
Abstract	

This ar6cle examines the assump6ons behind our 
understanding of ethics in corporate social 
responsibility (CSR), par6cularly the meaning of 
‘ethical responsibility’ to do what is ‘right’, ‘just’ and 
‘fair’. We argue that the presupposi6ons of human 
needs, mo6va6on and ra6onality under the 
dominant economic paradigm hamper our 
understanding of ethics in CSR. Using a linguis6c 
perspec6ve, we inquire into the ways in which 
language, human ra6onality and norma6vity can be 
misinterpreted. We take issue with fundamental 
assump6ons 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 essen6al human values. To 
overcome the constraints of CSR, we propose a shih 
from compliance and avoidance of viola6on to 
integra6on and embeddedness of human-centred  

norms and ins6tu6ons. Properly conceptualised, 
business human rights responsibility can engender 
business ethics and beber equip companies to deal 
with the social and economic anxie6es of the 21st 
century.  

Keywords: business & economics; business ethics; 
corporate social responsibility; language; human 
rights 

Please note that:  
• words in italics are lexical entries 
• words in “” are cita6ons 
• word in ‘’ are referring to meanings / seman6c fields 

“Ethics is knowing the difference between what you 
have a right to do and what is right to do.”  

Pober Stewart, Associate Jus6ce of the U.S. Supreme Court 
(1958–1981)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Introduc=on:	
he Crucial Role of Business Ethics in the 21st Century 

As the corporate world s6ll searches for its moral 
conscience, a plethora of breakthroughs and 
challenges occurs alongside an unprecedented level 
of socio-economic anxie6es across the globe1. 
Leaders are pulling resources to harness emerging 
technology while struggling to deal with the impact 
of its disrup6ons on social and economic ins6tu6ons. 
As the founder of the World Economic Forum puts it, 
we are experiencing “nothing less than a 
transforma6on of humankind”. Not only are we 
forced to enter the “beginning of a revolu6on that is 
fundamentally changing the way we live, work, and 
relate to one another”2. The moun6ng dilemmas and 
anxie6es in the age of the unknown have also made 
us confront “who we are”, individually and 
collec6vely3.  

While much has been discussed about the need for 
business to capitalise on new technology, much less 
aben6on is paid to the ra6onality and assump6ons 
behind corporate social performance in the age of 
anxiety. Lesser considera6on is given to what 
cons6tutes 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 nega6ve effects of business ac6vi6es on the 
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external environment, such as natural resources, raw 
materials, employment and distribu6on of wealth4. 
In many circumstances, businesses are seen as 
widening income inequali6es and even turning social 
problems into economic opportunity5 . 

We believe that the ability of companies to meet 
societal expecta6ons lies in their paradigma6c 
understanding of business ethics. To elaborate this 
point, we submit two ques6ons: 1) what are the 
assump6ons behind the ethical responsibility to do 
what is ‘right’, ‘just’ and ‘fair’ in CSR? and, 2) to what 
extent does CSR embody a posi6ve and construc6ve 
no6on of human needs and capacity and embed in 
the social norms and ins6tu6ons which represent 
collec6ve human values? 

Our main hypothesis is that businesses can meet the 
human and societal challenges of the 21st century if 
they align their objec6ves and strategies with 
human-centred values, as opposed to purely making 
profits and complying with legal regula6ons. We 
abempt to answer the above ques6ons by inquiring 
into the prevailing assump6ons of ethical 
responsibility and ra6onality drawn from the 
mainstream thinking in business and economics.  

Our two posi6ons will be elaborated in this ar6cle:  

1) Ethical responsibility in CSR requires the 
embeddedness of human-centred values, not legal 
compliance or avoidance of viola6on. 

2) Business human rights responsibility provides a 
new paradigm that can transform companies into 
effec6ve social enterprises beber equipped to deal 
with societal challenges. 

1.	 Business	Ethics	and	Corporate	Social	
Responsibility:	Ra=onality	and	Assump=ons	

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 
mul6disciplinary contribu6ons from various 
branches of social sciences, such as moral 
development, behavioural psychology, organisa6onal 
theory, business and economics, among others7. 
Contemporary business ethics is known less for 
finding moral principles of what is right and good 
and more for addressing ethics management and 

organisa6onal theory. Ins6tu6onalised 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 ohen seen as peculiar scenarios or on a case-by-
case basis, there is a considerable confusion over 
how companies’ social responsibil i6es are 
interpreted due to underlying value-judgements and 
ideologies8. Despite the existence of na6onal policy 
frameworks on CSR, many companies remain 
reluctant to integrate the concept into their core 
strategy and opera6ons.  

We look at Carroll’s influen6al pyramid of corporate 
social responsibility that became the basis for 
modern defini6ons of CSR9. 

Figure 1. Carroll’s “Pyramid of Corporate Social 
Responsibility” 

Source: Carroll (1979, 1991). 

In this pyramid, corporate social responsibili6es are 
conceptualised into four types. The first and most 
fundamental type at the bobom 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 regula6ons of the respec6ve country. 
According to Carroll, this can be construed as 
par6ally fulfilling a social contract10. 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 
‘discre6onary responsibility’ to contribute to various 
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kinds of social, educa6onal, recrea6onal or cultural 
purposes – that which are not economically, legally 
or morally required11.  

It is clear that companies are instructed to consider 
primarily the first two forms of responsibili6es 
depicted as the base of the pyramid, namely making 
profits and complying with the law. Although Carroll 
admibed 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 norma6ve 
components of economic ethics and, as a result, 
prevents the ethical dimension of CSR from 
developing. This is because business ethics and 
ins6tu6onalised concepts such as CSR, despite 
mul6disciplinary contribu6ons, s6ll rely heavily on 
the mainstream ra6onal theory of economics. Many 
companies subscribe to the neoclassical ‘value-free’ 
understanding of the economy and the absence of 
any ethical and moral precondi6on in doing 
businesses14. While CSR, by its defini6on, should be 
connected with human and social values, the 
priori6es in most companies are 6ed to effec6ve use 
and control over resources, compe66veness and 
profits. As moral considera6ons are less relevant, 
social and environmental costs can ohen be jus6fied 
under business objec6ves. This raises serious 
concerns over how any formula6on of ‘social 
responsibility’ can ever be meaningfully asked of 
businesses.  

We feel compelled to raise some very basic yet 
fundamental ques6ons related to how we consider 
something to be ethical, right and responsible in 
today’s business prac6ces. 

1.1 What is ‘Right’ and ‘Responsible’? A Linguis6c 
Perspec6ve 

The central ques6on in ethics is essen6ally the 
ques6on of the right conduct. When we speak of 
‘ethical responsibility’, we ohen apply the no6on of 
what is right without ques6oning how it has come to 
dictate our understanding of CSR and business 
ethics. A linguis6c approach can remind us that 

words carry meanings by rela6ng a sign form to their 
meaning and shaping their content through social 
and historical conven6ons15. Lexical entries such as 
right and responsibility are “collec6ve products of 
social interac6on, essen6al instruments through 
which human beings cons6tute and ar6culate their 
world”16. 

It is helpful to understand the development and 
evolved meaning of ‘right’ as a lexical entry in Indo-
European languages17. The no6on of ‘right’ presents 
a polysemic development carrying mul6ple 
meanings. Its origin in English can be traced back to 
the early 12th century Old English riht, which means 
‘good, proper, finng, straight’, from the seman6c 

field of *h₃reǵ-18  meaning ‘straight’ and deno6ng ‘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 no6on comes out of the 
percep6on of the right hand as the ‘correct’ hand 19 

because of its property of being the physically 
dominant hand20, hence ‘strong’ and ‘correct’; the 
leh hand usually being the weaker hand 21  takes its 
origin in the forms of Old English *lyh ‘weak, foolish’, 
found also in lyh-adl ‘lameness, paralysis’ 22 . In the 
Middle Ages the use of right created seman6c 
varia6ons and paberns that amplified its original 
denota6on as an influence of its Germanic origin. 
The latest development of right as opposi6on to leh 
in poli6cs is a loanword from French La gauche first 
recorded in English in 1837 in reference to the 
French Revolu6on and the 1789 sea6ng of the 
French Na6onal Assembly in which the nobility took 
the seat on the President’s right.  

The figura6ve ‘right hand’ was even more elevated in 
the Chris6an usage23: the right hand of God (Dextera 
Domini) is Jesus Christ’s honoured placement in 
heaven accentua6ng the divine ‘omnipotence’ in the 
Bible24  and the highest authority of morality in 
Chris6an work ethics 25 . 

The lexical entry responsibility, as a noun, means 
‘ability to respond’, the ‘condi6on 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 ac6ons’, ‘rel iable, trustworthy ’ and 
approximates the sense of ‘obliga6on,’ which 
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includes ‘legal obliga6on’ and over 6me to be 
responsible has come to signify ‘answerable to 
another, for something’. The no6on of responsibility 
has approximated the ‘obliga6on to be just in front 
of a supreme instance, to give answers and to ask 
forgiveness.’ This came from the Greek and La6n 
origin that implies the rela6on to divine judgment 26 . 

Linguis6c accounts of right and responsibility 
demonstrate that both terms have come to signify 
‘good’ and ‘just’ and carry meanings closely 
intertwined with law and regula6on 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 ‘jus6ce’ 
have come ohen to legi6mise the divine-like power 
of a ‘king’ or ‘righpul ruler’ to rule people by way of 
‘regula6on, law and jus6ce’ 27. These concepts ohen 
appear at first glance to be self-evident, either 
natural (i.e. natural givens of human life), 
authorita6ve 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 addi6on to the bias towards law compliance, an 
understanding of ‘ethical responsibility’ in CSR is 
further affected by the use of binary opposi6ons and 
seman6c contradic6ons. Opposi6ons 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 
language28  and be used to frame and limit reali6es 
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 pabern, we observe the 
following assump6ons:    

• 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  

• compliance is responsible; defiance is 
irresponsible and so on  

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

connota6on that laws and regula6ons should be 
morally posi6ve. Adherence to the law by companies 
is therefore considered sufficient to fulfil a social 
contract while their corresponding social obliga6ons 
are leh vague and discre6onary29. Such biases are 
a m p l i fi e d a n d r e i n f o r c e d b y c o r p o r a t e 
communica6ons and marke6ng strategies in order to 
appeal to the wider public, maximise sales and avoid 
nega6ve impact on their business and branding 30 . 
Preoccupa6on 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 regula6ons31.  

When ‘ethical responsibility’ is conflated with ‘legal 
responsibility’ in CSR, we arrive at contradic6ons and 
ques6onable morality. This is because legal systems 
and laws can appear, on the surface, to be just and 
fair, while perpetua6ng the status quo and 
substan6ve inequali6es. In theory, law derives its 
legi6macy from complex norma6vity and authority 
which should evolve over 6me 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 
democra6c society, substan6ve inequali6es can be 
challenged by procedural laws and check-and-
balance mechanisms. However, in this same 
democra6c society, individuals and groups are also 
invited to par6cipate in the legisla6ve process to 
advance their par6cular interests. Businesses will 
lobby for passing the law that supports their 
par6cular interests. Business ethics are only 
validated by corpora6ons when they are supported 
internally by a well- implemented internal 
compliance programme.  

We argue below that the ambigui6es 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 
collec6ve, CSR is created as a “construct of moral 
responsibili6es” for society while its content is 
determined by corpora6ons33. 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 
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also contribute to the environment and the 
communi6es involved35.  

1.2 Assump6ons of Human Ra6onality in Business  

The commonly held framework of corporate social 
responsibili6es (economic, legal, ethical and 
discre6onary) is subjected to the paradigm of an 
economic man who is presumed to be primarily 
ra6onal and self-interested 36. When appropriated by 
neo-classical economists, an economic man extends 
his focus on maximising wealth to maximising u6lity, 
that is, connec6ng 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 rela6onship between ends and 
scarce means which have alterna6ve uses 38 ”. 
Economics became a system of thinking which is only 
concerned with what is, rather than what ought to 
be. 

This deduc6ve methodology took a narrow view of 
human needs and mo6va6on 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 u6lity or sa6sfac6on from consuming 
goods and services. These two different economic 
agents are supposed to interact in perfectly 
compe66ve markets. Within this paradigm, only the 
social and economic agents and ins6tu6ons that 
uphold this ra6onality can op6mise self-interest and 
presumably create maximum benefits and welfare 
for society 39 . The en6re system is deduced from one 
essen6al axiom: “ra6onal economic man maximizes 
his u6lity” 40.  

Such a narrow view of human nature and lack of 
contextual awareness are largely cri6cised for 
contribu6ng to today’s most serious structural 
problems. Neoclassical economists almost uniformly 
failed to detect the growth of the financial and real 
estate bubbles, the drama6c increase of income and 
we a l t h i n e q u a l i 6 e s a n d a n eve r- g re ate r 
concentra6on of economic and poli6cal powers in 
ever-larger corpora6ons 41. Much has been wriben 
on how a relentless pursuit of self-interest is 
fundamentally at odds with the development of 

human socie6es and is des6ned 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 
norma6ve values 43 . As we have seen, the inability of 
modern economic ins6tu6ons to connect with 
human needs and mo6va6on beyond produc6on 
and op6misa6on has led to w idespread 
disenfranchisement, fear and anxie6es44. According 
to Illich, modern ins6tu6ons created to uphold the 
ra6onality of an economic man contradict social 
ends and erode the dignity and competence of 
peoples and communi6es who were perfectly 
capable of trading in a friendly and lively way45. 
Without human and social connec6ons, business-
related adver6sing ac6vi6es increasingly reduce 
people to a category of incompetent consumers, 
lacking the ability to sa6sfy their well-being and 
livelihoods. While business transac6ons con6nue to 
produce unintended consequences for communi6es 
affec6ng 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 ques6ons of society.  

A powerful theory on human ra6onality and human-
centred values is needed to contest the premise of 
the economic man paradigm. From a linguis6c 
perspec6ve, the genera6ve principles of the human 
brain, as advanced by Noam Chomsky, see the 
structural mechanisms of the human brain and our 
language acquisi6on as corresponding to ra6onalist 
principles47. In contrast to the neoclassical economic 
no6on of human mo6va6on, his theory of the 
human capacity in language builds on a classic liberal 
tradi6on of Humboldt, which sees human natural 
capacity as “self-perfec6ng, enquiring and 
crea6ve”48. Understanding the genera6ve structure 
of the human brain in rela6on to language can shed 
light onto how humans have evolved with the ability 
to create social condi6ons and forms to maximise 
the possibili6es for freedom, diversity and individual 
self-realisa6on. 

Freedom, according to Chomsky, is the condi6on 
under which the human brain limits and applies 
constraints to understand language and other things 
by following specific rules 49. In this sense, the inner 
form of language (the rules) is the mode of deno6ng 
the rela6ons between the parts of the sentence and 
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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 world50. This ra6onal capacity 
is limited by the set of abributes, the rules, that the 
human brain applies in its development. For 
example, the human comprehension of the economy 
is essen6ally developed and limited by the 
constraints regarding this understanding52.  

Chomsky connects his theory of human language 
capacity and ra6onality 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-perfec6on 
as unique to the human species because they 
dis6nguish us from the “beast-machine”53. To 
Chomsky, the same human capacity for crea6ng 
language and assigning forms is also used to 
maximise the possibili6es of human freedom, 
diversity and individual self-realisa6on. The condi6on 
of freedom is a prerequisite for deriving mo6va6on 
and pleasure from any crea6ve and self-fulfilling 
undertakings in our social life.  

2.				Business	Ethics	in	the	‘Human’	and	‘Social’	
Paradigm		
Chomsky’s ra6onality of freedom provides a 
humanist counter-narra6ve to that of the economic 
man, which rewards the exploita6on of others and 
which is, by defini6on, “an6-human” 54. To be more 
abuned 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 ra6onal 
social order which adopts an op6mis6c and 
protec6ve approach to the human capability to 
envision and create a meaningful and produc6ve life 
for everyone. A deliberate choice by companies, as 
opposed to a vague and discre6onary one, to align 
their business objec6ves 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 collec6ve level. This 
means that individual freedoms can be realised in 
the form of personal interdependence55 and that 
members of a community can increase their 
individual freedoms by enlarging their community’s 
freedom56. If there is a social contract regula6ng the 
rela6onship between individuals, society and 
government, a corpora6on as a natural person and 
member of society should be part of that 
rela6onship. The theory of poli6cal social contract 
should have bearing on the social responsibili6es of 
corpora6ons57.  

But how can businesses jus6fy their alignment with 
commonly held human values such as the respect for 
the dignity and freedom of others? 

2.1 Social Embeddedness 

The idea of social embeddedness can be used to 
contrast the idea of an atomised economic 
ra6onality and to beber align organisa6onal 
decisions with social ac6on and ins6tu6ons. 
G r a n o v e b e r p r o p o s e s a n a p p r o a c h o f 
embeddedness which neither reduces social ac6ons 
and behaviour of social choice to abstract op6mising 
ra6onality (formalist) nor subjugates social rela6ons 
and ac6ons to over-socialised concep6ons or a fixed 
set of monolithic norma6ve principles (substan6vist) 
58. An ‘embedded’ individual will have their choices 
and ac6ons condi6oned by ongoing ac6ons and 
expecta6ons of others 59. For Granoveber, a social 
choice is interpersonal and rela6onal and is 
condi6oned 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 coopera6on 
from other actors. According to Granoveber, it is 
possible to have an embeddedness approach which 
underlines the role of concrete personal rela6ons 
and structures or “networks” of rela6ons and how 
trust plays a role in confirming or dismissing certain 
norma6ve choices60.  

Granoveber’s idea of rela6onal 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 
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individuals choose how to act based on coopera6ve 
considera6on of the likely ac6on of others, concrete 
social rela6ons will become cri6cal to individual 
ac6ons. Importantly, when actors react and respond 
to ongoing social rela6ons, their ac6ons are also 
constructed through their convic6ons, consciousness 
and purposes. If purposive social ac6ons can be 
embedded through concrete and ongoing systems of 
social rela6ons, social connec6ons can affect 
purposive ac6on and challenge previous results that 
occurred in an atomist ra6onalist paradigm 61 . His 
cri6que leads us to reconsider social norms and 
ins6tu6ons in light of social actors’ convic6ons, 
consciousness and purposes62.  

Importantly, to move businesses towards a human-
centred social order, an alterna6ve paradigm of 
socially embedded corporate responsibility is 
required. Below we look at another powerful 
alterna6ve narra6ve of ‘business and human rights’ 
where markets are believed to work op6mally only if 
they are “embedded within social rules, customs and 
ins6tu6ons” 63. Grounded firmly in the theory of 
business and society, this approach sees companies 
as requiring social rules and ins6tu6ons 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 convic6on, 
consciousness and purpose. 

2.2 From CSR to Human Rights  

It is no coincidence that the principles of social 
contract are central to the organisa6on of the 
interna6onal human rights regime, where the 
concepts of freedom and equality are powerful 
forces65. Human rights have been understood as the 
“flip side” of du6es under a social contract66. Their 
natural and universal basis has already been firmly 
established as norms and ins6tu6ons indispensable 
for interna6onal peace and security67. These norms 
and ins6tu6ons, which states have commibed to 
apply for everyone, can serve as an authorita6ve 
catalyst for companies to connect corporate 
responsibili6es to human-centred social values.  

As corpora6ons have taken a form of global 
ins6tu6on, business leaders are increasingly 
expected to elaborate on their role in the protec6on 

of human rights. Interna6onal human rights 
obliga6ons require states to not only uphold 
democra6c ins6tu6ons and advance certain liberal 
values but also involve businesses in the consensus-
seeking process on human rights. With moun6ng 
cri6cisms against transna6onal corpora6ons and the 
effects of business ac6vi6es on communi6es, 
businesses have incen6ves 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 plaporm and ac6on on 
business and human rights68.  

According to Bobomley69, the rela6ons between 
corpora6ons and human rights can be approached in 
four dis6nct but interrelated dimensions:  

Figure 2. Corpora6ons and Human Rights: Bobomley’s 
Four-dimensional Rela6onship Matrix  

Source: Bobomley, 2002. 

This matrix offers a good star6ng point for exploring 
possible ways corpora6ons can be related to human 
rights norms and ins6tu6ons. While they are ohen 
thought of as violators of human rights, corpora6ons 
and their employees are also beneficiaries of human 
rights under na6onal or interna6onal laws. They may 
also be the subjects of the protec6on of human 
rights in a human rights agreement. This dynamic 
rela6onship is supported by CSR literature which 
highlights a global CSR trend towards human rights-
enhancing developments in the 21st century70. 
Important developments include the incorpora6on 
of human rights measures in transna6onal and 
interna6onal trade and investment, the shaping of 
various UN norms and guiding principles on business 
conduct and the crea6on of tools for incorpora6ng 
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human rights issues in corporate opera6ons, 
repor6ng, supply chains and due diligence71.  

While there remains general support for integra6ng 
a voluntary code of conduct with strong human 
rights dimensions into corporate structure and 
cultures, a new agenda of corporate human rights 
responsibili6es is different. Propelled by the works of 
John Ruggie leading to the adop6on 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 discre6onary 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 responsibili6es is significant because, for 
the first 6me, there exist coherent underlying 
principles of human rights responsibili6es which can 
be concretely assigned to states and corpora6ons 
based on their respec6ve societal roles.  

The UNGP provides important guidelines for 
companies to prevent human rights abuses and 
address human rights concerns in their business 
opera6ons. It covers all business enterprises, 
regardless of size, industry or loca6on. Companies 
are asked to iden6fy and assess nega6ve human 
rights issues and ensure that their policies are 
adequate to address them74. In order to prevent and 
mi6gate abuses, companies must not only know 
their actual or poten6al adverse impacts but also 
demonstrate how they respect human rights in all 
their opera6ons.  

One important benefit for aligning corporate 
responsibility with human rights is the protec6on of 
children and vulnerable groups and the communi6es 
affected by business ac6vi6es75. Due diligence 
requires companies to iden6fy and address the 
human rights impacts across their opera6ons and 
related products through their suppliers and 
networks. Wherever possible, they should also 
engage with the communi6es or groups poten6ally 
affected by their opera6ons76. In conflict-affected 
areas where gross human rights abuses are ohen 
connected to business enterprises77, states also have 
obliga6ons 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 

exis6ng interna6onal human rights obliga6ons which 
protect minori6es, indigenous groups and vulnerable 
non-ci6zens such as asylum seekers, migrants, 
refugees and displaced persons who are prone to 
human rights abuses by businesses. 

2.3 Beyond CSR: Business Human Rights 
Responsibility  

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 transi6onal concepts and tools which 
businesses can use to move beyond CSR and frame 
their corporate responsibili6es for human rights. 

Figure 3. Moving Beyond CSR: Towards Human Rights 
Responsibili6es of Businesses  

To move beyond the old paradigm of CSR, companies 
must adapt their leadership and opera6onal capacity 
to effec6vely 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 
ways79. 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 
others80. To this end, leadership from the highest 
levels plays a cri6cal role in embedding the corporate 
responsibility to respect human rights, internally and 
externally. On the one hand, effec6ve leadership can 
transform a high-level policy statement into 
c o m p a n y - w i d e c o m m i t m e n t a n d r o b u s t 
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opera6onalisa6on plans. On the other hand, a 
company’s leadership can signal the paradigma6c 
shih in its value crea6on and proposi6on to other 
stakeholders. The authen6city of leadership 
commitment to human rights can be observed and 
validated, for example, through how ohen 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 
organisa6onal resources; or how the performance of 
employees and suppliers are measured and 
rewarded81. 

Second, companies must employ specific human 
rights ac6vi6es, such as human rights due diligence 
processes, as the principal means of sa6sfying 
corporate responsibility to respect human rights. 
There are different ways in which companies can set 
up a human rights func6on to ensure the 
implementa6on of human rights ac6vi6es. 
Companies can assign an exis6ng func6on or 
department, such as legal, human resources, 
procurement, CSR/sustainability, compliance or 
community rela6ons, to take the lead. Alterna6vely, 
companies can also establish cross-func6onal 
working groups involving mul6ple departments 82. 
What is important is that specific human rights 
ac6vi6es such as due diligence be owned by the 
opera6onal business units and departments, rather 
than being conducted from the top down in order to 
ensure ownership of issues and measures. This is 
par6cularly crucial where a corpora6on has 
geographically dispersed opera6ons. 

Third, companies must have processes in place to 
enable access to effec6ve remedy for vic6ms of any 
adverse impacts they cause or contribute to. 
Grievance mechanisms can include a recourse to 
government labour rela6ons bodies or na6onal 
human rights ins6tu6ons when a private, local 
mechanism is unable to provide resolu6on83. 
Importantly, companies can use the implementa6on 
of grievance mechanisms as “an entry point for 
internal conversa6ons” 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 responsibili6es on human 
rights under UNGP features a balance between hard 

and soh law, combining mandatory with voluntary 
measures and industry and company self-regula6on. 
Its norma6ve reach is extensive; the responsibility to 
respect human rights by businesses applies to all 
interna6onally recognised human rights in the 
Interna6onal Bill of Human Rights85  and the 
Interna6onal Labour Organiza6on Declara6on on 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work86. 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-regula6ons, 
on the other. 

3.		Conclusions:	A	New	Paradigm	of	Corporate	
Responsibility	
Using a linguis6c perspec6ve, we found some 
inherent theore6cal and conceptual constraints 
which hamper the no6on 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 confla6on 
between ‘ethical’ and ‘legal’ responsibili6es, on the 
one hand, and between ‘ethical’ and ‘discre6onary/
philanthropic’ responsibili6es, 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 essen6al human values. Third, CSR is a 
construct of moral responsibili6es by corpora6ons 
instead of society. As a result, the unclear focus of 
‘ethical responsibility’ becomes about crisis 
management, not contribu6ng to or advancing the 
values of society. Fourth, this is due to the 
assump6ons of human ra6onality within the 
prevailing paradigm of self-interest and compe66ve 
economic man, which are incomplete, largely 
misinformed and essen6ally an6-human.   

We propose a fundamental shih in the narra6ve 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 legi6mate 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 par6cipa6on. 
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When business ethics is connected to commonly 
held collec6ve values, companies will benefit not 
only in terms of ideas and innova6on but also in 
terms of stakeholder rela6onships and public image. 
Respect for the dignity and freedom of others is 
essen6al for shaping ethical conduct and preven6ng 
malprac6ces. This requires a deliberate choice by 
companies to be humanis6c and accountable to 
embed themselves with human-centred norms and 
ins6tu6ons. It is an essen6al step forward for 
companies to move beyond the conceptual 
constraints of CSR. 

Notwithstanding the progress on senng standards 
for business and human rights, the challenges in 
moving beyond CSR remain at all levels. At the level 
of interna6onal law, tensions con6nue to persist 
between state and non-state responsibility for 
human rights. On a prac6cal level, tensions will also 
p e r s i s t a r o u n d t h e j u s 6 fi c a 6 o n a n d 
opera6onalisa6on of human rights corporate 
responsibili6es because the ra6onality and approach 
of human rights will be at odds with some unique 
characteris6cs of business such as profit 
m ax i m i s a6 o n , re s o u rc e o p6 m i s a6 o n a n d 
dependency. A tradi6onal approach to business does 
not favour extra regula6ons, transparency, disclosure 
of corporate informa6on, access to remedy and 
grievance mechanisms and coopera6on for official 
inves6ga6on, which are normally required in human 
rights inves6ga6on, documenta6on and repor6ng. A 
clear link between corporate responsibility, human 
rights and business ethics must be developed at the 
organisa6onal level. An overall strategy of CSR with a 
holis6c understanding of how compliance and ethics 
interact within business organisa6ons is crucial. 

The promise of corporate human r ights 
responsibili6es will ul6mately rely on the 
commitment at the level of organisa6onal 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 objec6ves in order to make informed 
judgments at all opera6onal and organisa6onal 
levels. At the level of personal ethics, human rights 
concepts (such as freedom, dignity, equality, jus6ce 
and fairness) can serve as decision criteria for what is 
right, wrong, fair and just in business prac6ce. The 

bobom line is: ethical decisions in business cannot 
be divorced from considera6ons of what it means to 
be a human and social being. 
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