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Abstract : Whenever an unfortunate situation arises, we typically blame an agent whom is causally responsible if 

one is available; however, if a blameworthy agent is unavailable, such as in the case of a natural disaster, 

labeling the event as a blameless situation seems appropriate. The idea of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

is that businesses have extra responsibilities to a benefit society beyond mere adherence to legality and 

maximization of profits for shareholders. We argue for a group realist stance where corporations are understood 

as group agents that may be causally responsible for their actions, and still have the kind of agency that warrants 

social responsibility, while at the same time be morally blameless for their actions. In other words, CSR can still 

be said of corporations, while assigning moral blameworthiness to group agents for corporate activity would be 

misplaced. 
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I. Introduction 

Whenever an unfortunate situation arises, we 

typically blame an agent whom is causally 

responsible if one is available; however, if a 

blameworthy agent is unavailable, such as in the case 

of a natural disaster, labeling the event as a blameless 

situation seems appropriate. The idea of Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) is that businesses have 

extra responsibilities to a benefit society beyond mere 

adherence to legality and maximization of profits for 

shareholders. Some, such as Milton Friedman, have 

argued that corporations do not have social 

responsibilities beyond maximizing profits for 

shareholders [1]. Others, such as group eliminativists, 

argue that there is no CSR, because corporations are 

not complex group moral agents where social 

responsibility can meaningfully attach.  

We argue for a group realist stance where 

corporations are understood as group agents that may 

be causally responsible for their actions, and still 

have the kind of agency that warrants social 

responsibility, while at the same time be morally 

blameless for their actions. In other words, CSR can 

still be said of corporations, while assigning moral 

blameworthiness to group agents for corporate 

activity would be misplaced. In expounding our 

position, we will adopt a non-eliminativism position 

regarding corporate intentions, which will allow us to 

deny both the popular eliminativist judgment that 

moral blame of corporate activity reduces to 

individuals acting in their roles within a company and 

deny that moral blame can be ascribed to the group.   

First, we will define moral blameworthiness and 

its relation to an individual‟s ability to intend and 

choose actions. Then, we will describe both 

similarities and differences a corporation has with 

natural persons and how a corporation lacks the 

morally relevant features to be considered morally 

blameworthy. Third, we will construct arguments 

demonstrating why ascribing moral blameworthiness 

to both group agents and the individuals who 

comprise the group is inappropriate. Finally, we 

expound why sanctions and punishments might still 

be warranted in cases of undesirable practices 

regardless of an assignment of moral 

blameworthiness, and how CSR can still be held by 

morally blameless agents, before addressing 
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objections. 

II. Moral Blameworthiness, Causal 

Blame, and Moral Blame 

In highlighting the difference between causal 

blame and moral blame, we intend to separate the 

physical actions that may cause an unfortunate event 

from the presence of features that we may ascribe to 

a person‟s character.  

An agent is causally blameworthy for an event 

merely if they physically cause the event. Moral 

blameworthiness occurs when not only an agent is 

physically responsible for an event with morally 

relevant features but also chooses and intends the 

action.  

 Essentially, whenever an action is performed, 

moral blameworthiness (MB) can be boiled down to 

two conditions. 

MB Condition #1:For someone to be 

morally blameworthy one must assume that 

an agent has the morally relevant 

intentional-state for the action to happen. 

 

MC Condition #2:For someone to be 

morally blameworthy one must assume that 

an agent could have reasonably chosen to 

act otherwise. 

 

These two conditions are popular candidates 

when making ascriptions of guilt. Mens rea (the 

guilty mind) requires an agent to intend for an event 

to happen, and mensreas is considered a necessary 

component in criminal law when assessing 

culpability.  

We also assume that an agent‟s ability to freely 

choose is also a necessary component to being 

morally blameworthy. A philosophical libertarian 

with regard to metaphysics, in arguing against 

determinism might, employ the popular “moral 

argument”, which states that without the existence of 

free will agents cannot be morally responsible for 

actions. We have argued in other papers that, contra 

Frankfurt (1968), being able to choose to act 

otherwise is a necessary condition for moral 

responsibility. Next, we will expound how 

corporations differ from natural persons. 

III. Corporations and How They Differ 

From Natural Persons 

There are many differences between corporations 

and natural persons. Corporations have a greater 

ability to accumulate wealth beyond capacities of an 

individual due to their: 

(1) Perpetual life span  

(2) Resource-pooling abilities  

(3) Special tax rates and tax breaks [11; p. 523]. 

 While these differences between corporations 

and natural persons is interesting, their significance is 

minimal regarding culpability for unfavorable actions. 

However, other differences between natural persons 

and corporations pertain to how they relate to one 

another. 

If we were to take an eliminativist stance with 

regard to corporations, disagreement arises about the 

nature of the corporate entity. “The corporation” turns 

out to be an indeterminate concept, generating 

disagreement about what kind of person the corporate 

entity is. Others, such as Millon, deny it is an entity 

at all, insisting instead that the corporation is merely 

an aggregation of natural persons [6; pp. 2-3]. This 

stance is called a fictionalist stance with regard to 

corporate personification, since the assumption is that 

naming the corporation is merely short-hand for the 

actions of natural persons that make-up the 

corporation.  

List and Pettit in Group Agency discuss various 

conceptions of personhood, one of which includes an 

“intrinsicist” conception of personhood 

The intrinsicist conception of personhood is the 

view that “there is something about the „stuff‟ that 

persons are made off [sic: of] that distinguishes them 

from non- persons: something that makes persons 

stand out” [5; p. 171]. Also, focusing too heavily on 

an intrinsicist‟s conception of personhood will lead 

one to a fictionalist, an error theory insofar as we are 

mistaken in our intuitions about corproations, stance 
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regarding corporate personification. “If we go along 

with the instrinsicist conception of persons, at least 

on its traditional interpretations, we are more or less 

bound... to be fictionalists or error theorists about the 

personification of groups” [5; p. 176]. There are other, 

non-error theory based, fictionalist stances with 

regard to corporations that do not focus on the 

material, organic, matter that comprise a particular 

agent.  

 Here is a sentiment that can be interpreted as a 

non-error theorist leaning, “… characterization of 

human activity is not a matter of objectively true 

assertions about real phenomena. Human beings are 

too complex in their motivations, and the nature of 

their relations to each other is too mysterious to lend 

itself to simple, reductive assertions about things as 

they are” [6; p. 29]. In a similar way, to apply a strict 

reductionism to corporate activity might ignore the 

uniqueness of a group agent decision, which might 

not reduce to any particular view of an individual or 

individuals who participate in a decision-making 

process. 

 With this in mind, we believe that to show 

moral blameworthiness as an inappropriate ascription 

with regard to corporate activity, one needs to 

demonstrate that both corporations cannot be morally 

blameworthy as well as the individuals acting 

purposefully within their roles within a corporation. 

IV. Who is Morally Blameworthy in Cases of 

Undesirable Corporate Activity? 

Corporations cannot be morally blameworthy 

because they fail to satisfy MB condition #2. 

However, before expounding why they fail to satisfy 

MB condition #2, we must first address how our 

stance differs from other claims that corporations 

cannot be morally blameworthy for their corporate 

activity. 

4.1. Irreducibility of Blame 

Jan Narvison suggests that moral 

blameworthiness and moral praiseworthiness are only 

appropriate when discussing individual agents. 

Collective responsibility, he argues, “… is a 

dangerous device, generating insoluble problems and 

entailing the mistreatment of individual people” [9; p. 

179]. Narvison argues that assuming that collectives 

can bear responsibility that does not reduce to 

individuals is mistaken. “For given irreducibility, you 

can infer no individual responsibility at all, whether 

equal or otherwise. If no individual did this thing, no 

individual is responsible for it and so no individual 

can be punished for it.” [9; p. 185].He goes on to say 

that the “hypothesis of irreducibility deprives us of 

any rational means of distributing blame to 

individuals.” [9; p. 186]. Narveson stance can be 

presented in the following disjunctive syllogism. 

 

P1: When ascribe moral blameworthiness 

for group activities, we can either blame the group or 

the individuals who make-up the group 

p1: G (blame the group) v I (blame 

the individual) 

 

 

P2: If we blame the group, we cannot also 

blame the individuals. 

 p2: G  ~ I 

 

P3: We would be mistaken to assume 

individuals cannot be responsible and therefore 

punished. 

  p3: I 

 

Conclusion: We are mistaken in blaming the 

group blame the group 

  c: ~G  

We disagree with Narveson in that there is a 

logical possibility of blaming the individuals as well 

as the group as a whole. The dichotomy of blaming 

the group or the individuals is not a mutually 

exclusive disjunction, so we have reason to doubt the 

move from premise 1 to premise 2 (G v I to G ~I). 

The logical move from premise 1 to premise 2 only 

works on mutually exclusive disjuncts.  

Furthermore, we disagree that individuals 
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cannot be treated in a similar way as punishment 

simply because they are not blameworthy. We will 

further elaborate on this point in a later section. 

However, our stance mainly differs from 

Narveson insofar as being morally culpable for one‟s 

actions merely requires MB condition #1 and MB 

condition #2 along with being causally responsible. 

Under our stance, corporations fail to be held as 

morally blameworthy agents because they fail MB 

condition #2 and not because of concerns about being 

able to blame individuals who make up the group (as 

Narveson does). 

4.2 Corporations fail MB condition #2 

If corporations lack the capacity for 

intentional states required to be moral agents, then 

they cannot be ascribed as morally blameworthy for 

their activity, even if they are still causally 

responsible. David Shoemaker‟s uses the Moral 

Reasons-Based Test (MRBT) to set membership 

requirements to the moral community. So, if an agent 

fails the MRBT, then they would fall outside of the 

membership   

“MRBT Version 5: One is a member of the 

moral community, a moral agent eligible for 

moral responsibility and interpersonal 

relationships, if and only if (a) one has the 

capacity to recognize and apply 

second-personal moral reasons one is 

capable of discovering via identifying 

empathy with either the affected party (or 

parties) of one‟s behavior or an appropriate 

representative, regardless of the method of 

identification and (b) one is capable of being 

motivated by those second-personal moral 

reasons because one is capable of caring 

about their source (viz., the affected 

party/parties or an appropriate 

representative), insofar as one is susceptible 

to being moved to identifying empathy with 

that source by the moral address expressible 

via the reactive attitudes in both its 

reason-based and emotional aspects” [12; p. 

105]. 

 What the MRBT version 5 entails is that the 

intentional-states required as a member of the moral 

community is not merely any intentional-state, but a 

specific kind of intentional-state. An agent must also 

be sensitive to both recognizing and applying 

second-personal reasons, whether they do so through 

empathizing with a victim of their harmful actions or 

an appropriate representative. In other words, a 

certain kind of perspective taking needs to take place 

where one can empathize with the victim of one‟s 

actions and in doing so can be held accountable. 

 Corporations obviously lack the biological 

capacity for empathy and have a limited range of 

intentional-states. In this way, they fall outside of the 

moral community that can be held accountable and 

morally blameworthy. This does not mean that a 

corporation lack any intentional-states, just ones that 

involve second-personal reasoning. 

 For example, economist Milton Friedman 

mentions, “that is why, in my book Capitalism and 

Freedom, I… have said that in such a society [a free 

society], "there is one and only one social 

responsibility of business--to use its resources and 

engage in activities designed to increase its profits so 

long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is 

to say, engages in open and free competition without 

deception or fraud" [1; p. 6]. If an intention is broadly 

construed as an aim or plan, then corporations can 

have intentional states, even if they are not brought 

about through organic, and biological, processes in 

the ways we typically expect. Furthermore, under 

Friedman‟s position, so long as the corporation stays 

within the rules of the game, it ought to be free to 

engage in profit-making activities without regard for 

social responsibility. In other words, concerns about 

social responsibility may only be appropriate for talk 

of natural persons, rather than artificial persons. 

Next, we will explain why individuals acting in 

their roles within a corporation cannot be morally 
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blameworthy. 

4.3 Why Individuals Acting Purposefully Within 

Their Roles Within a Corporationmight not be 

Morally Blameworthy. 

 Imagine someone who lies while acting in his or 

her role within a corporation. He or she might, say, 

use their position of power or representation of the 

company to act in self-interest. When caught, one 

might ask what action was taken? Did the role of the 

company commit the act, or the person who was 

acting within said role? 

In the field of Action Theory, action 

re-description is commonplace. However, under our 

stance, the individual would be committing the action, 

rather than the defined role within the company, and 

if the action were illegal and outside of the 

framework of their defined role, his or her action 

would be outside of the framework of corporate 

activity. The individual would be the actor 

responsible in cases where theaction committed is 

outside of the framework of corporate approved 

activity. 

There are of course, cases where an individual is 

acting legally within their role of the corporations, 

yet their ability to choose how to act is 

compromised.Several aspects concerning natural 

persons when presented in extremes of any particular 

situation would give us reason to doubt that the 

individual could be morally blameworthy while 

acting within their roles in a corporation. The first is 

a Rawlsian concern that a person‟s character and the 

way it develops is not under the control of an agent. 

The second concerns the ontology flux of identity 

and issues in assigning moral blameworthiness for 

particular actions.  

 

Rawlsian assumption of character 

When assessing a natural person as morally 

blameworthy for an action, an implicit assumption is 

made on that agent‟s character. If an agent‟s character 

highly influences what actions they take, then 

showing that an agent‟s character is outside of their 

control gives reason to doubt that the actions one 

takes is also highly influenced by actions outside of 

one‟s control. 

John Rawls held a stance that attributed one‟s 

character as being brought upon an agent by luck and 

forces outside of an agent‟s control. A Rawlsian 

outlook may suggest that even the hard-working 

personality put forward by the student is not in the 

control of the student, since even “… character 

depends in large part upon fortunate family and social 

circumstance for which he can claim no credit” [10; p. 

104]. 

 Rawl‟s stance borrows from the Kantian 

tradition insofar as they both divorce an individual‟s 

particular contingencies from considerations in how 

rules ought to be made that govern actions. Kant 

developed the categorical imperative, while Rawls 

derived two principles of justice using the veil of 

ignorance. 

 The important point to take away from a 

Rawlsian position with regard to character is that we 

may be mistaken in assigning moral blame to a 

person‟s actions if they are based on a character that 

significantly depends on factors outside of one‟s 

control. 

 A second concern regards diachronic identity 

concerns in assigning moral blame. 

  

Diachronic Identity concerns in Assigning Moral 

Blame 

 If an agent A1 acts at time T1, when would it 

become inappropriate to assign blame to a later agent 

A2 at a later time, T2? 

As mentioned in our previous work, 

“Concerning personal identity David Hume would 

ask us to consider the following: “For from what 

impression could this idea [of the self] be derived? 

This question it is impossible to answer without a 

manifest contradiction and absurdity” [2; Treatise, 

Book I, Part IV, Sec. 6, p. 320]. For Hume, one 

interpretation is that there is no personal identity, 

since we are always changing – what we will call an 

error theory interpretation. Another alternate 

interpretation of Hume could be simply that we never 

have one single perception of “our self” (an 
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interpretation of ourselves as a single self), since the 

eye always changes perceptions. Similarly, our 

identity is constantly changing, and it is simply 

wrong to ascribe an identity similar to numerical 

identity. How these two interpretations of Hume on 

personal identity affects whether we may reasonably 

claim as an individual is morally blameworthy when 

acting in a role within a corporation. 

The first interpretation of Hume as an error 

theorist would leave us in a position unlikely to 

warrant blame ascriptions to individuals acting in a 

role within a corporation. Hume may be pointing out 

that we make two mistakes in our assumptions about 

personal identity. Our first perceptional mistake is 

that our being is unchanging through time. Then, we 

make a second mistake in creating a soul or 

something unchangeable or unknowable in order to 

justify our first mistake in perception. Basically, we 

invent something to cover up our philosophical 

mistake as a way to fit a post hoc rationalization. The 

reason this is a mistake is that “… we are not able 

fully to satisfy ourselves in that particular [a self that 

is reducible to an impression] nor find anything 

invariable and uninterrupted to justify our notion of 

identity” [2; Treatise, Book I, Part IV, Sec. 6, p. 321]. 

 Even though we have multiple perceptions, 

what necessarily binds them to our identity? What 

Hume suggests is that “Whatever changes he endures, 

his several parts are still connected by the relation of 

causation” (Hume, Treatise, Book I, Part IV, Sec. 6.). 

One idea will give rise to another where memory 

alone acquaints us to our own continuance. We have 

mental events and connectedness, and we may talk 

about this mental connectedness without referencing 

„identity‟. Hume eventually finds talk of identity 

unintelligible unless there is this connectedness that 

has been described above. “All disputes concerning 

the identity of connected objects are merely verbal, 

except so far as the relation of parts gives rise to 

some fiction or imaginary principle of union as we 

have already observed” [2; Treatise, Book I, Part IV, 

Sec. 6., p. 325]. Under this interpretation, there is a 

kind of identity claim that could be made, but only 

relating the connectedness of mental events. However, 

whenever there are disruptions with the 

connectedness of mental events, problems will arise 

with being able to contract meaningful contracts. 

 Understanding identity as relying on a the 

connectedness of a person‟s mental events raises 

problems when attempting to assign blame to 

individuals acting in a role within a corporation. A 

worker with a dissociative disorder unknown to them 

until recently, for example, might not be morally 

responsible for their actions while also happening to 

be perfectly acting out their role within a company.  

 There are also many instances where the 

individual qua acting within their role are separate 

from the individual qua person. For example, there 

have been many instances of compartmentalization. 

These might include atrocities committed during a 

time of war, the American soldiers during the Mỹ Lai 

massacre, and others atrocities, where ascribing 

moral blameworthiness to the individual after the 

actions took place might not be appropriate. If during 

the traumatic events compartmentalization is 

occurring, there might not be the mental 

connectedness needed to satisfy a consistent identity 

claim across the time the event is taking place.  

Since we have argued that ascribing moral 

blame to either corporations or agents acting in a role 

within a corporation may be misplaced, we should 

address why punishment and sanctions may still be 

warranted. 

V. Punishments and Sanctions 

A punishment is a retribution for an offense. 

There are many times when the retribution for an 

offense is owed regardless of blameworthiness. When 

developing and enforcing what sanctions and 

punishments should be imposed on unfavorable 

corporate activity, the question of “who is morally 

blameworthy?” is an unnecessary consideration for 

what kinds of sanctions and punishments are 

warranted. 

Sanctions and punishments imposed on 

undesirable corporate activity are not owed because 

of the moral blameworthiness of actions taken by an 
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agent or agents. Instead, sanctions and punishments 

are owed simply out of practicalities. 

For example, a murderer with a dissociative 

identity disorder might still warrant going to prison, 

not because he or she has a stable identity and is 

blameworthy for his or her actions but simply 

because producing the social good of promoting 

safety outweighs limiting the liberty of an individual 

who fails to recognize themselves as the person who 

committed the crime. The murder would simply be 

less likely to kill another innocent civilian behind 

bars, regardless of whether we ascribe the murderer 

as morally blameworthy for his or her actions. 

Similarly, CSR ensures that policies that govern 

business practices will benefit society, and duties a 

business may have in participating in our social 

world are separate than other duties or economic 

roles a business may have, such as maximizing 

profits for shareholders. The justifications for CSR 

are not that corporate agents have a complex enough 

decision-making procedure to warrant moral agency, 

which then generates their obligations towards 

society. Instead, the justifications for CSR as a 

normative stance is that since society allows 

corporations to play an economic role in our economy, 

society ought to do so only if there is a benefit to 

society. For natural persons, however, being a moral 

agent is necessary for participating in legal contracts, 

consenting, and participating in many aspects of our 

social world. Even if someone at times cannot choose 

from various alternative possibilities, or has their 

choices limited, other moral agents may still hold 

them to minimal normative standards of conduct, 

such as not harming others. The point is that the 

concept of Social Responsibility does not map on to 

Moral Responsibility in a 1-1 fashion, such that a 

corporations failing to be a moral agent would not 

preclude them to duties of CSR. 

Next, we will address objections and replies. 

VI. Objections and Replies 

Objection #1: Why cannot we blame the individuals 

acting within their role in a corporation?  

Immanuel Kant, a constructivist, famously 

articulated the categorical imperative. The second 

formulation outlines standards of treating and ways in 

which rational agents, acting under a practical 

principle, operate. “Act in such a way that you treat 

humanity, whether in your own person or in the 

person of another, always at the same time as an end 

and never simply as a means” [3; Grounding, Sec. II, 

429; Ellington, 36]. Once again, a principle that 

universally constrains the actions of rational beings 

would require that a person be obligated to avoid 

certain behaviors, regardless of their role and social 

standing within a corporation.  

Under a Kantian approach, the worker would 

still have moral obligations and be held morally 

accountable, since their status as a rational being 

underlies their status as a worker within a corporate 

framework. 

 

Reply to Objection #1 

 This objection is against the stance that 

individuals are responsible for actions when acting 

within a corporation. However, our stance is 

concerned with individuals who act in their roles 

within a corporation. In other words, we agree that an 

agent has obligations beyond their corporate roles, 

but individuals who act outside of their roles within a 

corporation in some sense do not represent corporate 

activity.  

 Our stance allows for the proposition that 

individual agents should not always act in their roles 

within a corporation; however, whenever an 

individual agent does act within their role within a 

corporation (thereby representing corporate activity), 

there are reasons to consider the actions an individual 

takes while acting in a role within a corporation as 

not representative of that individual‟s actions. In 

other words, the individual acting in a role within a 

corporation would be a representative of the 

corporation and not their own person.  

 

Objection #2: Why should we assume that MB 

conditions 1 and 2 along with being causally 
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blameworthy (physically blameworthy) for an event 

are sufficient conditions for moral blameworthiness? 

 After all, we still intuitively hold people 

blameworthy for crimes such as negligence, even if 

the actions they committed were unintentional. There 

are certain obligations that a person can be held as 

morally blameworthy for not upholding, even if it 

was not the person‟s intention to fail to uphold the 

action. A parent‟s obligation towards their children is 

an exemplar of an obligation that someone can be 

morally blamed for not upholding, even if they did 

not intend to fail upholding the obligation. 

 

Reply to Objection #2 

 Currently, in the case of child abuse and child 

neglect, a court might take custody of the child away 

from the parents. There are two ways to understand 

the reasoning behind these actions.  

The first, backwards-looking, approach is that 

the parents have failed to uphold their obligations as 

caregivers and they are being punished because they 

are morally blameworthy for their actions.  

The second approach, forwards-looking, 

approach is to simply ask, as many judges do, “what 

is in the best interest of the child, from this point 

forward?”. Under this approach, the only thing that 

matters in taking the child away from the parent is 

practicalities for what is in the child‟s best interest, 

not a consideration on whether this is punishing the 

parent for their actions. 

 We believe the second approach seems more 

reasonable when considering punishment and 

sanctions on corporate activity, even if it may be 

counter-intuitive. In the case of corporate activity, we 

should ask ourselves “what actions will produce the 

best results for our corporate culture in functioning as 

an important role in our social world, from this point 

forward?”. 

7.Conclusion 

Corporate agents, then, seem to fail MB 

conditional 1, because of a failure to adopt 

appropriate intentional states that warrant moral 

blame. However, natural persons acting in a role 

within a corporate may fail condition MB condition 2, 

because of a Rawlsian determinism surrounding 

one‟s character and trouble ascribing a consistent of 

identity being spatio-temporally continuous. We have 

argued that when assessing the moral 

blameworthiness of corporate activity, we cannot 

ascribe moral blameworthiness, as we have construed 

it, to neither the corporate agents nor individual 

agents acting in their role within a corporation. 

However, regardless of the ascription of moral 

blameworthiness, sanctions and punishments may 

still be warranted. Rather than focusing on moral 

blameworthiness, a more fitting approach might be to 

determine a reasonable way to perform corporate 

activity and then merely apply a strict rule-oriented 

approach of enforcement. To do so would promote a 

forward-looking stance on punishment and address 

practicalities in addressing undesirable corporate 

activity without mistakenly misapplying, and 

misusing, claims about the moral blameworthiness of 

agents to justify unwarranted punishments. 
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