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Abstract

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is failing at the very time it is emerging as a new
discipline. This has implications not only for CSR itself, but also other disciplines
wanting to understand the role of the private sector in the global political economy. This
article highlights some of the evidence for this failure, but more significantly shows how
it is rooted in an orthodoxy that the discipline has created but is unable to examine. As a
result, CSR treats as ideationally and historically neutral particular concepts and practices
that define what business’s relationship with wider society can mean. The article uses the
perspectives of different social science disciplines to reveal the structural dimensions to
CSR and some of their consequences. It proposes an alternative analytical framework for
use by CSR and as an entry point for international relations and other disciplines wanting
to understand the ways in which business shapes and responds to globalisation and
influences the possibilities of contemporary society and governance.

Keywords: codes of practice, corporate social responsibility, global governance,
partnership, stakeholders, voluntary regulation

Failure and its significance

Corporate social responsibility concerns the relationship between business and
society. It is emerging as a new discipline that examines the nature of that relation-
ship and how it can be managed. As well as informing business practice, it is
influencing the debate about corporate and public governance, making the
discipline not only important in its own right but also relevant for international
relations and other disciplines wanting to understand the role of the private sector
in the global political economy.

Yet corporate social responsibility (CSR) is failing at the very time it is
demanding to be taken seriously. In this article I substantiate that claim. I show how
CSR has established an orthodoxy that has gone largely unnoticed by other dis-
ciplines despite the way it is shaping the private sector’s relationship with the rest of
society at national, international and global levels. This orthodoxy is at the root
of contemporary CSR’s failure because the discipline has yet to develop the means
for internal critique, and as a result is unable to recognise its own assumptions,
prejudices and limitations.

This is not to say that CSR is without its critics, but these either refute the idea
that companies should have societal responsibilities (the external critique), or focus
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on what constitutes ‘good and bad CSR practice’ (the internal critique). In different
ways, both of these offer a functional analysis that itself reproduces rather than
reveals CSR’s orthodoxy. This orthodoxy comprises four central elements: (i)
voluntary standards that set out good performance, (ii) the instruments used to
measure and manage that performance, (iii) the concept of stakeholder, and (iv)
multi-sector partnerships that seek to govern how business exercises its societal
responsibilities. As I will show, part of the failure of CSR as a discipline is that it
provides only a functional-level critique of these elements. However, the major
constraints on CSR policy and praxis relate to structural conditions, and in
particular I will make the case for globalisation, the political economy of trade,
ethics and power as pivotal theories for a new analytical framework for CSR.

As well as providing academics and policy-makers with an alternative way to
analyse CSR, the new framework shows the limitations of adopting the kind of
functional analysis embedded within contemporary CSR. It shows the importance
of international relations and related disciplines in understanding CSR, but it also
makes apparent the significance of a more robust critique of CSR to international
relations itself. Without such a critique, a key strand to understanding how the
private sector is influencing global relations and their governance will be over-
looked, taken for granted or misconstrued, thereby creating a situation where
particular behaviour is granted a normative significance that may in turn distort
international relations’ attempts to understand how the private sector relates to the
globalisation project as a whole.

CSR’s orthodoxy

CSR warrants being considered as a discipline because there is an emerging coher-
ent body of knowledge addressing a central theme, i.e. the relationship between
business and wider society. Typically, this relationship is seen as having social,
economic and environmental dimensions that can be seen as separate1 or inter-
linked,2 and which are managed through acts of corporate citizenship such as
philanthropy and volunteerism, and the day-to-day strategic and operational
management of the business entity.

The current degree of interest in CSR is so strong that it might appear ill-
informed to say that it is a failing discipline.3 However, interest is not by itself an
indicator of how effectively a discipline addresses its central concerns and, for
reasons I will explain, CSR has not fostered a rigorous debate about the business–
society relationship; indeed, by legitimising ways of thinking about these issues
that are exclusive, it may even have prevented that debate from happening. Some
proponents of CSR may argue that this is unimportant because they regard CSR as
a movement aimed at changing business behaviour, and therefore at best the
analytical arm of that movement is a quasi-discipline intended to serve its ulterior
goals. However, this in itself is important to acknowledge, on the one hand because
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certain policy-makers and academics treat it as the source of objective insight, and
on the other because there is little evidence of substantial change.

Interest in the business–society relationship is not new, and has been studied in
various disciplines.4 Equally, the idea that companies continually renegotiate their
place in society has probably been a topic for debate ever since the concept of
limited liability enabled owners to inure themselves from the negative conse-
quences of their company’s acts.5

However, the role of business in society has not been a major theme for most
social sciences. The emergence of CSR is an indication that this is changing, and is
in part because of interest in how to regulate the private sector, something that has
grown in importance because of the supra-territorial governance issues associated
with globalisation.6 Prior to this, business was at best of marginal interest in inter-
national relations and political economy, where it was typically regarded as a
subject for regulation rather than an aspect of governance in its own right.7 Even
recent concern about the governance vacuum attributed to the deficiencies of
nation-states in regulating global enterprise8 has not led to significant analysis
within new normative international relations of the governance function of business
itself or the relationship between business, power and globalisation.9

However, it is no longer acceptable to ignore business as an element in global
governance.10 Not only have governments supported voluntary standards for use by
business (e.g. the OECD Declaration on Investment and Multinational Enterprise,
the ILO Tripartite Declaration on Management Enterprises, and the UN Draft Code
of Conduct on Transnational Corporations), but multinational corporations and
their executives are increasingly active in flagship initiatives such as the UN’s
Global Compact and Investment Advisory Council and the World Business Council
for Sustainable Development. These new roles and expectations are being debated
and defined as part of CSR, making it important that we understand the analytical
framework of that discipline.

The discipline of consensus

Although Moon describes CSR as ‘essentially contested’,11 what he is referring to
is the scope of business’s responsibilities rather than the means of acting upon them,
and it is in the uniformity and conformity of the latter where CSR’s orthodoxy is
most evident. Thus, for instance, the role of different organisations in setting and
implementing codes of good social or environmental practice is contested,12 but the
underlying concepts of auditable standards and stakeholders are not. Similarly,
there is debate about the criteria against which corporate social and environmental
performance should be assessed,13 but not about the underlying ideational and
epistemological premise that acceptable behaviour can be itemised, measured,
accounted for and otherwise atomised.
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Globalisation: an example of consensus

As I will show below, an important feature of CSR is how it places business in an
arena where diversity appears to exist without conflict in ways similar to Giddens’
and Fukuyama’s interpretations of the modern political economy.14 Inside this
arena there appear to be unlimited possibilities where diverse organisations can
collaborate in the pursuit of common interests and mutual benefit. Yet, on closer
analysis, the institutions and processes described in CSR are ones that exclude and
colonise the ways we think about alternative possibilities in the manner Germain
describes as typical of the globalisation process.15 Indeed, CSR’s treatment of
globalisation itself is an example of this. CSR is held out as a response to
globalisation, but largely takes for granted the meaning of that concept. Therefore,
CSR literature largely presents as an objective reality a narrow interpretation of
globalisation as the increased worldwide flows of data, capital, goods and
services,16 something that in turn has weakened traditional regulatory mechanisms,
extended the influence of multinational corporations, and diminished the capacity
of national governments to follow policies which diverge from the interests of
international capital.17 CSR posits various means for tackling some of the negative
effects that can arise from this type of globalisation (e.g. abuses of labour, environ-
mental degradation, corruption), but it does not examine whether there are alter-
natives to this conceptualisation of the kind identified by Sklair or Scholte,18 or how
a particular conceptualisation predicates and preferences certain normative
behaviour. As MacLean has argued, a key feature of globalisation distinguishing it
from its historical antecedents is that it fosters, legitimises and universalises a
transcendental form of knowledge, especially in respect to political, economic,
ethical and social theory.19 In later sections, I will demonstrate how contemporary
CSR treats and thus helps reproduce certain concepts as universal, but what needs
to be noted first is that the discipline does not attempt to identify any underlying
form of knowledge or analyse the consequences for its own orthodoxy.

It can be argued that the conflicting strands to CSR are becoming more apparent
(e.g. in debates about the degree and role of legislation in CSR).20 However, even
in these debates the frequent reference to standards, stakeholders and other
elements central to CSR show how dissent is restricted to certain unquestioned
parameters.

It can also be argued that maintaining a consensus has been a conscious strategy
allowing CSR to present itself as a movement, something that in turn is portrayed
as necessary to fend off the powerful antagonistic school of thought that the only
responsibility of business was to make a profit for its shareholders.21 Indeed, CSR
in part defines itself by what it is not, i.e. as something distinct from this competing
paradigm. The challenge for CSR as a movement (to defend itself against claims
that the primary purpose of business is profit maximisation) thus defines the
fundamental question for CSR as a discipline (‘What can business do to be a res-
ponsible element of society?’). This is a very different question from ‘What are the
rights and responsibilities of business?’ or, more broadly still, ‘What is business’s
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role in society?’ Moreover, it is a question that encourages the finding of solutions
rather than the understanding of problems. In fact, it has the potential to remove
certain sets of problems from consideration because they do not lend themselves to
practical solutions.

Consequences of consensus

Exclusion of this kind is not blatant: on the contrary, the emphasis placed on
consensus allows CSR to present itself as inclusive, accommodating different per-
spectives and promising ‘win-win’ outcomes for diverse and hitherto often hostile
entities.22 As I will discuss later, these premises about diversity, equal partnership
and inclusiveness are part of CSR’s weakness, but they are in line with post-
modernist theory where difference is regarded as unproblematic. This allows CSR
to present opposing ideas as coherent and complementary. It also allows companies
to claim to engage in complex issues such as sustainability, environmental
management, social justice, animal rights, governance and cultural diversity
without any real discussion or recognition of the possibility that aspects of such
issues might be ideationally or axiologically contradictory.

Two features of contemporary CSR appear at least partially related to this desire
to maintain a consensus, and both contribute to what I see as its failure as a
discipline. First, by appearing to give different concerns equal status, consensus
prevents CSR from developing a unifying ‘big idea’ of the kind envisioned by its
early theorists.23 In its place, making the business case for CSR has become an end
in itself, i.e. showing that a company can have a positive social or environmental
impact for minimal cost and preferably positive financial returns.24

This is at odds with a Kantian tradition in business ethics that regards self-
interest and moral action as inherently at odds.25 It also represents a significant shift
from the view (dominant in post-Great Depression government policy in much of
the developed and post-colonial world) that business cannot be relied upon to
behave ethically, and must therefore be subjected to a variety of external regulations
and surcharges.26 If a criterion for something being ethical is that it is not detri-
mental to a company’s financial bottom line, then this opens the possibility that
business can determine the meaning of what is and is not ethical behaviour. The
possibility that CSR is a means whereby business could appropriate the meaning of
ethics is not something that CSR itself addresses. However, what is clear is that
overemphasis of the business case for improved social and environmental
performance leaves us a long way from answering the more basic question posed
by Handy, ‘Whom and what is business for?’27

The second consequence of the focus on consensus is that it enables certain ideas
and practices to be established as norms that in turn come to influence the
possibilities of CSR. For example, much of the research on CSR has concentrated
on the content of the standards used to define good performance (e.g. the Inter-
national Organization for Standardization’s proposed CSR standard, the SA8000
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labour rights code and the Forest Stewardship Council’s principles of responsible
forest management)28 and the processes related to their implementation such as
auditing, reporting, verification and labelling.29 However, this work (including my
own prior to 2001) does not question the ideational neutrality of standards, auditing,
etc. and whether these tools themselves might have a bearing on the definition and
praxis of CSR.

In fact there are two commonly cited elements of CSR ‘best practice’, each of
which is treated as ideationally or instrumentally neutral and yet can be shown to
shape the possibilities of what CSR can achieve. These elements – standards and
their related tools, and the notion of stakeholders – are the focus of the next two
sections.

Standards and their implementation

Standards are a pivotal element of CSR theory and practice, demonstrating the need
to hold business to account while providing the technical means of doing this, i.e.
by setting out principles and criteria against which company performance is
measured and reported upon. They are an increasingly important element of global
governance and the growth in voluntary regulation that some see as a defining
feature of globalisation30 and contemporary politics.31

Standards have been established for different issues (e.g. labour, health and
safety, emissions, natural resources), industries (e.g. apparel, forestry, fisheries,
agriculture) and countries or regions (e.g. the Kenya Flower Council code of
practice, the European retailers’ good agricultural practice standard). Fundamental
to all types of standard is the assumption that measurement is essential to
management, and that wide-ranging areas of corporate behaviour therefore can be
quantified through an auditing process: as MacGillivray and Zadek put it, ‘if you
want it to count, count it’.32

The desirability, universality and implications of this are treated as funda-
mentally unproblematic in CSR literature,33 and where they are remarked on at all
it is to emphasise the opportunities and advantages, such as allowing CSR to be
presented as an extension of tools and concepts with which company managers are
already familiar.34 As a result, financial auditing has become the touchstone for
social and environmental auditing,35 and non-financial proxies of business perfor-
mance are seen as elements to be measured in ways that exist cohesively with
financial reporting standards.36 As international lawyer David Roe has put it,
international standards are about establishing universal norms that are measurable,
trackable over time and comparable (Labor Standards Monitoring Committee
Conference, Washington DC, 11 July 2002).

Again, CSR literature does not examine the consequences of this technical-
instrumentalist approach. Indeed, it does not provide the means for such an
examination because it fails to reflexively consider its own orthodoxy. Instead, its
concern is to establish the legitimacy of the approaches it promotes as solutions,
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whether this be by showing the continuity between social, environmental and
financial auditing (see above), or by establishing the credibility of its principles and
criteria with reference to international conventions,37 definitions of best practice,38

or what is claimed to be a negotiated consensus.39 CSR does not critique these
agreements, processes or institutions, and indeed can be argued to reinforce them,
through both repeated citations and endorsement of formal partnerships such as that
between the Global Reporting Initiative and the UN Global Compact.

The lack of critique need not be problematic if there were strong evidence that
standards are beneficial, especially to the poor and otherwise marginalised who are
often the stated beneficiaries of CSR practice. However, the evidence is at best
mixed. The most comprehensive study of the social impact of CSR as a whole
concludes that corporate initiatives bring no clear and consistent benefit for the
disadvantaged.40 While there are recent indications of a positive correlation
between improved labour conditions and economic growth,41 this seems to be due
more to collective bargaining or enforcement of the law than to voluntary stand-
ards.42 Moreover, other studies suggest that standards exclude certain types of
worker and priority issues.43 However, of equal significance as the current evidence
is the fact that interest in assessing the impact of voluntary labour standards is
recent,44 and happened only after standards and auditing were already established
as normative instruments.

The fact that voluntary standards have been accepted without understanding
their consequences and their historical or ideational nature is important for inter-
national relations for two reasons. First, the standards represent an increasingly
important strand of the global regulatory environment, and one that along with
other aspects of transnational governance cannot be understood only from a state-
centric perspective.45 Not only do the standards involve companies in regulatory
partnerships, they also sanction a particular approach to regulation (i.e. auditing,
reporting, etc.) and strengthen the role of specialist private sector audit firms as a
form of global police force.46 Second, if, as MacLean has argued, dominant strands
of international relations mirror CSR in seeking explanation at the functional level,
then they risk taking for granted and hence legitimising the very means through
which norms, values and priorities are being fostered and reproduced.47 I will
discuss the importance of agents, agency and power to any analytical framework of
CSR later in this article.

Stakeholders and partnership

It is commonly held that the most effective standards, both in terms of the range of
issues covered and their robustness as applied regulatory instruments, are ones that
are developed and/or managed by partnerships comprising multiple stakeholders48

such as the Forest Stewardship Council, the Ethical Trading Initiative and the
Fair Labor Association. The importance of these twin concepts is also evident in
AA1000 which aims to be the benchmark standard for sustainable management
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practice,49 and multi-stakeholder partnerships are increasingly seen as a model for
international and global governance. Moreover, both concepts are presented within
CSR as defining principles of good governance rather than simply a tool or an
approach. The interactive, mutually engaged and responsive relationships that are
said to be captured in these concepts are what ‘establish the very context of doing
modern business, and create the groundwork for transparency and accountability’.50

The concept of stakeholder

Stakeholder refers to any entity that influences or is affected by a company,51 a
definition that draws on the work of Freeman, the business ethicist.52 Like standards
and auditing, stakeholder is part of an epistemology that treats the world as
atomistic with the promise that everyone is the member of one or more stakeholder
groups, from the very general (e.g. consumers, shareholders, workers) to the more
specific (e.g. smokers, diabetics, management consultants).

This is not apparent from CSR literature itself where discussion is largely limited
to taxonomic attempts to identify stakeholders,53 and debate over how business is
to engage with these groups.54 There have been attempts to determine the rights of
stakeholders outside of formal contracts (e.g. the right to be listened to or con-
sulted)55 and the obligations of companies (e.g. to be accountable and disclose),56

but any such issues tend to be seen as part of making the business case rather than
as having moral significance in their own right.57 In other words, stakeholder and
the related concepts of partnership, dialogue and engagement are treated as func-
tional devices which can be dealt with through technical-instrumentalist means,
turning the company–stakeholder relationship into another manageable aspect of
business that can ultimately be measured with reference to a balance sheet. This
level of analysis tells us nothing about who is to be granted stakeholder status and
by whom, the observable and non-observable uses of power in stakeholder relation-
ships, or the rights and responsibilities of stakeholders. What it does, however, is
present stakeholders as definable entities, the relationship with whom is managed
and manageable in the same way as any other aspect of a company’s operations.58

Furthermore, it can be argued that the stakeholder concept helps to reinforce the
relatively recent idea that companies should be seen as distinct moral entities, and
therefore that their ethics are not simply the values of their owners and senior
managers. Central to stakeholder theory is that groups rather than individuals are
the locus of moral activity, and that these groups have interests, rights and respon-
sibilities beyond those of individuals.59 Not only does this imply that a company has
moral culpability (something evident in claims of corporate liability for events such
as oil spillages and sexual harassment), but equally that a company has rights.

According to Mitchell, the ‘irresponsibility of corporations’ can in part be traced
to the acquisition of such rights.60 Although CSR standards often detail a
company’s obligations, it can be argued that CSR helps to reinforce certain rights
of business (e.g. the right to invest and disinvest capital in ways beneficial to the
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company) by delegitimising them as a topic for debate.61 However, even if we limit
our attention to a company’s obligations, the notion of stakeholder remains prob-
lematic. For example, which moral agents does the company have an obligation
towards? CSR’s ambiguity in this area increases the likelihood that companies will
decide with whom to engage based on prudential considerations rather than on who
has the greatest moral claim,62 reinforcing the tendency noted earlier for respon-
sibility to be reduced to a factor of the business case.

Consensus, partnership and power

It could be argued that stakeholder partnerships limit the extent to which definitions
of responsibility simply reflect a company’s self-interest because they foster the
practice of partnership where diverse stakeholders interact, negotiate and ultimately
reach a consensus that goes beyond any single group’s self-interest. As I will
discuss later, this is representative of a particular theory of power and agency that
is highly problematic. However, within CSR, inter-stakeholder relations and their
role in conflict prevention is presented as an important benefit of partnerships63

leading, for instance, to long-term value creation64 which is part of the all-important
business case for responsibility. This is not to say that the possibility of conflict is
unrecognised: indeed, one of the attractions of multi-stakeholder partnerships is
that they bring together organisations with different, possibly hostile, views.65

However, success of the partnership itself is judged on its ability to negate such
conflict and replace it with mutual benefit. One way of achieving this is through
‘stakeholder accountability’, which formalises partnerships and places interaction
with a company’s constituencies at the heart of business sustainability, allowing
companies to measure and manage the quality of that interaction through a defined
process.66 In this way, the notions of standards, accountability, stakeholder and
partnership come to be seen as central to the orthodoxy of CSR rather than subjects
for critique.67

The portrayal of success as something non-conflictual is indicative of how CSR
views dissent as a perversion. Belief in the positive effects of consensus and shared
interest is not unique to CSR: on the contrary, it is fundamental to a variety of
theories of power and governance such as Nash’s game theory and Midgaard’s
bargaining theory,68 Giddens’ concept of the ‘third way’,69 and the populist theories
of participatory development70 and asset-based development.71 What unites each of
these is that: (i) they consider power and influence as something that can be
observed and addressed at the actor level; and (ii) they regard variations in the
situation of actors as factors of difference rather than anything structurally inter-
related and determined. Thus, for instance, poverty is seen as a matter of difference
rather than a function of wealth and its distribution,72 just as justice is seen as the
inevitable outcome of negotiation between stakeholders in contrast to the theories
of Hobbes and Plato where justice reflects the interests of the powerful.

CSR theorists acknowledge and celebrate the systems-level analysis character-
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istic of its approach to stakeholder theory.73 Yet in doing so they ignore the
possibility that ‘the most effective and insidious use of power is to prevent . . .
conflict from arising in the first place’.74 Rather, CSR treats conflict as something
that can be avoided through inclusive stakeholder partnerships. Like standards and
their related instruments, CSR assumes that the concepts of stakeholder and part-
nership are ideationally neutral, and therefore it does not examine the possibility
that the choice of these concepts over their alternatives has a determining effect on
the very definition or implementation of corporate responsibility. However,
reference to other disciplines alerts us to the need for caution about the denial of
conflict. In occidental ethical theory, questions of justice only arise where there is
a conflict of interest between different parties,75 and, for Lukes, conflict is not only
a feature of power but a defining characteristic.76 Thus, while different parties may
be able to reach an agreement about what is just, that agreement will itself reflect
relations of power.77

Insofar as exertions of power can be observed in the overt and covert actions of
the identifiable actors, they do not present an inherent problem for CSR’s functional
orientation because that level of conflict is recognised in other actor-based analyses
such as exchange theory which acknowledges that people often make decisions
they do not want to make.78 However, this is to overlook what Lukes calls the third
dimension of power where bias in favour of certain parties can be mobilised,
recreated and reinforced in ways that are neither consciously chosen nor the
intended result of particular choices.79 This in turn points us towards the need for
analyses that expose any permissive conditions affecting the possibilities of what
CSR is or can be. Elsewhere, I have argued that there is a strong neo-utilitarian basis
to standards.80 However, ethical theory by itself is not sufficient to reveal all of the
structural determinants of CSR. While not discounting the influence constant and
purposeful actions can have, we need to consider how history and society itself
influence any action,81 and what interests have been privileged in advance of any
debate or negotiation. We therefore need to be open to the possibility that either, (i)
following Gramsci, the partnerships and the groups defined as stakeholders are
simply some of the institutions through which a ruling class claims and maintains
its hegemony,82 or (ii) following Foucault’s disciplinary approach to power, that
standards, auditing and the concepts of stakeholder and partnership are amongst the
techniques of normalisation through which entities regulate their own behaviour,
and which structure thought and discourse into mutually exclusive categories such
as correct–incorrect or desirable–undesirable.83

A CSR response to this would be that the concepts of stakeholder and part-
nership provide a means for recognising diversity and encouraging business to
consider its relationship with other entities which in turn shape the discourse about
business’s responsibilities. However, this is to overlook the insights offered by
recent work on globalisation and the political economy of trade. First, by focusing
on systems and actors, CSR reduces any phenomenon to a matter of understanding
the behaviour of observable, separate entities each with their own goals and means
of achieving them. This same tendency has been observed in normative inter-
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national relations,84 but an explanation of change and current and future pos-
sibilities based solely on the actions of discrete agents is to ignore the context within
which they exist; in other words, it conflates the notion of agent (entities with
identifiable forms of organisation, goals and ideologies) with that of agency (the
conditions and structures that in part constitute and reproduce a particular
system).85

Second, and resulting from this conflation, CSR adopts a distorting model that
divides society into three sectors: the private, the public and the third sector
comprising non-governmental organisations, community-based organisations,
worker organisations, etc. Mirroring a strand of international relations enquiry into
social movements, the third sector is presented as radical and emancipatory,86 and
its engagement in partnerships is therefore considered proof of the fundamental
change that CSR represents.87 This is to ignore critics who argue that many NGOs
should be seen as a non-profit subset of the private sector,88 dependent more on
donors than active members,89 flourishing in the absence of mass movements and
participatory democracy,90 and susceptible to criticisms that they are being co-
opted through partnerships both as an element of business strategy91 or as an
alternative to membership organisations such as trade unions.92 However, even
without the danger of co-option, it would be erroneous to mistake the appearance
of diversity (as measured by the number and types of stakeholder) for a genuine
heterodoxy that fosters and permits the existence of radically opposing ideas and
practices, because diversity, like agency, can be an essential element in the
reproduction of inequality.93

The above portrayal of NGOs is not the only misrepresentation in the three-
sector model of society that dominates CSR. Within any one sector, the crudeness
of the model fails to recognise important distinctions: for example, it blurs the
distinction between the legislative and executive arms of government, and its
elected and unelected officials; and it causes business to be viewed as homogeneous
when in fact industries are arenas for conflict, cooperation, power and gover-
nance.94 Furthermore, the model fails to consider the validity or consequences of
economic and geographically determined relationships such as that between the
core and the periphery,95 or how the accelerating revolving door that links indi-
viduals from different sectors affects their interrelationship.96

However, it needs to be emphasised that the reason for exposing weaknesses in
the above tri-sector model is not to show where improvements can be made. As I
demonstrated earlier, in the context of standards and auditing, the challenge for an
analytical framework is not to calibrate particular instruments, but to reveal how
those instruments shape, police and otherwise help determine the possibilities of
what can be achieved. CSR’s approach to stakeholders and partnerships is further
proof that its functional-level analysis does not provide such a framework, and
without this the limitations and causal influences on both CSR and the role of the
private sector in global governance cannot be understood.
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A new analytical framework

It is possible to conclude that, given CSR’s weaknesses, it does not deserve to be
regarded as a discipline. Nonetheless, its subject of enquiry is the important issue
of the relationship between business and global society, and whatever criticisms
might be levelled against it, it is increasingly treated as a new discipline, and has
the potential to analyse its core concerns in fresh ways. However, it can only begin
to do this if it discards its current orthodoxy and adopts a new analytical framework.

Globalisation

In this article I have shown how theories such as agency and power can be used to
reveal the discourse fostered by contemporary CSR, and how this affects what are
held to be the parameters and possibilities of CSR. A new analytical framework
must exhibit the same explanatory power. Thus, for instance, it will need to go
beyond identifying what constitutes good auditing or stakeholder engagement;
rather, the means by which the concepts of auditing and stakeholder have come to
be privileged over others, the significance of this and what has been excluded as a
result must also be objects of enquiry. Similarly, it will be insufficient to regard
CSR as a response to globalisation without being explicit about what makes
globalisation a unique phenomenon. Current CSR theory does not do this, and as a
result leaves itself open to the criticism that it is a response to a particular
conceptualisation of globalisation that it is itself embedded within, and which is a
key determinant of the issues it gives credence to, how they are addressed, and what
are discounted as alternatives. To overcome this, one element of CSR’s new
analytical framework needs to be critical globalisation theory of the kind presented
by Germain,97 because without it globalisation will always be granted deterministic
powers, and will therefore be treated as something to be reacted to rather than
something that can be critiqued or even affected.

Political economy of trade

Separate from globalisation theory (although closely related to it), I propose
political economy of trade as another element of the new framework. This allows
CSR to draw on the insights into governance and markets offered by theories of the
value chain98 and new institutional economics,99 and to understand the social
dimensions to economics analysed by such different authors as Geertz, Polanyi or
Mauss.100 But, more significantly, it would provide CSR with the means of seeing
particular approaches to business and trade as variable rather than universal, and as
reflecting rather than separate from particular cultural, political and ethical values.

I emphasise trade here not because it encapsulates all that we need to understand
about business practice, but because it is one of the few aspects of business that has
been analysed from anything other than a commercial or economic perspective.
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This may change, and I would hope that as CSR itself grows, both as a discipline
and as a subject of enquiry, so other aspects of business will become better known.
As this remark makes clear, I do not regard the framework as static, but as some-
thing that can be added to by other disciplines that enable structural as well as
functional analysis. This demands not only clear conceptualisations of globalisation
and trade, but equally of ethics, power and agency.

Ethical theory

As mentioned earlier, CSR standards form part of a neo-utilitarian system of justice.
These standards, by virtue of being legitimised and disseminated through CSR, are
one means by which particular values are treated as universal and certain entities
are privileged over others. The consequences of this are potentially profound,
although they are not acknowledged by contemporary CSR which considers justice
to be primarily the content of international agreements or an outcome of stakeholder
debate. The hegemonic form of globalisation not only grants normative significance
to particular economic, knowledge and political systems (capitalism, rationalism
and democracy respectively), it does the same for systems of justice that share its
ideational heritage and the implementation of which complements its other ele-
ments. Neo-utilitarianism is not only related historically and culturally to liberal
schools of economics and political theory, its teleological focus lends itself to both
the regulatory and technological elements that sustain globalisation’s rationalist-
capitalist structure. 101 In other words, neo-utilitarianism is particularly suited to
being the moral code of the globalisation project.

Given this claim about neo-utilitarianism’s relationship to the hegemonic form
of globalisation, it might be argued that ethics should not be a distinct element of
the analytical framework but rather, like economics and knowledge, should be seen
as part of globalisation theory. In separating ethical theory, I am not pretending that
ethical pluralism is any more a possibility within globalisation than are competing
economic, political or other systems. However, while I believe that systems of
justice within globalisation are inherently neo-utilitarian, I accept that the case is far
from being fully made, and that alternative theories with similar occidental origins
deserve consideration. Furthermore, within CSR there is a belief that values as
defined in the responsibilities of business are still negotiable, whereas other
systems are not. Therefore, recognising ethics as a discrete element provides an
entry point for understanding the social, economic and environmental concerns of
CSR and how these are being addressed.

Power and agency

However, the means by which CSR defines business’s responsibility are not simply
the result of a particular ethical theory. While it is true that the ethic as reflected in
a particular standard provides explicit definitions of responsibility, and at the same
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time is part-determinant of what is granted or denied moral significance (e.g. by
preferencing ends over means or vice versa), a standard and its implementation also
reflect the outcome of power relationships. Similarly, other concepts given para-
mountcy within contemporary CSR, such as stakeholder and partnership, cannot be
understood as neutral devices but rather should be seen as means through which
power is exerted. Moreover, the ideational and cultural specificity of such concepts
also makes them the means through which power is acquired or denied. In the
discussion of consensus, partnership and power, I highlighted the importance of
going beyond overt and covert expressions of power attributable to discrete,
identifiable actors, something that CSR’s current functional analysis of a crude tri-
sector model of society does not allow. Without this, it is impossible to recognise
that power is not a finite quality that can be seized by a particular entity, but rather
something more abstract that adheres to, privileges and is legitimised by particular
institutions, instruments and constructions of knowledge.

Although we cannot know the full analytical ability of this new framework until
it has been used, its strengths in comparison with what has been used so far are con-
siderable. It will provide a more rigorous basis to understand and predict business’s
relationship with wider society, both for CSR as a discipline and for other disci-
plines concerned with the role of the private sector in global governance. It will
reveal the structural determinants of that relationship, the extent to which desired
outcomes can be achieved through reform within the capitalist-rationalist concep-
tualisation of globalisation, and where desired outcomes demand more fundamental
change. It will also allow individuals and organisations to better understand the
possibilities and limitations of their own actions. While I by no means believe that
CSR should continue to justify itself based on its ability to present ideas acceptable
to companies, the new framework is potentially of more value to business because
it will present a more accurate picture of what can be achieved through the use of
particular instruments and approaches. It will also provide others with a more
accurate picture of modern business including, for instance, the nature of influence
within particular industries. But above all, given how the practices and prerogatives
of business have become the yardstick against which feasibility is measured, the
new framework will help to identify, interpret and even shape what society itself
can mean.
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