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Abstract
This paper presents an account of the moral boundaries of organizations. We define an organization’s moral boundary to 
encompass all of the actions for which it could be held morally responsible. Our theory requires us to view organizations as 
subjects that act in the world, rather than as objects that are used as tools; that is, it requires us to focus on corporate moral 
agency. We present a process model for determining whether a given action lies within an organization’s moral boundary, 
and we discuss how an organization’s moral boundary can be created, destroyed, or modified as a result of deliberate choices 
by human and organizational actors. Our article contributes to the literature by conceptualizing the distinction between 
organizations as subjects and organizations as objects, and so clarifying the distinction between legal and moral boundaries; 
by recentering the discussion of boundaries on organizational actions rather than on contingent institutional features; and 
by adding nuance to the assignment of moral responsibility in complex organizational networks and in situations where one 
corporate moral agent depends upon another for its existence.
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Introduction

Blame for unethical behavior by a local subsidiary of a mul-
tinational enterprise is often ascribed to the parent firm. For 
example, Royal Dutch Shell (RDS) was blamed for human 
rights abuses and environmental damage perpetrated by its 
Nigerian subsidiary (see Reed, 2021). Situations like this 
raise difficult questions: from a legal point of view, Shell 
Petroleum Development Company (SPDC) of Nigeria is 
distinct from RDS so that, for example, creditors of SPDC 
have no claim upon RDS in the event of SPDC’s bankruptcy. 

And yet many people feel that it is natural to blame RDS 
for actions that are legally attributable to SPDC. This paper 
presents a framework within which it is possible to study 
the contours of corporate moral responsibility in cases like 
this one. That is, we present a specifically moral theory 
of organizational boundaries that allows us to identify the 
proper locus of moral responsibility in complex situations 
of this type.

Substantial literatures in economics, law, and manage-
ment study the place where the organization stops and 
the rest of the social world starts; while those literatures 
advance our understanding of the corporate form, none 
of them is intended to address explicitly moral questions. 
Rather, they define organizational boundaries in order 
to study instrumental goals relating to efficiency, policy, 
and control.1 The economic literature on organizational 
boundaries can be traced back to Coase’s (1937) semi-
nal analysis. Coase and the literature that develops his 
ideas are concerned with the relative merits of resource 
allocation by conscious control and decentralized prices, 
and claim that organizations stop at the point where 
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managerial direction is displaced by market clearing. The 
legal literature understands organizations in terms of the 
assets they own and the contracts they write; it identi-
fies several organizational boundaries, according to the 
functional use to which they will be put. For example, the 
regulation of going-concern companies and the winding 
up of failed enterprises each have a different goal and, 
hence, require a different understanding of organizational 
boundaries (Armour et al., 2017; Hansmann & Kraakman, 
2000; Hansmann et al., 2005). And, in order to understand 
the organization and sustainability of cooperative activ-
ity, management scholars conceptualize organizational 
boundaries in terms of the locus of power relationships, 
the loyalties of employees, and the ways in which com-
petition and cooperation occur (e.g., Araujo et al., 2003; 
Barney, 1991; Kast & Rosenzweig, 1972; Sabel, 1993; 
Womack et al., 2007).

The various literatures on organizational boundaries 
have generated important insights into the most efficient 
way to structure productive activity and its regulation, but 
they are not concerned with fundamental questions about 
the organization’s moral responsibilities. We therefore 
pose the following questions. First, how should organiza-
tions be conceived in order that their moral boundaries can 
be meaningfully conceptualized? Second, how does one 
decide whether a given action falls within an organiza-
tion’s moral boundary? Third, how can a given organiza-
tion change its moral boundary?

Our analysis yields the following conclusions. First, 
we argue that, in order to define an organization’s moral 
boundary, it is necessary that the organization be under-
stood as a subject that acts in the world, rather than as an 
object that is used to accomplish other subjects’ goals. 
That subject must be the sort of thing that can reasonably 
be held responsible for its actions: that is, it must be a 
moral agent. Only a moral agent can have a moral bound-
ary; we conceptualize that boundary as encompassing the 
actions that can be morally attributable to the agent. There 
is no a priori reason to believe that an organization’s moral 
boundary coincides with the Coasean efficiency-oriented 
boundary or with the legal boundary used when organiza-
tions are wound up or sued, because the unit of analysis 
is radically different. In order to address our second ques-
tion, we present a process model that explains how a given 
organizational action is attributed to one or more organiza-
tions, or to one or more human agents. Moral attribution 
to an organization is appropriate only if it possesses moral 
agency. If it does not, then we argue that moral responsi-
bility must be assigned either upwards, to a controlling 
organization, or downwards, to individuals. Third, an 
organization’s moral boundary can be created, destroyed, 
or modified. Creation and destruction are associated with 
acquisition and loss of moral agency; modification occurs 

when the organization changes the actions that it is capa-
ble of performing.

Our approach frees us from some of the tacit assumptions 
underpinning prior accounts of organizational boundaries: 
we can identify moral boundaries even for organizations that 
do not attempt to maximize efficiency, irrespective of the 
goals of bankruptcy policy, and without regard to the way 
that going-concerns are regulated. But we free ourselves 
from these assumptions at a cost: our account succeeds only 
to the extent that organizations are moral agents; in this arti-
cle, we assume that they can be.

The article proceeds as follows. The following section 
outlines the existing literatures on organizational boundaries 
and explains that, because those literatures view organiza-
tions as objects, they cannot answer questions about moral 
responsibility. We then discuss what it means to view an 
organization as a subject, and we survey different approaches 
to corporate moral agency. We then define the moral bound-
ary of an organization, and we present a process model for 
determining whether an action sits within that boundary. We 
discuss the ways in which an organization’s moral boundary 
could be created, destroyed, or modified, and we conclude 
by highlighting our contributions and identifying possible 
future research directions.

The Organization as an Object

This section outlines existing understandings of organiza-
tional boundaries. Every relevant account of where organi-
zations end and the rest of the social world begins views 
the organization as an object in the world and explains its 
boundary in terms of the uses to which people want to put it. 
We review the dominant strands of literature, and we argue 
that boundaries drawn from an object-based perspective 
are a poor foundation for arguments about corporate moral 
responsibility.

The most influential accounts of organizational bounda-
ries start from the position that organizations are devices 
for allocating resources efficiently and make the positiv-
istic claim that their boundaries are drawn in a way that 
maximizes economic efficiency. The seminal work in this 
literature is due to Coase (1937), who sees organizations 
as objects that people use to reduce the costs of economic 
cooperation. According to Coase, organizational boundaries 
separate resources that are consciously allocated by man-
agers from those that are allocated in impersonal arm’s-
length markets; he famously invokes Robertson’s (1923) 
description of organizations as “islands of conscious power 
in this ocean of unconscious cooperation like lumps of but-
ter coagulating in a pail of buttermilk.” Coase argues that 
market forces determine organizational boundaries in a way 
that minimizes transactions costs. This analysis informs 
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a swathe of theoretical and empirical work. For example, 
Williamson (1975, 1985) characterizes the relative costs of 
transactions within and without markets and claims that they 
can be used to explain the choice between organizational 
structures, the scope of the organization, and the institu-
tions that support market activity; and Grossman and Hart 
(1986) and Hart and Moore (1990) argue that the topology 
of organizational boundaries minimizes the deadweight 
costs of opportunistic hold-up behavior when incomplete 
contracts are renegotiated.

Some important normative contributions to the manage-
ment literature are inspired by Coasean positivistic analysis. 
For example, the Resource-Based View of the Firm concep-
tualizes the organization as a collection of assets and asks 
how its boundaries should be drawn in order to achieve sus-
tained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Barney et al., 
2001; Mahoney & Rajendran Pandian, 1992; Wernerfelt, 
1984). Relatedly, the literature on lean production asks how 
organizational boundaries ought to be positioned in pursuit 
of efficient supply chain management (e.g., Womack et al., 
2007).

Legal scholars use Coasean transaction costs analysis in 
order to identify the most cost-effective way to pursue policy 
objectives. When the organization is a going concern (that is, 
when it will continue to operate for the foreseeable future), 
it is treated as a device for allocating resources, and the law 
is designed to reduce the contracting costs relating to infor-
mation asymmetries and moral hazard. In this case, in line 
with Coase, the organization’s boundary is assumed to lie 
where managerial and investor control give way to market 
forces (see, e.g., Armour et al., 2017). In contrast, a bankrupt 
corporation in winding-up procedures is no longer operating 
and its boundary therefore does not reflect control rights 
that are exercised for the long term; instead, the boundaries 
are drawn in order that property rights over its assets can be 
enforced as efficiently as possible in light of the principles of 
fairness embodied in the associated legal regime (Hansmann 
& Kraakman, 2000; Hansmann et al., 2005).

The literature that we have surveyed views organizations 
as objects that are used in pursuit of a particular goal, and 
evaluates an organization and its boundary according to 
the contribution that they make to that goal. This type of 
evaluation is analogous to judgments of a hammer in terms 
of its efficacy as a device for driving nails into wood. For 
example, Special Purpose Entities (SPEs) are created by 
drawing a legal boundary around a collection of assets that 
is controlled by another legal entity. The original goal of 
legally separating the assets held by an SPE from its par-
ent was to increase the efficiency of property rights allo-
cation by preventing the parent’s creditors from accessing 
the SPE’s assets in case of bankruptcy. In practice, SPEs 
were used by banks as a device for circumventing capital 
adequacy regulations and so reducing the banks’ tax bills; 

as demonstrated by the Financial Crisis of 2008–2009, the 
resultant allocation of property rights was not efficient. SPEs 
and the boundaries that enclose them therefore receive a fail-
ing grade when evaluated from an object-based perspective.

Object-based approaches can be understood in moral 
terms, but they do not lend themselves to a moral analysis 
of organizational behavior. Because object-based approaches 
are typically underpinned by efficiency-oriented maxims, 
they at least implicitly endorse utilitarian views of organiza-
tions and of the goals they should pursue; such reductionist 
approaches can shed light on important questions, but they 
tell only part of the story. Our motivating example of public 
attitudes towards Royal Dutch Shell was selected because it 
clearly demonstrates that, for many people, it feels natural to 
evaluate an organization as a subject in itself, quite indepen-
dently of its legal boundary, and not as an object defined by 
that boundary and used as a tool by human actors. In order to 
evaluate an organization as a subject, it is necessary to adopt 
a particular conception of the organization as an entity that 
can be held morally responsible for its actions. From this 
perspective, the organization’s boundaries separate actions 
for which it can be held morally responsible from those for 
which it cannot.

The Organization as a Subject

We have shown how the existing literature on organizational 
boundaries starts from an understanding of the organization 
as an object that people use as a tool to achieve a particular 
goal, decides where the organization stops and the rest of 
the social world starts in light of that goal, and then uses 
the resulting insights either to explain observed facts about 
organizational boundaries, or to suggest ways in which they 
might usefully be redrawn. We have argued that moral judg-
ments of organizational behavior require a different concep-
tion of the organization as a subject; in turn, this requires us 
to accept that organizations can possess moral agency. In this 
section, we ask what it means for organizations to be moral 
agents, and we outline the characterization of moral agency 
with which we will work.

An organization is a moral agent if it is morally respon-
sible for its actions. Whether or not it is reasonable to view 
organizational actors as moral agents is contentious. It is 
clear that an organization cannot possess all of the fea-
tures of a fully fledged human moral agent; arguments that 
organizational actors can be morally responsible therefore 
rest upon the claim that organizations have some impor-
tant characteristics that are sufficient for an attribution of 
moral agency. Broadly speaking, analyses of corporate moral 
agency (i.e., group moral agency) have one of two points 
of departure. The individualistic approach starts by asking 
what internal characteristics an organization must possess in 
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order to exhibit metaphysical freedom; if the relevant char-
acteristics are present, then an organization that combines 
them can justifiably be held morally responsible by external 
agents. The relational approach starts from the observation 
that people experience emotional responses to corporate 
actions and then asks if those emotional responses persist 
when they are scrutinized in light of the organization’s inter-
nal characteristics.

Individualistic Accounts of Corporate Moral Agency

The individualistic case for moral agency is presented in a 
broad literature. Contributions to that literature generally 
identify a moral agent as possessing three characteristics: 
the capacity to intend states of the world, the ability to 
act, and autonomy. The first is critical: an agent cannot be 
held responsible for its actions if it is incapable of forming 
intentions and, hence, organizations can be corporate moral 
agents only if they can form intentions that are distinct from 
their members. A highly influential discussion of this point 
is due to French (1979), who bases his argument on the Cor-
porate Internal Decision (CID) Structure that organizations 
use to aggregate information and to arrive at collective deci-
sions. By French’s account, a CID structure creates corpo-
rate intentions when it synthesizes individual intentions into 
explicitly organizational goals.

The argument that organizations can form intentions rests 
upon the formal attribution of intentions that emerge from a 
CID Structure to the organization within which it sits. This 
position is sometimes countered by the axiomatic claim 
that intent has to be the product of independent reasoning. 
Then, because organizational procedures “cannot create 
group mental states nor group minds in any literal sense” 
(Velasquez, 2003, p. 546), and, because intent is claimed to 
be the product of a single mind, the CID Structure cannot 
create corporate intentionality. An alternative counterargu-
ment focuses on the CID Structure’s existence as a system 
of rules, which cannot have intentions: chess has rules, for 
example, but only its players have intentions (Keeley, 1981).

The capacity to act is also necessary for an individualistic 
account of corporate moral agency for, if the organization 
cannot act, then there is nothing for which to hold it respon-
sible. Of course, all actions in organizational settings are 
ultimately taken by human actors; individualistic accounts 
must therefore explain why some actions can nevertheless be 
attributed to the organization. One such explanation argues 
that, if an organization creates social conditions that render 
an action natural and apparently desirable within the organi-
zational context then, because those conditions were created, 
someone will act: the organization thereby causes the action. 
One achieves an analog in the natural world by bringing a 
liquid to boiling temperature, at which point it is inevitable 
that some molecule will have the position and momentum 

necessary to crack the surface of the flask that contains the 
liquid (Pettit, 2007, p. 192). An alternative approach holds 
that organizations affect the interests and desires of their 
members; this could happen because of cultural effects 
(Goodpaster, 1983; Goodpaster & Matthews Jr., 1982), 
because the shared life experience of members leads them 
to adopt similar standpoints (Painter-Morland, 2007), or 
because the employer exerts “affine agency” upon employ-
ees who come to view its goals as their own (French, 1994). 
This type of influence need not bottom out in fully fledged 
corporate moral agency (Gibson, 2011), but it does provide 
another reason to believe that organizations can meaning-
fully be said to exercise agency; some scholars hold that, by 
virtue of their greater power and resources, corporate agents 
could even be held to a higher standard than natural persons 
(Soares, 2003).

Authors who dispute the claim that organizations have 
the ability to act advance two related arguments. The first 
maintains that, as legal fictions with no bodily existence, 
corporations cannot act (Velasquez, 1983). The second holds 
that individuals are sufficiently autonomous to be unaffected 
in their deliberations by their immediate social environment: 
that is, it claims that the (Kantian) freedom of organizational 
members renders them always entirely responsible for their 
own actions and, hence, that corporate action is impossible 
(Kerlin, 1997; Rönnegard, 2015, pp. 40–41).

The final claim of individualistic accounts of corporate 
moral agency is that, for an organization to be responsible 
for its actions, it must have chosen the action autonomously. 
In this context, an agent’s action is autonomous if it is justi-
fied by beliefs and desires that can be meaningfully attrib-
uted to the agent. Following Dennett’s (1971) account of 
intentional systems, it is possible to argue that, for practical 
purposes, it is sufficient that an attribution of beliefs and 
desires successfully explains and predicts organizational 
behavior, regardless of whether those beliefs and desires 
have a phenomenal reality (Weaver, 1998). However, while 
some authors claim that organizations cannot have beliefs 
and desires (Rönnegard & Velasquez, 2017), it is possible to 
make sense of this type of mental state in an organizational 
context (Morrison & Mota, 2023). Whether or not they have 
a phenomenal existence, the beliefs and desires attributed to 
an organization must be independent of its members if it is 
to be autonomous. A prominent argument for the possibility 
of independent organizational beliefs and desires rests on the 
discursive dilemma, which is a mathematical result that con-
siders the aggregation of the beliefs of group members into a 
logically consistent set of group beliefs (List & Pettit, 2011; 
Pettit, 2007). Under certain reasonable conditions, every 
member of the group will disagree with at least some of a 
logically consistent set of group beliefs: it is in this sense 
that the group’s beliefs and, hence, the resultant actions 
are autonomous. The organization’s formal procedures for 
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combining individual choices therefore generate autono-
mous decisions (Pettit, 2007, pp. 180–184).

The discursive dilemma is a mathematical fact and so 
cannot be contested. But critics of its use have argued that it 
supports only a very shallow notion of autonomy. Autono-
mous agents choose their own goals. If they are truly autono-
mous, then they should be able to understand why they have 
chosen a goal, and to form higher-order desires about their 
goals (Frankfurt, 1971). For example, a person who retains 
racist friendship preferences from childhood should, as a 
condition of his or her autonomy, be able to desire that he 
or she shake off those preferences. In contrast, a dog that 
wants to eat chocolate will never, even after experiencing 
the adverse effects of eating chocolate, form the higher-order 
desire that it cease to want to eat chocolate; hence, by this 
account, a dog is not autonomous.2 If we accept this under-
standing of autonomy, then the discursive dilemma is insuf-
ficient to establish organizational autonomy, because the 
dilemma concerns the aggregation of first-order preferences 
only. Of course, one could argue that the organization’s for-
mal deliberation fora allow it to form higher-order desires, 
but some corporate moral agency skeptics claim that, in fact, 
this is impossible and, hence, that organizations cannot be 
autonomous (Rönnegard, 2013; Rönnegard & Velasquez, 
2017). A strong statement of this type of position is associ-
ated with the perspective that Donaldson (1980) refers to 
as the “structural restraint view.” On this view, the actions 
of organizations are entirely determined by their structures; 
this rules out autonomy and, with it, corporate moral agency 
(Ladd, 1970; Werhane, 1980).

Individualistic accounts of corporate moral agency 
deploy a procedural understanding of organizations that does 
not account for important aspects of the way that they are 
experienced in social interactions. Individualistic accounts 
start by identifying features of an organization that justify 
the attribution of moral agency and, on the basis of those 
features, conclude that it is appropriate to assign blame or 
praise. But, as a practical matter, this is not how the social 
processes that underpin the assignment of moral responsi-
bility to organizations work. In practice, when they witness 
organizational actions, people first experience affective 
responses such as praise, blame, and outrage, and, as a result 
of those responses, they then assign moral responsibility 

to the relevant organization. Of course, a person’s affective 
response may be mistaken, but that sort of mistake is solved 
through appropriate reflection. In order to understand these 
phenomena, we turn in the next section to an alternative 
approach to moral agency that relies upon the relational 
experience that actors have of organizations.

Relational Accounts of Corporate Moral Agency

Relational accounts of corporate moral agency start from the 
practice of holding responsible and ask whether this prac-
tice makes sense (e.g., Björnsson & Hess, 2017; Morrison 
et al., 2022; Shoemaker, 2019; Silver, 2005; Tollefsen, 2003, 
2015); this work typically builds upon Strawson’s ([1962] 
1974) influential account of reactive attitudes. Strawson 
([1962] 1974, p. 5) characterizes reactive attitudes as the 
“non-detached attitudes and reactions of people directly 
involved in transactions with each other”; those responses 
are naturally experienced in response to others’ goodwill 
or lack of it: love, anger, indignation, and thankfulness are 
all reactive attitudes (Strawson [1962] 1974, pp. 6–7). By 
his own account, Strawson’s language is “quite unscientific 
and imprecise” ([1962] 1974, p. 5). Later work builds on 
Strawson’s insights and attempts to be more precise about 
the definition of a reactive attitude in order to identify a 
unifying thread that connects the wide range of emotional 
responses associated with the concept. Mason (2017, p. 155) 
distinguishes between an “aretaic, appellative” and a “deon-
tic, imperative view of the reactive moral sentiments.” A 
deontic reactive attitude is formed in response to the compli-
ance or violation of normative expectations that correspond 
to interpersonal moral obligations; it is imperative because 
the underlying expectations are “addressed as commands 
to or demands of their targets” (2017, p. 155). In contrast, 
the expectations that underpin an aretaic reactive attitude 
are concerned with character ideals but need not concern 
interpersonal obligations; they are appellative because they 
express “appeals to comport oneself in the manner befitting 
the ideals at issue” (2017, p. 156). In this article, we are 
mostly concerned with deontic, imperative reactive attitudes 
because they are most closely associated with the practice of 
holding responsible (see also Darwall, 2006; Wallace, 1994) 
that grounds the approach to corporate moral agency that we 
deploy in our analysis.

Strawson’s account of reactive attitudes is central to his 
attempt to reconcile moral responsibility with the truth or 
falsity of the theory of determinism. According to Straw-
son, the practice of holding responsible makes sense as a 
response to goodwill or its absence, regardless of whether or 
not humans possess the sort of metaphysical freedom denied 
by determinists. By his account, the reactive attitudes are so 
natural that it is impossible to imagine social life without 
them: while it is possible to repress the reactive attitudes, it 

2  Of course, one can condition a dog not to eat chocolate, or a child 
not to hit its friends. But the conditioned agent changes its intent in 
response to physical stimulus (the dog dislikes being sick; the child 
does not want to be sent to its room). It does not form a reasoned 
wish that it should adopt a different goal, and then work to achieve 
that wish; its actions are therefore altered without reference to its will. 
Pettit (2017, p. 27) characterizes this type of influence as treating the 
dog or the child “not as a person in the functional sense of the term, 
but rather as a slave of stimulus and effect.”
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is unnatural to do so, because it involves treating people as 
objects, rather than as social interlocutors. Strawson argues 
that it is precisely because the reactive attitudes are partly 
constitutive of human nature that it is appropriate to hold 
other people responsible for their actions. He claims that any 
attempt to understand the deeper metaphysical reason that 
we experience a reactive attitude is to “over-intellectualize 
the facts,” which, by Strawson’s account, are not subject to 
external rational justification; instead, “questions of justi-
fication are internal to the structure” of reactive attitudes 
(Strawson [1962] 1974, p. 25).

Although negative reactive attitudes like resentment are 
a natural human response to the absence of goodwill, there 
are certain circumstances that can modify or inhibit those 
attitudes (Strawson, [1962] 1974, pp. 7–10; Wallace, 1994, 
pp. 118–127; Watson, 1987, pp. 259–261). Strawson divides 
these circumstances in two groups. The first group com-
prises situations in which the target of the reactive attitude 
is fully capable of being held responsible but can appeal to 
an excuse or a justification of his or her conduct. Excuses 
include ignorance, accidents, or the interference of external 
forces like coercion; justifications correspond to reasons why 
the agent’s conduct might be morally permissible or obliga-
tory. The second group of considerations that can modify or 
inhibit reactive attitudes concerns an agent’s temporary or 
permanent lack of capacity for moral responsibility, as is the 
case, for example, with severe cognitive impairment. Such 
a lack of capacity constitutes an exemption; if that exemp-
tion is permanent, then the agent cannot take part in moral 
relationships. Excuses, justifications, and exemptions are 
evidence that a reactive attitude’s internal criteria are not sat-
isfied and, hence, such attitude does not withstand scrutiny.

Relational accounts of corporate moral agency start from 
the claim that organizations are the sorts of things towards 
which people form reactive attitudes, and then ask whether 
those attitudes can survive scrutiny; more specifically, these 
accounts ask whether there are exempting conditions that 
would exclude organizations from moral relationships.3 
Hence, relational accounts of corporate moral agency argue 
that organizations possess the type of normative compe-
tence that allows them to be the target of a sustained reac-
tive attitude.

We have now discussed individualistic and relational 
accounts of corporate moral agency. Both accounts are con-
sistent with the process model that we present in the next 
section; however, the choice of which account to deploy 

matters, because one account may lead to the conclusion 
that an action sits within an organization’s boundary, while 
the other may lead to the opposite conclusion. In the next 
subsection, we present the relational account that we use 
to analyze examples in this article, and we explain why we 
believe that it may be the more useful approach for the analy-
sis of organizational boundaries.

The Corporate Second‑Personal Account 
of Corporate Moral Agency

When we need to choose an account of corporate moral 
agency in this article, we use a specific relational account: 
the corporate second-personal, or CSP, account presented 
by Morrison, Mota, and Wilhelm Jr (2022). In this sub-
section, we briefly present the CSP account, and we then 
explain why we believe that it is better suited to practical 
applications of our theory.

The CSP account builds on Stephen Darwall’s (2006) 
work on the second-person standpoint to conceptualize the 
competence that a corporate moral agent must exhibit. Dar-
wall (2006) studies the way that agents hold one another to 
account, and the moral authority that entitles them to do 
so. He argues that a person who experiences a reactive atti-
tude is entitled to demand a moral account-giving from the 
responsible actor (see also Wallace, 1994, p. 6). Darwall 
argues that this type of account-giving appropriately occurs 
in a dialogue between two people, each of whom recog-
nizes both that the other has moral authority and also that 
this authority generates reasons to act. When people recog-
nize these facts, they adopt the second-person standpoint. 
Hence, Darwall argues that the right way to demand a moral 
account is to address one’s interlocutor second personally. 
A moral agent is an agent that is second-person competent: 
that is, one that is capable of receiving, deliberating over, 
and responding appropriately to second-personal addresses. 
A moral agent must therefore be capable of treating an 
interlocutor as entitled to respect. In other words, a moral 
agent must be capable of being motivated by respect in its 
response to a second-personal address, rather than by some 
other, possibly instrumental, expedient.

In the relational tradition, the CSP account holds that, for 
an organization to be a moral agent, it must be possible for 
people to form reactive attitudes towards the organization. 
In addition, the CSP account requires those reactive attitudes 
to survive logical scrutiny so that the organization is not 
deemed exempted from moral responsibility. That type of 
exemption occurs when the target of a reactive attitude lacks 
the “normative competence” to engage in a moral dialogue 
(Doris, 2002, p. 136; Shoemaker, 2007; Stern, 1974, pp. 
77–79; Watson, 1987, pp. 267–268). According to the CSP 
account, an organization’s normative competence derives 
from the organizational equivalent of the second-personal 

3  In this paper, we restrict our analysis of relational accounts of cor-
porate moral agency to the Strawsonian tradition. Other authors have 
proposed relational approaches to moral responsibility in organiza-
tions that build upon different philosophical foundations. For exam-
ple, Faldetta (2018) discusses theories of responsibility that are 
grounded on Levinasian ethics.
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competence studied by Darwall. That equivalence requires 
that it be possible to address the organization, and also that 
it be capable of responding in a way that acknowledges and 
respects its interlocutor’s moral authority. These require-
ments are captured in three formal corporate second-per-
sonal conditions (CSP conditions) that an organization must 
satisfy in order to be a moral agent:

C-1.	 Attitude Condition: If an organization can be held 
morally responsible, then it must be possible for other 
agents to form reactive attitudes toward it.

C-2.	 Address Condition: If an organization can be held 
morally responsible, then it must be possible to trigger 
a dialogue by addressing reactive attitudes to it.

C-3.	 Authority Condition: If an organization can be held 
morally responsible, then it must be able to acknowledge 
the moral authority of other agents. That is,

(1)	 it must be able to recognize others as valid sources of 
moral reasons;

(2)	 it must be able to perform second-personal deliberation;
(3)	 it must be able to respond appropriately to second-

personal addresses.

The CSP account is meta-ethical: it holds that the CSP 
conditions are necessary and sufficient for corporate moral 
agency, but it does not claim that any organization actually 
satisfies them. Some authors argue that at least the Attitude 
Condition cannot be satisfied, because, by their account, it 
is impossible to sustain a reactive attitude towards an entity 
that is incapable of experiencing affect (Sepinwall, 2017; 
Shoemaker, 2019). In response, the CSP account holds that 
it is at least possible that an organization could respond 
adequately to a reactive attitude without experiencing affect 
(Morrison et al., 2022, pp. 12–14). In contrast to the origi-
nal statement of the CSP account, which remains agnostic 
as to the possibility of corporate moral agency in practice 
(Morrison et al., 2022, p. 323), we assume henceforth that 
organizations can satisfy the CSP conditions.

For three reasons, we claim that the CSP account is bet-
ter suited to an analysis of organizational moral boundaries 
than other accounts of corporate moral agency. First, the 
CSP account is relational and, as we note above, relational 
accounts are more naturally aligned with the social pro-
cesses by which moral agents are held responsible. Second, 
the CSP account yields a straightforward list of criteria for 
establishing whether or not an organization is a moral agent 
and therefore renders the process easier to apply.

The third reason is that, if moral responsibility is assigned 
under the CSP account, then it is always possible to engage 
in moral dialogue with the responsible organization. That 
sort of dialogue is important because it allows for the giv-
ing and receiving of reasons that underpins moral learning. 
Under the CSP account, then, organizations can learn from 

their moral errors; we view this as an important criterion 
for membership of the moral community. The CSP account 
is more demanding than individualistic accounts (Morrison 
et al., 2022, pp. 341–342): in contrast to this account, an 
organization that is incapable of moral dialogue could be 
deemed a moral agent, and so be considered an appropri-
ate target for moral blame, under an individualistic account. 
The only response to moral blame if the organization can-
not engage in moral dialogue is to treat it as an object and 
to manipulate it accordingly. We view this conclusion as 
being more aligned with the assignment of legal responsibil-
ity, which is concerned with punishment and compensation 
rather than with the maintenance of appropriate relationships 
between members of the moral community.

In this section, we have reviewed the literature that stud-
ies the organization as a subject and, hence, as a potential 
moral agent. Broadly speaking, that literature deploys two 
modes of analysis: an individualistic approach that explains 
moral agency in terms of the organization’s internal charac-
teristics; and a relational approach that focuses on the way 
that people experience the organization as a social actor. In 
this article, we adopt the CSP account of corporate moral 
agency (Morrison et al., 2022), which argues that three cor-
porate second-personal conditions are necessary and suffi-
cient for an organization to possess moral agency. The next 
section defines the moral boundary of the organization, pre-
sents a process for assigning moral responsibility, and uses 
the CSP account to illustrate that process.

The Moral Boundaries of Organizations

Our analysis of the moral boundaries of organizations asks, 
first, what sorts of entities have a moral boundary and, 
second, precisely what that boundary delineates. We have 
already addressed the first question: an organization can be 
said to have a moral boundary only if it is a moral agent. The 
organization could be a legal corporation, a partnership, a 
community group, or any other type of organized collective. 
Because we are deliberately agnostic about the structure of 
the organization, we cannot define its moral boundary in 
terms of contingent features like its assets or the ways in 
which its members are organized. What every moral agent 
has in common is that one can meaningfully hold it morally 
responsible for its actions, and actions are therefore the rel-
evant unit of analysis in this context.

We answer the second of our questions by defining the 
moral boundary of a corporate moral agent to encompass 
the actions that can meaningfully be attributed to that agent. 
In order to operationalize this definition, we distinguish 
between performed and performable actions. Performed 
actions are easy to identify because they actually happen 
and, hence, can be observed: for example, an organizational 
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decision to hire someone is documented and promulgated to 
relevant parties and so can be directly perceived. A perform-
able action is one that could in principle be performed. In 
order to identify a potential action as performable, one has 
to know that the organization is capable of performing it. In 
turn, that requires one to understand what states of affairs the 
organization might face in the future, the configurations of 
assets and personnel that would be feasible for the organiza-
tion in each state of affairs, and what actions the organiza-
tion could perform with each of those configurations. The 
imaginative work required to adumbrate every performable 
action is impossibly high and the moral boundary of the 
organization therefore cannot be perceived in its entirety; 
we can only observe the parts of that boundary that emerge 
when we analyze specific organizational actions, whether 
performed or performable.

The remainder of this section is organized as follows. 
We first present a process model for determining whether or 
not a given organizational action (OA), either performed or 
performable, lies within an organization’s moral boundary. 
This determination is the first step in the assignment of cor-
porate moral responsibility: performed actions that lie within 
the moral boundary are actions for which the organization 
is morally responsible, and moral responsibility is only pos-
sible with regard to such actions. In case the organization is 
not a moral agent, moral responsibility for OA must either be 
assigned upwards to a controlling corporate moral agent, if 
it exists, or downwards to specific natural persons. We close 
the section with a brief discussion of situations in which 
several corporate moral agents are jointly responsible; those 

situations include cases in which one corporate moral agent 
is dependent for its existence upon another.

Unveiling the Moral Boundaries of Organizations

In order to develop our conceptualization of the moral 
boundaries of organizations, we now present a process 
model.4 The model allows us to unveil the moral boundary 
of an organization by explaining the steps required for the 
moral attribution of a performed or performable organiza-
tional action, OA, to the appropriate agent. The process is 
illustrated in Fig. 1. We discuss each of the steps in turn.

1. Enactors. The first step in the process is to ask who 
performed the action; that is, who the enactors are. This 
requires the identification of a Candidate Organization (CO) 
and, possibly, of one or more natural persons who are its 
members. The CO can be identified according to formal or 
informal criteria: for example, through legal attribution of 
OA to the group or through social recognition of OA as 
attributable to an organization with no legal incorporation. 
It is possible that more than one CO is identified: one could 
be the result of legal attribution, and another could be the 
group agent that is the target of outsiders’ reactive attitudes 
triggered by OA. The identification of more than one CO 
is unproblematic: first, as will become apparent in the next 

Fig. 1   Process for the moral 
attribution of a performed or 
performable organizational 
action, OA

4  Our process model is therefore intended to be a part of our theoriz-
ing, and not simply to summarize our prior reasoning or the literature 
that precedes this work.



531Mapping the Contours of Blame: An Account of the Moral Boundaries of Organizations﻿	

steps, starting the process with a focal CO does not exclude 
the consideration of another in later steps; and second, as in 
the cases of joint corporate moral responsibility discussed 
below, it may prove necessary to go through the process 
separately for multiple organizations.

The human enactors may be identified in abstract or spe-
cific terms: for example, they can be identified only by role 
as (say) a company accountant, an HR director, a work team 
on the factory floor, or a sales department; or they can be 
identified by name as specific individuals.

2. Characterize OA. Step 2 in the process characterizes 
OA either as being meaningfully organizational, or not. In 
general, OA is organizational if its human enactors were 
authorized, instructed, or expected to take OA on behalf of 
the organization as a result of formal or informal governance 
mechanisms (Heath & Norman, 2004; Lawson, 2015; Mar-
tins, 2018; Morck, 2008; Morrison & Mota, 2023; Westphal 
& Zajac, 2013). The characterization of OA as organiza-
tional, like the assessment of moral agency in step 3, may 
require specific empirical investigation. If OA can plausibly 
be characterized as organizational, then the process moves 
to step 3. If it cannot (for example, because it is clear that 
organizational members acted against the CO’s norms and 
culture), then moral responsibility for OA is assigned down-
wards to the individual level, as discussed in step 6 below.

3. Moral Agency. In order that the CO can have moral 
boundaries to encompass OA, CO must be a moral agent. 
Step 3 checks whether this is the case. As discussed in the 
previous section, our analysis will rely upon a relational 
theory of corporate moral agency, but the process model 
could accommodate any perspective. If the CO is a moral 
agent, then the process concludes at stage 4. If it is not, then 
the CO has no moral boundaries; in this case, the process 
moves to step 5.

4. OA Attributable to CO. If the CO is a moral agent, then 
OA lies within its moral boundary.

5. Controlling Organization. If CO is not a moral agent, 
then it is possible that OA lies within the moral boundary 
of another organization with a particular relationship to the 
CO: that is, the moral boundary of a controlling organization 
may enclose the actions performed by the members of the 
CO. Controlling organizations stand in legal or de facto rela-
tionships of ownership and control to the CO. If a control-
ling organization exists, then it becomes the new CO and the 
process returns to step 3. In case the controlling organization 
is a moral agent, OA lies within its moral boundary, and we 
say moral responsibility for OA is assigned upwards; we 
present an example below. If there is no controlling organi-
zation, then the locus of moral responsibility for OA resides 
at the individual level, as discussed in the next step.

6. OA Attributable to Human Enactors. If no organization 
can be held morally responsible for OA, then OA’s human 
enactors are individually or jointly responsible; as in step 2, 

we say that moral responsibility for OA is assigned down-
wards. This step requires the human enactors to be charac-
terized in specific terms; if that type of characterization did 
not occur in step 1, then additional work is required in this 
step. Precisely how individual responsibility is apportioned 
when there is more than one enactor is outside the scope of 
this article.

To illustrate how this process could be applied in prac-
tice, we consider a financial services firm, “Iron Bank,” that 
wishes to offer complex long-maturity currency derivative 
trades to institutional investors.5 Iron Bank’s clients will 
refuse to deal derivative contracts with any firm that has a 
very high level of debt. Iron Bank could reduce its indebted-
ness, but doing so would have very costly tax implications. 
So, instead, Iron Bank sets up Syrio Forex, a separately capi-
talized company, to deal with its institutional clients. Syrio is 
a Special Purpose Entity, or SPE: legally, it is distinct from 
Iron Bank and, hence, is not dragged down in the event of 
Iron Bank’s bankruptcy. Syrio is nevertheless entirely owned 
by Iron Bank, which staffs it, sets its strategy, and controls 
its operations.

Consider a derivatives transaction T that is formalized in 
a legal agreement between Syrio and an institutional inves-
tor. T is a performed organizational action and, hence, the 
process of Fig. 1 can be used to establish to which agent T 
should be morally attributed. Syrio is a Candidate Organi-
zation (CO), and the human enactors, characterized in 
abstract terms, are Syrio’s authorized signing officers (step 
1). Because the signing officers are authorized to perform 
T on behalf of Syrio and T is covered by an earlier master 
agreement between Syrio and the institutional investor, T 
can meaningfully be understood as organizational (step 2).

T is legally attributable to Syrio, but moral attribution 
is not possible because Syrio is not a moral agent (step 3). 
In order to demonstrate this, we rely upon the CSP account 
of corporate moral agency and check whether Syrio satis-
fies the CSP conditions. The Attitude Condition is violated 
because Syrio’s clients view themselves as dealing with Iron 
Bank, even though Iron Bank is not a formal party to the 
transaction; in fact, Syrio is virtually invisible and, hence, 
is not the target of reactive attitudes. Syrio cannot satisfy the 
Address Condition because any messages addressed to Syrio 
are considered, and responded to, by Iron Bank, so that it is 
impossible to trigger a dialogue with Syrio. Finally, Syrio 
is incapable of recognizing the moral authority of other 

5  Here, and elsewhere in the article, we follow the philosophical 
tradition of motivating formal arguments with fictional vignettes, or 
“thought experiments” (see, e.g., Ichikawa and Jarvis 2009; William-
son 2005). This approach allows us to isolate the key features that 
generate moral intuitions in a given situation while avoiding the con-
flating effects and cultural baggage associated with real-world exam-
ples with which readers may be familiar.
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agents because it does not have standalone governance sys-
tems and so is incapable of second-personal deliberation; 
consequently, Syrio cannot satisfy the three requirements 
of the Authority Condition. Although Syrio is not a moral 
agent, Iron Bank, which owns and controls it, could be; Iron 
Bank therefore becomes the new CO (step 5). If Iron Bank 
satisfies the CSP Conditions and therefore is a moral agent 
(step 3), then its moral boundary encompasses the actions 
that are legally attributable to Syrio. In this case, moral 
responsibility is assigned upwards to Iron Bank (step 4). 
This is because, first, any reactive attitudes that are triggered 
by actions that are legally attributed to Syrio are directed 
towards Iron Bank; and, second, Iron Bank is the entity 
that receives, processes, and responds to second-personal 
addresses of those reactive attitudes. This example makes 
it clear that a firm’s moral boundary need not coincide with 
its legal boundary.6

If Iron Bank does not satisfy the CSP Conditions (step 3), 
and is not controlled by any other group agent (step 5), then 
responsibility must be assigned downwards to individual 
enactors (step 6). Moral responsibility for T may not be 
restricted to the authorized signing officers; other members 
of both Syrio and Iron Bank may be jointly morally respon-
sible for the transaction.

To illustrate an alternative path through the process, con-
sider a situation in which Thyco, a derivatives trader working 
for Syrio (step 1), punches a trader from Braavobank (Iron 
Bank’s biggest competitor) during an industry drinks event. 
Thyco is formally employed by Syrio, which authorized his 
presence at the industry event; however, it is very unlikely 
that such authorization extended to physical aggression. It 
follows that the punch cannot be characterized as organiza-
tional (step 2), and moral responsibility for the aggression 
must therefore be assigned downwards to Tycho (step 6). 
Note that downwards assignment does not exclude the pos-
sibility that Syrio or Iron Bank bears moral responsibility for 
authorizing Tycho to attend the event if the aggression was 
foreseeable: although it is related, the authorization itself is 
a separate action that requires separate assessment.

Joint Responsibility and Nested Moral Agency

When a corporate moral agent is held morally responsible 
for an action, it may share that responsibility with other 

moral agents, either human or organizational. As men-
tioned above, that humans and corporate moral agents can 
be jointly responsible is fairly uncontroversial (see, e.g., 
Constantinescu & Kaptein, 2021; Hess, 2017; Mathiesen, 
2006). Similarly, if two corporate moral agents contributed 
to an action that falls within the moral boundaries of both, 
then they can be held jointly responsible for it. In general, 
joint responsibility in the organizational context raises ques-
tions regarding the apportionment of responsibility precisely 
as it does when responsibility is shared by individual agents; 
those questions are outside the scope of this article.

We now turn to a discussion of nested moral agency, 
which has no analogue for human actors, and which sheds 
new light on questions of joint moral responsibility. Nested 
moral agency arises when some of the members of a cor-
porate moral agent (a host) form a separate but dependent 
group that is also a corporate moral agent (a nested moral 
agent).

In order to show how a nested moral agent can emerge, 
consider a variant of our Iron Bank example in which Iron 
Bank satisfies the CSP conditions, and, hence, is a moral 
agent. Suppose that a number of Iron Bank’s members 
combine to form an Employee Resource Group (ERG) in 
order to create a peer-support network for LGBTQ+ staff. 
Over time, the ERG may begin actively to lobby for more 
inclusive organizational policies, to engage with local non-
governmental organizations, and to collaborate with civil 
society organizations to foster diversity and inclusion in the 
local community. In performing these activities, the ERG 
becomes visible both to Iron Bank and to outsiders. In order 
to operate effectively, the ERG may also develop govern-
ance procedures that facilitate dialogue with outsiders; if, 
in addition, those governance procedures enable the ERG to 
recognize the moral authority of its interlocutors, then the 
CSP conditions are satisfied. When this happens, the ERG 
becomes a nested moral agent whose host is Iron Bank.

An action taken by an individual member of a nested 
moral agent could be attributable to that individual, the host, 
the nested moral agent, or any combination of the three. 
The process outlined above should therefore be followed 
separately for the host and the nested agent. Because both 
satisfy the CSP conditions (step 3), the question of whether 
the action can be understood as organizational (step 2) is 
critical.

Suppose that the ERG has an existing commitment to 
a partnership with a local civil society organization, Safe 
Space, and that the ERG informs Safe Space of its inten-
tion to withdraw from the partnership and, hence, to stop 
financing the associated projects. We present three scenarios 
in which the withdrawal is organizational for, and so mor-
ally attributed to, the ERG, its host Iron Bank, and both. 
First, imagine that the ERG’s withdrawal decision was taken 
as a result of its own reporting systems and governance 

6  As discussed in Footnote 5, we use the fictional example of Iron 
Bank in order to abstract away from complicating factors that may 
obscure the development of moral intuition about real-world cases. 
But such real-world cases abound: firms commonly use Special Pur-
pose Entities to separate complex trades from the rest of their busi-
ness. See, for example, Gorton and Souleles (2007) for a discussion 
of SPEs and financial institutions and Sainati et al. (2020) for a dis-
cussion of SPEs in infrastructure megaprojects.
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structures, without the involvement of Iron Bank. In this 
case, the withdrawal is morally attributable to the ERG. 
Second, imagine that Iron Bank ordered the ERG to end the 
partnership; in this case, the withdrawal is morally attribut-
able to Iron Bank. Third, suppose that the decision to end 
the partnership was the result of an agreement between Iron 
Bank and the ERG that Safe Space was an inappropriate 
partner because it did not further Iron Bank’s commercial 
ends. In that case both Iron Bank and the ERG contributed 
to the decision, and it is therefore attributable to both.

Creating, Destroying, and Changing 
the Moral Boundaries of Organizations

In this section, we show how an organization could cre-
ate, destroy, or change its moral boundary. An organization 
can possess a moral boundary if and only if it is a moral 
agent; the acquisition and loss of a moral boundary can be 
the result of deliberate actions either inside or outside the 
organization. The notion of a performable action is central 
to our analysis of changes to the moral boundary of a moral 
agent: the boundary expands if the agent’s range of perform-
able actions broadens, and it contracts if that range narrows. 
We will use the CSP account of corporate moral agency 
throughout our discussion of the creation, destruction, and 
modification of moral boundaries but, as in the previous sec-
tion, the analysis could be founded upon a different account 
of corporate moral agency.

Creating Moral Boundaries

An organization that is not a moral agent can decide to 
change itself so as to become one. Under the CSP account, 
this is only possible in case the organization already pos-
sesses some ability to deliberate and to establish its own 
goals and procedures. To illustrate the acquisition of moral 
agency, consider a secret society. The society does not sat-
isfy the CSP conditions, because it is completely invisible, 
and therefore cannot be the target of reactive attitudes; 
equally, the society cannot be addressed, and cannot speak 
to outsiders (Morrison et al., 2022, p. 341). However, if the 
society’s formal and informal procedures allow it to rede-
fine its presentation to the outside world, its actions, and 
its motivations, then it can change itself so as to satisfy the 
CSP conditions. The secret society can choose to make itself 
visible (for example, by creating and developing a brand), 
to create or facilitate fora to enable dialogue triggered by 
reactive attitudes, and to ensure that it deliberates second 
personally. In doing so, it becomes a moral agent, and it 
does so by choice. Equally, a firm that satisfies the Address 
and Attitude Conditions, but whose culture prevents it from 
satisfying the Authority Condition, can attempt to change its 

culture so as to become a moral agent; although it is difficult 
to change organizational culture, it is not impossible to do so 
(Payne et al., 2022; Wines & Hamilton, 2009). Regardless of 
the path an organization takes to moral agency, getting there 
implies the creation of a moral boundary.

Destroying Moral Boundaries

We now discuss situations in which moral boundaries are 
destroyed as a result of the loss of moral agency. Consider 
an organization that satisfies the CSP conditions and, hence, 
possesses moral agency. Suppose that, over time, the chief 
executive officer (CEO) becomes entrenched. By this we 
mean that it becomes impossible to dislodge the CEO, that 
he or she controls the appointment of board members, and 
that any decisions taken by the board are really dictated by 
the CEO. When this happens, it is possible that outsiders 
begin to form reactive attitudes towards the CEO, rather than 
the organization; if that happens, the organization no longer 
satisfies the Attitude Condition. Equally, if the organization 
is entirely controlled by the CEO, then any fora for dialogue 
with outsiders are unlikely to be meaningful, and the organi-
zation loses the ability to respond appropriately to second-
personal addresses: any response would be the CEO’s, 
and not the organization’s. In short, the entrenched CEO 
undermines the CSP conditions to such an extent that the 
organization can no longer be viewed as a moral agent. Of 
course, the precise time at which this happens may be hard 
for outside observers to identify: the transition between the 
morally responsible organization and the organization whose 
actions can only be morally attributable to the CEO may not 
be observable. But the destruction of the moral boundary 
nevertheless occurs, and it entails downwards assignment 
of responsibility.

An organization can also cease to be a moral agent as a 
result of mergers or acquisitions. To fix language, suppose 
that organization A acquires organization B, and that A and 
B are moral agents. After the acquisition, A must decide 
whether A and B should have the same brand, and whether 
or not to merge the governance systems of A and B. These 
integration decisions may affect B’s moral agency. Suppose 
first that A elects to be an arm’s-length investor. This hap-
pens, for example, if A is a private equity firm that adds B 
to its portfolio. In that case, B retains its own brand, its own 
board of directors, and its own communications function. 
As a result, outsiders continue to form reactive attitudes 
towards B, and the systems that allow B to receive and to 
respond to second-personal addresses continue to operate: 
consequently, B retains its moral agency after the acquisi-
tion. If, on the other hand, A is an organization that opts to 
merge its brand with B and to assume direct control over 
B’s assets and operating decisions, then B’s moral boundary 
is destroyed and its moral agency dissolves into A’s. This 
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happens because it is no longer possible to form reactive 
attitudes specifically towards B; because it is only possible 
to address reactive attitudes to the merged organization; and 
because all deliberation over those addresses is performed 
collectively by the merged organization.

Changing Moral Boundaries

A corporate moral agent alters its moral boundary when it 
alters its range of performable actions. It is easier for a cor-
porate moral agent to accomplish this than it would be for 
a human person, because an organization can very rapidly 
change its personnel or its structure in a way that increases 
or reduces the actions that it is able to perform. In contrast, 
a human person typically has to invest significant time and 
effort to acquire the new skills it would need to learn a new 
action, and humans un-learn an ability to perform a given 
action only slowly, and sometimes with great difficulty. In 
order to illustrate how a corporate moral agent might change 
its moral boundaries, we return to our Iron Bank example. 
In this subsection, we will assume that Iron Bank is a moral 
agent.

Suppose that Iron Bank realizes that it has an obligation to 
conduct human rights due diligence, and that this is not one 
of its performable actions. In order that Iron Bank acquires 
the capacity to discharge this obligation, it must change its 
structure and possibly its personnel. The structural change 
would ensure that relevant actions were induced, author-
ized, or expected by Iron Bank whenever human rights 
were at stake; such actions would then be meaningfully 
organizational. The structural change might involve setting 
up a new department, creating new management positions, 
or changing the official responsibilities of existing depart-
ments. Structural change alone is unlikely to suffice, because 
human rights due diligence is a complicated and specialized 
activity that Iron Bank’s existing employees may not be able 
to perform. Hence, Iron Bank may have to train existing 
staff or to hire new ones; it could also acquire another bank 
with the structure and capacity to perform human rights due 
diligence. However Iron Bank gets there, when it acquires 
the ability to perform the associated actions, it expands its 
moral boundary.

Suppose now that Iron Bank decides on moral grounds 
that it no longer wishes to market its derivative products to 
retail clients and, hence, that it wishes to remove that sort 
of transaction from its list of performable actions. In order 
to do so, it would change its structure so as to stop support-
ing retail marketing by removing authorizations and exclud-
ing relevant positions from its organizational chart. It could 
fire staff involved in retail marketing, or it could redeploy 
them; it could also attempt to spin off its retail activities as 
a separate standalone business. Any of these organizational 
changes would contract Iron Bank’s moral boundary.

In some circumstances, an organization might change in 
a way that renders some actions unperformable and simul-
taneously introduces new performable actions. That sort of 
change alters the organization’s moral boundary, but the 
change need neither expand nor contract that boundary.

Conclusion

Any discussion of corporate responsibility necessarily 
involves an understanding of who the responsible agent is, 
and what actions can be attributed to it. This article presents 
a theory of the moral boundaries of organizations that pro-
vides a path to that understanding. In order to construct our 
argument, we introduce a distinction between the organiza-
tion as an object and the organization as a subject: thinking 
of the organization as a subject requires us to focus on moral 
agency and also releases us from legal and economic under-
standings of organizations.

Prior discussions of where organizations end and the rest 
of the social world begins are dominated by the vast litera-
ture that was seeded by Coase’s seminal (1937) analysis of 
organizational boundaries. Because that literature is con-
cerned with organizations as tools that get things done—
that is, with organizations as objects—it is ill-suited for our 
purposes: if we attempt to think about moral responsibility 
in Coasean terms, then we risk assigning that responsibility 
incorrectly and unfairly. Our first contribution is to explain 
why this is the case, and clearly to distinguish between the 
legal and moral boundaries of organizations.

Precisely because, in our telling, organizations are sub-
jects, their boundaries are expressed in terms of the actions 
that they can perform, rather than their legal or institutional 
features. Our second contribution is to explain what this 
means, and to offer a process model that allows us to deter-
mine whether a given action lies within an organization’s 
moral boundary.

The organizations that we encounter in day-to-day life are 
frequently very complex: for example, many multinational 
enterprises have multiple subsidiaries that, in turn, own and 
control other organizations. Consequently, when we attempt 
to assign moral responsibility for a given action, we are often 
faced with a network of interconnected organizations. Our 
third contribution is to present an analytic framework that 
makes these situations more tractable by explaining when 
moral responsibility should be assigned to the various ele-
ments of such a network. Our framework clarifies situations 
in which one organization shares responsibility with another 
or, as is more frequently discussed, with humans; it also 
accounts for cases in which, notwithstanding the organi-
zational apparatus surrounding an action, responsibility 
devolves solely upon one or more human agents.
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Our analysis of joint moral responsibility allows us to 
understand more clearly how, unlike humans, corporate 
moral agents can be nested. As far as we are aware, ours 
is the first article to analyze this type of corporate moral 
existence; doing so is the fourth contribution of this article. 
Realizing that one corporate moral agent can host another 
reveals more complex and nuanced forms of moral respon-
sibility: a person who lacks the concept of nested moral 
agency may incorrectly and unfairly attribute the actions of 
a nested agent to its host.

In addition to extending the academic literature on cor-
porate moral agency and corporate moral responsibility, our 
work provides insights of relevance to practitioners and pol-
icy-makers. Because our framework allows for clear attribu-
tion of moral responsibility and highlights the ways in which 
moral boundaries can be affected by organizational choices, 
it has important implications for corporate governance: spe-
cifically, our work may inform the design of reporting lines, 
the management of organizational culture, and the ways that 
organizations communicate with external stakeholders. Our 
work could also inform decisions about corporate structure, 
such as the decision to expand via branches or subsidiar-
ies. Finally, our theorization contributes to complex policy 
debates about the allocation of legal, as opposed to moral, 
responsibility among human and corporate actors. Even if 
one believes that legal and moral responsibility need not (or 
even should not) fully coincide, it is important that legal 
systems develop in a way that is at least consistent with the 
proper attribution of moral responsibility to organizations 
and their members; new insights on moral responsibility can 
inform legal developments in this area.

Our analysis reveals several questions that merit further 
investigation. First, our work sheds light upon a class of 
moral obligations that has received minimal prior attention: 
namely, obligations that attach to the choices that a corporate 
moral agent makes about its structure. For example, sup-
pose that a parent organization with moral agency sets up 
an SPE in order to avoid legal responsibility for a perform-
able action. Then, by our account, the SPE’s actions fall 
within the moral boundary of the parent organization. But 
the choice to create an SPE was itself an action that might 
generate new moral obligations for the parent related to the 
use that it makes of its new corporate structure, including 
situations in which the parent might try to blame the SPE in 
order to escape public accountability.

Our work also suggests a second, empirical, set of ques-
tions about how organizational choices that affect the moral 
boundary are made and how they are experienced by organi-
zational stakeholders. For example, future work could inves-
tigate the extent to which organizational decision makers 
consciously consider the moral implications of creating a 
nested moral agent, a subsidiary that has moral agency, or a 
bankruptcy-remote entity that has no moral agency.

A third set of questions relates to the phenomenon of 
nested moral agency that we identify in our analysis. Future 
work could study the processes by which this type of agency 
develops in practice; which moral boundary people perceive 
as relevant when dealing with a nested moral agent; how 
people direct reactive attitudes (say, of praise or blame) 
towards nested agents; and how those reactive attitudes 
develop as people come better to understand those agents’ 
structures.
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