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Important distinctions – my disclaimer..

1. The philosophically intriguing question about whether and how any
organized group, collective, corporation etc. can be a morally responsible
agent

2. The less intriguing question about the real (financial) motives driving
corporate social responsibility programs in business: 
a) The shareholder view, Milton Friedman’s principal-agent theory of the firm
b) The critical view on CSR: the oxymoron (the concept is self-defeating etc)

3. The even lesser intriguing legal notion of the corporate person (can be
sued in court)



The Carbon Majors case – contesting the 
narrative
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http://link.springer.com/journal/10584/122/1/page/1






Henry Shue about
the Carbon Majors case

“... failure by corporate carbon producers to reduce the harms caused
by their products now gives them additional responsibility to correct
the damage done by their decades of neglect of the underlying
negative responsibility” (Shue 2017: 591). 





https://influencemap.org/report/How-Big-Oil-Continues-to-Oppose-the-Paris-Agreement-38212275958aa21196dae3b76220bddc

https://influencemap.org/report/How-Big-Oil-Continues-to-Oppose-the-Paris-Agreement-38212275958aa21196dae3b76220bddc


The theory of corporate moral agency

• If a corporate agent has an internal decision structure it is 
functionally seen an intentional moral agent (French 1979)

• Problem and limitation: is synchronic and functionalist



Peter French 2017:
Diachronic corporate moral agency
-The narrative account

A corporate ‘self-narrative’ is based on: 

“annual reports, in advertising, in legal documents, in internal and 
external statements of corporate culture, and in policies” (French 2017, 
62)

(an example of a petrified narrative?)



The narrative account is ‘self critical’

..the narrative must not be manipulative about past events and acts, 
since “ignoring, forgetting, misdescribing, or allowing the firm’s public 
relations department to construct for its own ends the story of the 
firm’s past synchronically responsible misdeeds does not produce a 
qualifying corporate self-narrative for diachronic moral responsibility 
purposes”. 
Internal and external checks and balances offer correction, in order to 
ensure that the “corporate self-narrative is a developmental element of 
the policy aspects of a corporate internal decision structure” (63)



Concerns about the narrative approach to 
corporate moral agency – the dilemma

1. The risk of hegemonic storytelling (due to corporate power), eg. 
The carbon majors support climate sceptics in research

2. Even when counter narratives make corporate agents more 
‘relational’, ‘embodied’ and ‘accountable’ by for instance
‘mnemonic’ communities of former employees, civil societies, 
families etc. who succeed in telling their stories, the risk is a 
deconstrution of the corporate ‘autonomous’ agent into mere 
relations – so, we cannot hold them accountable as agents


