality and socially conscious behaviours
through the use of game theory. See, e.g. Samuelson, L.
(2002). “Evolution and Game Theory”. Journal of Economic
Perspectives 16(2): 47-66. Prior to game theory,
consideration of moral codes in economics was
internationally well-known through the work of an Indian
economist and philosopher, Amartya Sen. e.g. Sen, A.K.
(1982). Choice, Welfare, and Measurement. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell.

Amao, O. (2011). Corporate Social Responsibility, Human
Rights and the Law: Multinational Corporations in
Developing Countries, Taylor & Francis, p. 83.

The social contract concept, as originally developed by
Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, is seriously discussed in the
context of corporate social responsibilities. See, e.g. Dahl,
R.A. (1972). ‘A Prelude to Corporate Reform’. Business &
Society Review, Spring issue, pp. 17-23; Amao, O. (2011),
pp. 106—109.

Matten, D. and Crane, A. (2005). Corporate citizenship:
Toward an extended theoretical conceptualization.
Academy of Management Review, 30(1), 166—179; Altman,
B.W. and Vidaver-Cohen, D. (2002). A framework for
understanding corporate citizenship: Introduction to the
special edition of Business and Society Review “Corporate
Citizenship for the New Millennium”. Business and Society
Review, 105(1), 1-7.

The homo economicus archetype was first conceived in
1836 by John Stuart Mill, who saw an economic man as “..
solely as a being who desires to possess wealth, and who is
capable of judging the comparative efficacy of means for
obtaining that end”. Mill, John Stuart. (1836). ‘On the
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