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Corporations are increasingly held responsible for activities up and down their value
chains but outside their traditional corporate boundaries. Recently, a similar wave of
criticism has arisen about corporate activities of the past, overseen by prior generations
of managers. Yet there is little or no scholarly theorizing about the ways contemporary
managers engage with these critiques or how this corporate engagement with the past
affects the legitimacy of current business. Extending theorizing about political corporate
social responsibility and organizational legitimacy, we address this omission by asking
the following: (1) What is the theoretical basis for holding a corporation responsible for
decisionsmade by prior generations of managers? (2) What is the process by which such
claims are raised and contested? (3) What are the relevant features that render a charge
of historical harm-doing more or less legitimate in the current context? (4) How will
a corporation’s response to such charges affect the intensity of the future narrative
contests and the corporation’s own legitimacy?

In July of 1998, German car manufacturer
Volkswagen announced the creation of a fund to
compensate former forced laborers who had worked
for thecompanydecadesearlier,duringWorldWarII.
This was surprising, because Volkswagen had
previously stressed that it had been following
governmental orders and that financial and legal
responsibility therefore resided with the German
government and not the corporation. This defense
had not, however, quieted the critical claimsabout
Volkswagen’s use of forced labor, nor did it over-
come thecriticalnarrativeofVolkswagen’s current
responsibility for its past. In thecourseof engaging
with thisnarrative about its ownpast, Volkswagen
had changed course entirely, reconceiving its re-
sponsibility for past actions, including its role in
remembering that past.

Volkswagen is far from being the only company
that has faced such a contest of narratives over
past actions. Others include IBM, for providing
the Nazi regime with technology that facilitated

human rights violations (Feder, 2001); Chiquita,
for its activities, as United Fruit, in Latin America
(Koeppel, 2007); and Monsanto, for providing the
herbicide Agent Orange during the VietnamWar,
allegedly causing adverse and ongoing health
effects on the population and veterans (Fawthrop,
2004). Despite the rising tide of such claims, cor-
porate reactions to these criticisms have received
little or no systematic conceptual attention.
The situation faced by these corporations is

similar to that of being held responsible for con-
temporary practices along their globally ex-
tended value chains. From the raw resources to
the postconsumption phases, it is now generally
recognized that corporations can be targets of
critical attention for actions once considered out-
side their traditional boundaries of responsibility
(Matten & Crane, 2005; Phillips, 2010; Scherer &
Palazzo, 2007; Schrempf-Stirling & Palazzo, 2016).
Notably, the subject matter of these now well-

established corporate social responsibility (CSR)
theories has been described as “essentially con-
tested” (Miles, 2012; Moon, Crane, & Matten, 2005)
and “dynamic phenomena” (Matten &Moon, 2008:
405). While some see contest and dynamism as
a problem for CSR theory, we take the facts of
contested narratives about CSR and the dyna-
mism of socially constructed phenomena as

We thank special issue editor Michael Rowlinson for his
exceptionalguidanceand threeanonymous reviewers for their
constructive comments. We also thank Doug Bosse, Andrew
Crane, Heather Elms, Jeffrey Harrison, and Thomas Jones for
their helpful comments and advice on previous versions of the
manuscript.
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unavoidable. And nowhere is this contest more
evident than in cases where narratives critically
dealwith a company’s history. As such,we extend
this growing body of literature about responsi-
bility for contemporary, globally extended value
chains to include considerations of corporate re-
sponsibility for past activities, as well as how
thesepast activities arenarratedand represented
in the present.

Building on this prior literature on political CSR
(Matten&Crane, 2005; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007), as
well as Suchman’s (1995) work on legitimacy, we
present an account of historic CSR by looking
closely at the interaction between the legitimacy
of normative claims raised against corporations
and the corporations’ reactions to these claims.
The resulting contest of narratives between cor-
porations, critics, and society over past actions
and their current interpretation potentially affects
the legitimacy of the corporations themselves.

Most succinctly, we ask the following: (1) What
is the theoretical basis for holding a corporation
responsible for decisions made by prior genera-
tions of managers? (2) What is the process by
which such claims are raised and contested? (3)
What are the relevant features that render
a charge of historical harm-doing more or less
legitimate in the current context? (4) How will
a corporation’s response to such charges affect
the intensity of the future narrative contests and
the corporation’s own legitimacy in the future?

The article is organized as follows. First, we
introduce the building blocks of CSR and socially
constructed legitimacy, with a brief defense of
corporations as intergenerational moral actors
and, hence, conceptually apt subjects for such
responsibility. Then we present our theory of his-
toric CSR, including the problematization of the
corporate past and the interactions between the
legitimacy of the claims about the past and
the corporate engagement in present narrative
contests. Finally, we elaborate on implications of
historic CSR for managers and scholars.

CSR AND LEGITIMACY

As Porter and Kramer recently observed, “The
legitimacy of business has fallen to levels not
seen in recent history” (2011: 64; cf., critically,
Crane, Palazzo, Spence, & Matten, 2014). One of
themaindriving forces of this growing skepticism
about the appropriateness of corporate actions
can be found in the discussion on the eroding

power balance between corporations and gov-
ernments (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). While corpo-
rations increasingly organize their activities in
globally stretched supply chains, governmental
regulation remains nationally bound and falls
behind. Instead of being embedded in (more or
less) functioning and (more or less) democratic
political contexts, corporations operate in zonesof
conflict, under repressive regimes, and in coun-
tries where governments are either not willing or
not able to sufficiently regulate production activ-
ities (Matten & Crane, 2005).
In the current debate on CSR, corporations are

often attacked as human rights violators in their
global supply chains, as accomplices to re-
pressive regimes, and as initiators of environ-
mental disasters—but alsoaspotential protectors
and promoters of human rights or the environ-
ment (Phillips, 2010; Schrempf-Stirling & Palazzo,
2016). In this debate corporations are confronted
with increasing expectations regarding the ef-
fects of their decisions (Palazzo&Scherer, 2006). In
turn, their reactions to these criticisms influence
their legitimacy (Scherer, Palazzo, & Seidl, 2013).
Legitimacy is described as the generalized

perception of something as “desirable, proper, or
appropriate within some socially constructed
system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions”
(Suchman, 1995: 574). The legitimacy of a corpora-
tion is challenged if its behavior is perceived as
deviating from the institutionalized rules of the
game. Legitimacy threats emerge from contested
incidents, issues, or behaviors (Scherer et al., 2013)
and can eventually lead to an overall negative
evaluation of the corporation within its societal
context (Suchman, 1995), making it more challeng-
ing to attract or retain stakeholders (Dirks, Lewicki,
& Zaheer, 2009; Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997).
Although some corporations attempt to disavow

their connections to the past, critics nevertheless
address corporations and their past harm-doing
as if they are intergenerational actors. Anticipat-
ing the potential historic dimension of the current
CSR debate, Scherer and Palazzo wrote, “We
cannot dismiss the possibility that members of
other cultures or future generations may come to
the conclusion that we are wrong” (2007: 1102).
Corporations canbeattacked for past harm-doing
as they are attacked for present harm-doing, and
in both cases the contestation of their behavior
threatens their legitimacy. Examining the impact
of moral claims over the corporate past, we begin
with a brief review of the corporation as an
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intergenerational moral actor capable of bearing
responsibility.

The moral status of the corporation (or firm, or-
ganization, or group, etc.) has been debated in
business ethics for decades (De George, 1981;
Donaldson, 1982; French, 1979; Werhane, 1985). At
one end of the spectrum are those who argue
against corporate moral responsibility (Danley,
1980; Ladd, 1984; Ranken, 1987; Velasquez, 1985),
believing, with some distinctive nuances among
them, that responsibilities reduce to those of
the individual human actors who make up the
corporation.

At the other end of the spectrum are those who
conceptualize corporations as moral persons
(French, 1979) or moral agents (Donaldson, 1982;
Werhane, 1985). Key characteristics of corporate
moral agency are that the agent is able to act, has
intentions, is able to reflect on those intentions
(Werhane, 1985), has a moral relationship with
others (Donaldson, 1982), and is a single entity or
unit to whom responsibilities can be assigned
(May, 1997; Meyers, 1983). Werhane, for instance,
assigned corporations secondary moral agency,
meaning that corporations “act only as a result of
individual primary actions, but the ‘actions’ of
a corporation are not redescribable as the ag-
gregate result of these individual actions” (1985:
59). The corporation is a distinct entity and has
moral agency, which means it is able to take re-
sponsibility for actions within its locus of control.
In the debate on CSR (Matten & Moon, 2008), cor-
porate citizenship (Moon et al., 2005), and stake-
holder theory (Harrison, Bosse, Phillips, 2010),
scholars routinely take thisassumption forgranted
when discussing responsibilities of corporations.

We find the case for corporate moral agency
convincing. However, even once we recognize
corporations as actors capable of bearing moral
responsibilities, it remains an open question
whether such responsibilities span back into his-
tory and cover past generations. Only under the
condition that corporations are intergenerational
moral actors can obligations extend through time.

While the chartered corporation as a legal
construct was historically understood as the right
to exist and to act on behalf of the government for
a limited period (Micklethwait & Wooldridge,
2005), the corporation of twentieth-century capi-
talism turned into a construct with an unlimited
right to exist.Most corporate activities (mergers,
contracts, and other strategic decisions) are
undertaken with the perpetual nature of the

corporation in mind. The legal rights granted to
corporations span generations, as do the obli-
gations incurred. In practically every way the
corporation is thought of as a going concern. For
most decisions by and about most corporations,
the actor of the present is considered the con-
tinuation of the past corporation.
It is certainly the case that when their past is

morally reevaluated in public debates, corpora-
tions are conceived of by most of that public as
intergenerational actors with moral duties that
result from past actions. This notwithstanding,
a common corporate defense against historical
responsibility is that the actor that committed the
wrongdoingwas a different organization entirely.
Referring to mergers, acquisitions, bankruptcies,
rebranding, changes in management team, and
so on, corporations attempt to disavow responsi-
bility by suggesting actor discontinuity. As a mat-
ter of public discourse, thisdefensehasaverypoor
record. Criticism persists despite corporate efforts
to disavow responsibility. For the purposes of
current theorizing, we assert a strong—but po-
tentially rebuttable—presumption of actor con-
tinuity. Corporations are, consistent with prior
literature and according to society at large, le-
gitimate subjects of historical narratives as in-
tergenerational moral actors.
Legitimacy, however, is socially constructed

and, following the literature on political CSR, can
vary based on the actions of the corporation
across geography and over time (Scherer et al.,
2013). As a precursor to our examination of how
a contested and moralized past can influence the
legitimacy of a corporation in the present, we first
introduce the concept of problematization as the
initiation of a contest of narratives.

CONTESTING THE CORPORATE PAST

To date, much of the discussion on organiza-
tional memory and forgetting has been driven by
a functionalist research interest. Scholars have
examined how corporations use their past to
reach out to important stakeholders, to align em-
ployees around particular foundational values, to
signal authenticity and reliability, and to create
a strong corporate brand (Hudson, 2011; Tedlow,
2001; Urde, Greyser, & Balmer, 2007). A reference
to history can be a particularly powerful strategy
for corporations whose existence already spans
generations. Corporate history in this sense is
seen as an asset that can provide a competitive
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advantage (Suddaby, Foster, & Trank, 2010). The
resulting accounts of the past are more or less
influenced by self-serving, instrumental motives
and rarely leave room for critical memory or self-
reflection.

Storytelling material from the corporate past
that is not seenasanasset (or thatmayevenprove
to be a liability) is often left out of official corpo-
rate narratives. Negative incidents of the past are
either forgotten over time or even “purposefully
removed frommemory” (de Holan & Phillips, 2004:
1605). Mandler and Johnson (1977) found that ex-
periences not framed into stories are forgotten.
Organizational memory tends to store mainly
“information from an organization’s history that
can be brought to bear on present decisions”
(Walsh & Ungson, 1991: 61), and memories of
a dark past are rarely perceived as useful for
present decisions. This represents a potential
blind spot in corporate memory. Some companies
attempt to avoid potentially painful elements of
their past by burying problematic memories un-
der an official version of the past. They may, for
example, start the narrative of their past from
a more favorable moment, choosing an artificial
point zero and deleting earlier phases of their
history from their corporate story.

These phenomena are described as politics of
remembering and forgetting (Hochschild, 1998).
Research on corporate museums illustrates, for
instance, how some organizations purposefully
reconstruct theirpast inconsiderationofhowitwill
be remembered in the distant future. Nissley and
Casey criticized the risk of a potential instrumen-
talizationof thepast,wonderingwhethercorporate
museums will serve as “forums for the develop-
ment of collective memory” or, rather, become
temples of “the ‘official narrative’ that has been
‘sanctioned’ by the corporation” (2002: 42).

On various levels of society, we engage in sto-
rytelling about the foundation, origins, develop-
ment, changes, and goals of our institutions and
organizations. Those stories and narratives form
and express identity and legitimize current activ-
ities (Casey, 1997; Rowlinson & Procter, 1999;
Weick, 2001). They createmeaning by aggregating
experiences, which feed into the collective mem-
ory of societies and organizations. Rowlinson,
Hassard, and Decker propose a “minimal defini-
tion” of narrative—one shared by organization and
historical theorists—as “asequenceof logicallyand
chronologically related events organized by a co-
herent plot” (2014: 254; see also Barry & Elmes, 1997).

Past stories can be told using different narra-
tives. A narrative, thus, is necessarily selective,
and the selection is necessarily subjective: “See-
ingone thing isnot seeinganother.Recountingone
drama is forgettinganother” (Ricoeur, 2004: 452). As
argued by Fridenson (2008: 23, cited in Rowlinson,
Booth,Clark,Delahaye,&Procter, 2009: 15), thepast
is not a “database” of objective information
awaiting retrievalbydisinterestedactors; rather, it
results from current interpretations of past stories.
Historians face the challenge of finding narrative
patterns across unique historic incidents. These
patterns do not, however, lead to laws in the sense
of “if y then z” (Ricoeur, 1994: 125).
Interpretations of a narrative can be contested:

“It is always possible to interpret the same com-
plex in another way and hence the admission of
an inevitable degree of controversy, of conflict
between rival interpretations” (Ricoeur, 2004: 337).
The contest of narratives refers to the public de-
liberation among actors concerning different in-
terpretations of the corporate past. This contest
can bemore or less intense and hostile. Moreover,
this contest always occurs from a position em-
bedded in the contestants’ own hermeneutical
situations, drawing from distinct values, beliefs,
knowledge, and practices. A historical analysis
therefore results from a fusion of the contestants’
hermeneutical situation with those of past actors
and their actions (Gadamer, 1989/1960).
Such an analysis can be more or less appro-

priate and is unavoidably subjective (and thus
potentially contested) in a double sense (Steffy &
Grimes, 1986): historians can build their narrative
on mistaken assumptions about the context of
past actors, and/or they can fail to consider how
their own horizon frames and potentially distorts
their analysis. Loew nicely summarizes this
challenge when he writes that

the debate over objectivity is a wrong debate. No
sooner had the historian chosen a subject than he
already has imposed his subjectivity on history.
The questions he asks, the selection of the sources
he intends to use, the preliminary answers he al-
ready has in mind, the fact he is living hic et nunc
nullify the mere possibility for objectivity. . . . Thus,
objectivity cannot be the goal of history. Actually,
history should take subjectivities into account, and
acknowledge themasanecessaryevil (2014: 30–31).

While there is no doubt that a historical analy-
sis is subjective and can be contested, it can still
achieve what Ricoeur (2004: 336) has called “good
subjectivity.”Good subjectivity can be understood
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as the perceived plausibility of a particular in-
terpretation of the past, signaled by overlapping
interpretations of different historians that corrob-
orate and strengthen each other and by a broad
public acceptance of the resulting narrative
(Ricoeur, 1994). However, since such narratives
cannot be objective in a strict sense of scientific
analysis, their acceptance remains contingent
(Rorty, 1989) and fragile (Steffy & Grimes, 1986).
They can be reexamined, contested, and poten-
tially replaced by a new interpretation that is
perceived as more plausible. Historical analysis,
then, is an ongoing process and is collectively
produced (Lowenthal, 1985).

In this process corporations have only limited
control over how their past is discussed in public;
alternative narratives periodically flare up into
public view. We refer to such flare-ups as prob-
lematization, which then results in a contest of
narratives. Problematization occurs when a narra-
tive of the past is called into question through new
insights, information, stories, or other sources. This
occurs, for instance, when critics cast doubt on the
“officialnarrative”of the corporation,perhapseven
surfacing or emphasizing events the corporation or
public was entirely unware of. This happened, for
example, in the case of German publishing house
Bertelsmann regarding its Nazi past (Booth, Clark,
Delahaye, Procter, & Rowlinson, 2007).

The re-narration of the past can have various
driving forces. Newnarrativesmight, for instance,
apply a different temporal perspective. George
and Jones (2000) havedescribed this asa “bracket-
ing process.” Whether the bracketing of events
into aplot comprises longer or shorter periods has
an impact on how phenomena are perceived and
evaluated. New narratives might also result from
changes in social values. What has been per-
ceived as acceptable or harmless in the past
might provoke harsh criticism in the present.
Historians might also refute a dominating in-
terpretation in light of new evidence, or they
might surface long-forgotten stories requiring
new interpretations.

While problematizationmight start as a debate
among historians, it can also generate a broader
public discourse. This public discourse unfolds as
a process of democratic will formation among the
spontaneously emerging civil society associa-
tions and movements that map, filter, amplify,
bundle, and transmit private problems, needs,
and values (Habermas, 1996), and it eventually
leads to a contest over narratives. This contest is

amplified by today’s mass media. According to
Guldi and Armitage, narratives about history are
thus inherently democratic: “Talking about the
future in terms of our shared past is amethod that
opens up the possibility that anyone may submit
an alternate position on where our future should
go” (2014: 49). A struggle over the corporate past
does not, indeed cannot, manifest in backdoor
negotiations between historians and corpora-
tions but, rather, in the public deliberation of
historic accounts. Historianshave beendescribed
as “narrative artists” (Guldi & Armitage, 2014: 49)
or “public teachers” (Cannadine, 1987: 177). They
provide the descriptive analysis of historical
events (Reich, 2004) that inform and enlighten the
public in how it perceives and evaluates the past
(Feldman, 1999). Historic narratives are neces-
sarily open to future corrections and reflections
(Feldman, 2001).
Here emerges the link between contest of narra-

tives and legitimacy. Memories are created inter-
subjectively among the members of particular
societies, communities, and organizations. Nar-
ratives produced by historians become the material
for public processes of deliberation. These delibera-
tions, inturn, result inmoralevaluationsofactorsand
actions,ashighlightedbySuchman(1995).According
to Suchman, normative/moral legitimacy is

“sociotropic”—it rests not on judgments about
whether a given activity benefits the evaluator, but
rather on judgments about whether the activity is
“the right thing to do.” These judgments, in turn,
usually reflect beliefs about whether the activity
effectivelypromotes societalwelfare, asdefinedby
the audience’s socially constructed value system.
Of course, this altruistic grounding does not nec-
essarily rendermoral legitimacy entirely “interest-
free” (1995: 579).

In relying on this perception of legitimacy, our
theory is pragmatic and discursive “all the way
down.” It does not require, nor does it rely on, any
particular moral theory. Rather, it is based on
aprimacyofdemocracy tophilosophy (Habermas,
1996; see also Rorty, 1991).
With this understanding of corporations as in-

tergenerational moral actors subject to fluctua-
tions in socially constructed legitimacy, who are
themselves participants in deliberative contests
of narratives about their own past, we can now
begin to theorize the process of problematization
and how the legitimacy of the historical claims
interactwith a corporation’s response to influence
future corporate legitimacy.
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A TYPOLOGY OF NARRATIVE CONTESTS OVER
THE CORPORATE PAST

Corporate legitimacy is a concept that has
become integral to the literature on political
CSR, on which our theorizing relies. Referring to
a corporation’s “license to operate”—or even its
“right to exist”—the concept has a still longer
history, including use by Dowling and Pfeffer,
who described how “organizations seek to es-
tablish congruence between the social values
associatedwith or implied by their activities and
the norms of acceptable behavior in the larger
social systemofwhich they are a part” (1975: 122).

Corporations have several options when the
past threatens their legitimacy, including but
not limited to engaging in stakeholder manip-
ulation, institutional compliance (Oliver, 1991),
or moral deliberation (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007).
We argue that the consequences of a problem-
atized past for a corporation’s license to operate
can be analyzed along two dimensions. First,
there are several elements that will bear on the
traction a given claim will achieve, such as the
level of institutional pressure at the time of
the harm-doing or themagnitude and durability
of the harm. We call the overall generalized
impression arising from these considerations
“claim legitimacy.”

Second, corporations have a variety of behav-
ioral options when reacting to a contestation of

their past, and the choice from among these
options affects corporate legitimacy going for-
ward (Scherer et al., 2013). Corporations are
observers in those processes of public deliber-
ation but can also become active participants
and, thus, influence the outcome (Scherer &
Palazzo, 2007). We call this second criterion
“corporate engagement.”
Combining those two criteria presents four

possible outcomes.We consider these outcomes
in terms of their effects on the future intensity of
the contest of narratives and the legitimacy of
the corporation into the future. By intensity of the
contest, we refer to the relative levels of hostility
among the parties to the contest. Is the contest of
narratives a good-faith discursive search for
agreement on the past and its interpretation or
an instrumental effort by the parties to make
their favored interpretation the “official” or
“settled” one? The interaction between prob-
lematized moral claims and a corporation’s re-
actions to the resulting contest of narratives
affects the congruence described by Dowling
and Pfeffer (1975) and, in turn, the corporation’s
legitimacy.
Figure 1 provides an overview of the two di-

mensions of our typology and the resulting
levels of contestation. In the following sections
weanalyze the elements that go into perceptions
about the legitimacy of historic claims. We then

FIGURE 1
Typology of Narrative Contests over the Corporate Past
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discuss the behavioral options corporations
have in reacting to the contestation of their past.

CLAIM LEGITIMACY

A problematized corporate past can attract
more or less public attention and lead to more or
less contestation,which, in turn,will influence the
likely intensity of future contestation, as well as
the degree to which the legitimacy of the corpo-
ration is threatened. The overall receptiveness of
the social context for a critical narrative is crucial
for the understanding of the level of contestation.
Weareatpains to emphasize, however, thatwedo
not intend to investigate the universalizability of
such claims. We offer them in a more pragmatic
spirit, as befits a model based on social con-
struction and perceptions of legitimacy. More-
over, we do not argue, ex ante or a priori, which of
these features will dominate perceptions of le-
gitimacy for any given narrative. Claim legiti-
macy is, like many moral evaluations, an “all
things considered” phenomenon (Suchman, 1995).
Indeed, the relative priority of any one of these
features may itself be the subject of the narrative
contest, as our examples will demonstrate.

With this inmind, we propose six elements that
come under scrutiny when evaluating the legiti-
macy of a claim: (1) the past institutional pressure,
(2) the available knowledge of past actors, (3) the
magnitude and durability of harm, (4) the re-
ceptivity within the current context, (5) the history
and reputation of narrative contestants, and, fi-
nally, (6) the plausibility of the narrative.

Past Institutional Pressure

Institutions have been defined as taken-for-
granted values, beliefs, and practices (Thornton&
Ocasio, 2008). Whether a behavior is perceived as
appropriate is determined by those institutions
that dominated particular social contexts in
a particular historic moment (Dunn & Jones, 2010).
Bourdieu (1977: 196) highlighted the “symbolic vi-
olence” institutions exert on actors. The stronger
the dominance of a specific set of beliefs, values,
and practices, the higher the pressure to comply
with those rules of the game. In extreme cases
institutions can be so dominant that actors have,
in effect, no other options but obedience or self-
destruction. Goffman (1961) labeled these “total
institutions.” When actors perceive institutional
pressure as inescapable, they may defend

current practices or beliefs, even when they have
doubts about their propriety (Kay & Friesen, 2011).
At the extreme of taken-for-grantedness, it is diffi-
cult or even impossible to think of alternatives
(Suchman, 1995).
Whether a moral claim with regard to the cor-

porate past is perceived as legitimate will depend
on how past institutional pressure is evaluated.
Did companies have leeway in their decision
making, or was the institutional pressure ines-
capable? There are circumstances where corpo-
rations are effectively unable to act differently and
becomeunavoidably complicit. In sucha scenario,
strong institutional pressure will tend to mitigate
claimsof responsibilityagainst thecorporation.As
we discuss later, corporations headquartered in
Nazi Germany often had no other choice but to use
forced laborduring thewaryears.Theywereunder
governmental orders, and the risks of disobedi-
ence were severe.
One potential, although not determinative,

source of evidence for the strength of institutional
power is the behavior of other corporations in the
same context. If, effectively, no actor was willing
or able to resist the prevailing norms, this is evi-
dence of a strong institutional context. Alterna-
tively, if other corporations in the same context
did behave differently, this is an indication that
institutional pressures were lower. We can then
evaluate the power of the context based on the
disparities among actors and the punishment
experienced by dissident actors.
A careful analysis of corporate practices in

South Africa duringApartheid reveals a broad set
of behavioral options. While most corporations
initially conformed to the Apartheid laws (Coker,
1981; Johnson, 2006; Westermann- Behaylo, 2009),
public protest in the 1960s and 1970s changed the
scene: some corporations followed the South Af-
rican rules of the game (and became accomplices
of human rights violations), whereas other com-
panies positioned themselves as “agents for
change” (Sullivan, 1983: 427) and contributed to
change from within the country (so-called con-
structive engagement). Still others decided to
leave the country and divested from South Africa
toavoidany complicity inhuman rights violations
(Lansing & Kuruvilla, 1988).
At this general level, comparing the institu-

tional contexts of Nazi Germany and Apartheid
South Africa shows differences of institutional
pressure. Historians point to Chiquita’s power as
United Fruit in Latin America as an institution in
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its own right. Because it was able to shape the
context in which it was embedded, the company
arguably faced the least institutional pressure
(Chapman, 2008; Colby, 2011; Koeppel, 2007;
Striffler&Moberg, 2003).Other things being equal,
lesser institutional pressure and greater per-
ceived discretion in the past increase percep-
tions of claim legitimacy.

Available Knowledge of Past Actors

Institutions (state and otherwise) not only limit
options for actors; they also structure their atten-
tion (Lounsbury, 2007). If past actors, considered
within their own hermeneutical context of prac-
tices and beliefs, could not seewhatwe can see in
our present context, if they did not have the moral
vocabulary to evaluate their behavior in a com-
parable way, it becomes harder to criticize them
(Rorty, 1989). Canwe impose our owncategories of
CSR on the past if past actors did not have our set
of options available? As we have argued, legiti-
macy is not measured along some universal
moral criteria but results instead from the values,
principles, and standards of a particular society
in a particular historic moment. In order to re-
construct a “line of continuity of an uninterrupted
tradition” (Ricoeur, 2004: 479) that connects current
actors topast stories,wehave toexaminewhether
the current critical narrative was in principle
possible and comprehensible in the past society
with its particular horizon.

Here it is important to consider Gadamer’s
(1989/1960) distinction between the overall her-
meneutical situation and the horizon of the actors
within that situation. Even though past corporate
actors might not have reflected on human rights
violations or the destruction of the environment, it
may be demonstrated that it was at least possible
for them to do so because others in their context
did. We have to ask whether corporate decision
makers in the past context either did not or could
not have known better based on their own her-
meneutical situation.

Hermeneutical challenges arise in holding the
Medici family responsible for contemporary con-
ceptions of human rights violations or the envi-
ronmental practices in its mining activities in the
early Middle Ages. The East India Company,
however, had access to critical discussions on
human rights and corruption. There was a vivid
debate in the U.K. public sphere and even de-
bates in Parliament on the behavior of the

corporation. We find a valuable account of this
debate in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1981/
1776), where Smith harshly attacks the East India
Company for its business practices in India. Thus,
perceptions of claim legitimacy will consider
whether the corporation and its managers could
have known better within their own historical
context.

Magnitude and Durability of Harm

The next element in evaluating perceptions of
claim legitimacy is the magnitude and durability
of harm that resulted from the contested past ac-
tions of a company. Harm can affect few people or
many people. It can be systemic or locally limited.
It can impact a specific historic moment or lead to
ongoing suffering across generations. Incidents
with a greater magnitude will create more in-
dignation and will lead to higher expectations
with regard to the responsibility of the targeted
corporation (Jones, 1991).
Moral claims are perceived as more legitimate,

in particular, when perpetrators (individuals or
organizations) and victims are still alive and the
suffering provoked by past actions or incidents
continues in the present. Corporations with a his-
tory of harm-doingmay attempt to conclude those
unpleasant aspects of their past either by reach-
ing an agreement with a government or by employ-
ing other legal procedures. From suchaperspective,
thegoal is to closeadebate, todisconnect from the
harm, and to stopa controversy “now, onceand for
all” (Ricoeur, 2004: 324).
However, “closure” has an asymptotic quality.

Contests of narratives can, at best, approach clo-
sure, but they remain perpetually contingent and
open to reinterpretation and contest. No lawsuit or
other legal remedy can simply end this process.
The story of the legal process itself becomes part
of the larger narrative. From a broader social
perspective, a strategy to end a narrative does not
resolve the legitimacy problem. A company’s
history can remain problematized quite in-
dependently of legal agreements.
Ongoing suffering can also be understood in

a broader way. Even if the direct victims are no
longer alive, suffering can continue in a society
where the harm occurred. Recent research shows
that harm can be stored in the collective memory
of entire societies and can therefore negatively
influence present conditions indirectly. Using
shipping records and historical documents on
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slave ethnicities between 1400 and 1900, Nunn
(2008) found a negative relationship between the
number of slaves kidnapped in different locations
in Africa and the economic performance of the
same locations today. A similar relationship has
been found between the slave trade and contem-
porary levels of trust in societies that suffered
from these systematic human rights violations in
their past (Nunn & Wantchekon, 2011). Thus, we
argue that the magnitude and durability of harm
tends to increase claim legitimacy.

Receptivity Within the Current Context

Just as the past has its own hermeneutical
context, so, too, does the present. And this context
will also bear on perceptions of claim legitimacy.
With the fall of the Berlin Wall and access to for-
merly unavailable archives and information, the
debate on the complicity of German corporations
in human rights violations in Nazi Germany
resurfaced (Huber, 2002). This contest of narra-
tives during the 1990s led to an increased institu-
tionalization and homogenization of corporate
responses within Germany. Many German cor-
porations commissioned historians to examine
their Nazi past and created or contributed to funds
for victims (Feldman, 1999; Huber, 2002; James,
2004; Turner, 2005). Claims are legitimized through
such institutionalized practices. For German com-
panies confrontedwith their Nazi past today, there
is an accepted, institutionalized practice of how to
dealwith sucha claim. There is strongpressure on
thesecompanies to followestablishedpractices. In
short, the receptivity of the current context also
contributes to claim legitimacy.

History and Reputation of
Narrative Contestants

A corporation’s recent past and long-distant
past also play a role in perceptions of claim le-
gitimacy. Corporations with a known history of
complicity in wrongdoing will carry that reputa-
tion with them as new actions are problematized
and become material for new narratives. This
reputation will tend to increase claim legitimacy.
As we describe in a later section, this includes
a corporation’s reactions within past contests of
narratives—the other axis in our matrix.

Symmetrically, the reputation of any contribu-
tor in the narrative contest will bear on claim
legitimacy. Like corporations, critics or other

contributors have histories, and these histories
will influence perceptions of claim legitimacy as
well. This is why Wischermann (2014) recom-
mends that corporations that want to commission
historians to examine their past consider the
historians’ reputation and credibility. For in-
stance, a book on a company’s business relations
with the Nazi government between 1933 and 1945
might be perceived differently depending on
whether it was written by a historian commis-
sioned by the corporation, an independent histo-
rian, or a journalistwhoseparentswereHolocaust
survivors. Being aware of potential biases of his-
torians who are commissioned by companies,
Feldman (1999) reminds us that historians have
a “public responsibility” and should “be as in-
dependent as possible.”

Plausibility of the Narrative

We have highlighted the social construction of
accounts of the past; even so, the resulting nar-
ratives still may be more or less plausible. Plau-
sibility here refers to being apparently valid and
thereby persuasive and suggests a role for pro-
fessional historians. Plausibility concerns ques-
tions like “Does the claim make sense given the
historical context, what is known about the past
context, and the current deliberation?”Historians
can agree on interpretations of the past or com-
pete with contradictory narratives. Disagreement
among historians about the interpretation of past
corporate decisions will influence the public de-
bate. Public deliberation will reflect the degree of
uncertainty over a narrative. Archivist Loew ar-
gues that

it is not possible to pass judgementwithout specific
reference to the system to which it applies. The
historianmust demystifydiscourses.Hemust know
who speaks and recognize signs of power in order
not to accept the objectivity or reality of one group
without questioning it (2014: 36).

Thus, careful historiographic analysis—selection
of sources, their analysis, and their evaluation—
is needed when evaluating the past, the plausi-
bility of narratives, and, ultimately, the legitimacy
of claims.
The legitimacy of a claim is a social construc-

tion at a given point in time in a given social
context. It will depend on how, in this context, the
magnitude of harm, the past institutional pres-
sure, the past access to current moral standards,
and the institutionalized answers are evaluated.
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In general, the perceived legitimacy of the claim
will influence the intensity of the contest at the
time of problematization.

CORPORATE ENGAGEMENT

The fundamental concern for a deliberative
theory—Habermasian, pragmatist, or a combina-
tion (see Scherer & Palazzo, 2007, for a description
of the evolution of Habermas’s work in this
direction)—is participation in the deliberation
itself. In terms of theorizing about historic CSR,
this means an examination of the effects of cor-
porations’ choices regarding levels of engage-
ment on the intensity of the contest going forward,
as well as on their own legitimacy.

Corporations can react in different ways to
a problematization of their past. Corporate en-
gagement can range from ignoring thenarratives,
denying the interpretation of their past, and
resisting public pressure to transparency, and, in
some cases, reconciliation. Denial, confrontation,
and selective transparency constitute relatively
limited forms of engagement. Greater openness
and transparency and good-faith discourse with
critics concerning the claims raised move toward
higher levels of engagement in the narrative
contest. Our 2 3 2 matrix reveals four types of
contest that result fromamoral reevaluationof the
corporate past (see Figure 1).We label them latent,
communicative, hostile, and open.

Limited Claim Legitimacy/Limited Corporate
Engagement: Latent Contest

Limited engagement with a contest of narra-
tives can manifest in a variety of ways. Often, it
takes the form of confrontation. This can be pas-
sive confrontation, in which the corporation sim-
ply ignores the claims in the hope that the contest
dissipates. Or the confrontation can be more ag-
gressive, with the corporation openly denying
the claims, disavowing knowledge, attacking
the claimants, and so forth. This strategy canwork
well with claims whose legitimacy is limited,
such as when institutional pressures in the past
were so strong that the company was not effec-
tively able to act differently, when the plausibility
of the critical narrative is challenged by histo-
rians, and when facts are ambiguous.

When journalist Edwin Black (2001) published
his book on IBM’s business relationswith the Nazi
regime, accusing the company of complicity in

human rights violations, IBMdisputed the claims,
stating that the facts in the book were “old news”
because the business relationship between IBM
and the Nazi government had been documented
in the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum in Wash-
ington (see http://www.ushmm.org/outreach/en/
article.php?ModuleId510007703) for many years.
IBM defended its position by claiming that its
German subsidiary was rapidly taken over by
theNazis and that IBMheadquarters lost all control.
Also, IBM did not have much information about the
period described in the book because most of its
records were lost or destroyed (IBM, 2001, 2002).
Even though there was significant publicity
around IBM and its Nazi past when Black’s book
was published, the publicity was rather short-
lived, and the intensity of the narrative contest
remained latent.
A defensive, confrontational strategy can be ef-

fective for cases of limited claim legitimacy. In the
IBM case, the fact that Black’s book received am-
biguous reviews by several renowned historians
likely contributed to this effect. Some historians
criticized Black’s work for misrepresenting ele-
ments, making strong accusations without ade-
quate evidence, and ignoring counterarguments,
as well as for methodological flaws (Allen, 2002;
Hayes, 2001; Turner, 2001). Faced with such claims,
corporations taking a limited engagement ap-
proach are likely to see the intensity of future con-
test diminish, with only a temporary and modest
effect on their corporate legitimacy going forward.

High Claim Legitimacy/High Corporate
Engagement: Communicative Contest

Two factors that frequently contribute to a com-
municative contest of narratives are the release of
new sources of historical information and changes
in the contemporary receptiveness to certain cri-
tiques. Issues are problematized for corporations
that believed the narratives were relatively settled
only to have them reemerge as new problems.
Corporations can be aware of general complicity,
but new information can change the specifics of the
case (e.g., affected parties,magnitude and duration
of harm, etc.). So, too, can the norms within the her-
meneutical context of the contest undergo changes.
Both of these things happened to Volkswagen.
When the German car maker was confronted

with its involvement in forced labor duringWorld
War II and reparation demands by former forced
laborers, it initially reacted to these demands
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with denial—as did IBM more recently. Early on,
Volkswagen stressed the difference between legal
and moral responsibility for forced labor and de-
nied legal responsibility (and therefore legal com-
pensation) based on its argument that Volkswagen,
like its industry peers, was working under gov-
ernment orders (Kocks & Uhl, 1999). Because it is
a German-based company, this is a more compel-
ling argument for diminished claim responsibility
than IBM’ssimilarclaimsasanAmericancompany.
As a German company, it was difficult (if not
impossible) for Volkswagen to do anything else
but cooperate with the government at the time.

However, claims about harm-doing during the
Nazi regime began to find increasingly fertile
ground in Germany in the mid-1980s (Fischer,
2008; Huber, 2002). Volkswagen’s Nazi past con-
tinued resurfacing (an example of high claim
legitimacy/limited corporate engagement, see
below) during this time, when the head of the
Wolfsburg City Archives published a book on
Volkswagen’s forced labor involvement (Siegfried,
1986). Additionally, the opening of Eastern Europe
following the fall of the Soviet Union provided
a trove of newhistorical information. The fall of the
Berlin Wall also gave a voice to victims who pre-
viously had no access to public debates (Huber,
2002). These developments increased claim legiti-
macy. In response, Volkswagen increased its en-
gagement in the contest of narratives and has
become more transparent about its Nazi past, tak-
ing steps toward acknowledgment and reconcili-
ation with victims, their families, and society.

The company commissioned a renowned histo-
rian (Mommsen & Grieger, 1996); established an
academic company archive, including a profes-
sorship (Bölke, 1996); created a fund to compensate
former forced labor (Andrews, 1998); and intro-
duced an international youth exchange program
aimed at connecting young people from Germany
with counterparts in Eastern Europe (the source for
many forced laborers). Volkswagen also estab-
lisheda seminar series in the former concentration
camp at Auschwitz, created a permanent exhibi-
tion in a former underground bomb shelter on its
manufacturing site in Wolfsburg, and published
a series of “Historical Notes” highlighting specific
topics and chapters in the company’s Nazi past.
Because of such a high engagement in the narra-
tive contest, we call this type of contest a commu-
nicative contest.

Like IBM’s past, Volkswagen’s Nazi past does
not typically resurface in the current press. For

instance, when leading newspapers recently
reported that Volkswagen might have used
forced labor in East Germany during the 1970s
and 1980s, none of the reports made a reference to
Volkswagen’s Nazi past of forced labor, even
though it would have been easy to draw paral-
lels (Hudson, 2014; Oltermann, 2014). The recent
emissions software revelations will provide a
good test of our theorized relationship. As of
this writing, it is too early to say whether Volks-
wagen’s twentieth-century actionswill resurface
asa lens throughwhich to view this newscandal,
or whether the company’s high engagement with
its remote past has created some space for
addressing the issues of diesel emissions on its
own terms. So far, connections between emis-
sions and Volkswagen’s Nazi complicity have
been vague or absent. It will be interesting to
watch how the contest of narratives evolves. As
a matter of critical historiography, we take this
absence as conspicuous. On balance, then,
where perceived claim legitimacy is high, the
initial contest of narratives is likely to be high.
But when combined with high levels of engage-
ment, the intensity of the contest will generally
moderate, with salutary effects on corporate
legitimacy.

High Claim Legitimacy/Limited Corporate
Engagement: Hostile Contest

When the perceived legitimacy of a claim is
relatively high, the social expectations toward the
corporationwill be similarly high (see theprevious
discussiononVolkswagen). A limited engagement
strategy (e.g., denial or confrontation) is risky in
such cases and is likely to fuel the intensity of
contestation and to have damaging effects on
corporate legitimacy. Critics will be at their most
aggressive, rendering the contest of narratives
most vituperative. These same critics will use any
means at their disposal to force the corporation to
engage the question, such as attempting to dam-
age or otherwise limit the effectiveness and dis-
cretion of the corporation (e.g., through boycotts,
legislative lobbying, lawsuits, etc.).
An example where a limited engagement

strategy increased the intensity of the narrative
contests is Monsanto—one of the two main sup-
pliers of the herbicide Agent Orange, used by the
U.S. military between 1961 and 1971 to deprive
communist forces of their hidingplacesduring the
VietnamWar (Fawthrop, 2004). AgentOrangewas
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contaminated with a toxic dioxin compound,
which was found to cause adverse health effects,
such as cancer and birth defects. Even today the
effects of Agent Orange on the environment, the
local population in Vietnam, and veterans are
visible. Hectares of forest and cropland were
destroyed, and people exposed died or got seri-
ously sick, sometimes passing the effects of ex-
posure to descendants (MacLeod, 2012).

There are claims thatMonsanto knew about the
toxicity of Agent Orange (Schuck, 1987). In re-
sponse, Monsanto has been relatively defensive,
referring to the U.S. government as the actor
responsible:

As a result, the governments that were involved
most often take responsibility for resolving any
consequences of the Vietnam War, including any
relating to the use of Agent Orange. U.S. courts
have determined that wartime contractors (such as
the former Monsanto) who produced Agent Orange
for the government are not responsible for damage
claims associated with the chemistry (see http://
www.monsanto.com/newsviews/pages/agent-orange-
background-monsanto-involvement.aspx; empha-
sis added).

This reaction shows the already discussed
strategy of corporations to stop critical narratives
in the courtroom. But this does little to stop the
contest of narratives. Also note the term “former
Monsanto”—clearly an effort to ontologically
distance itself from earlier decisions. Monsanto
also questions the causality between Agent Or-
ange and certain health consequences. In 2004
a Monsanto spokesperson said that “reliable sci-
entific evidence indicates that Agent Orange is
not the cause of serious long-term health effects”
(cited in Fawthrop, 2004).

This confrontation strategy has served to in-
crease the intensity of contestation and has
influenced Monsanto’s legitimacy. Monsanto is
one of the most criticized corporations in the
world, and the company’s Agent Orange legacy
continues to recur in the media, amplifying other
accusations against the company (recently in-
cludingnarrative contests concerninggenetically
modified organisms [GMOs] and pesticides).
Sarich (2013) asks, “Is Monsanto’s RoundUp
(Glyphosate) the New Agent Orange?” Entine
(2014) similarly summarizes the controversy of
potential “Agent Orange corn.” Finally, some
journalists see irony in Monsanto’s entrance into
theVietnamesemarket. Leung (2014), for instance,
mentions Monsanto’s “devastating legacy” when
reporting on Monsanto’s Vietnamese expansion.

We describe contests like thosewithMonsanto as
hostile.

Limited Claim Legitimacy/High Corporate
Engagement: Open Contest

At the extreme, this combination would involve
a corporation’s overengagement with critics in
response to a claim with limited perceived legit-
imacy. This could include cases where corpora-
tions attempt to “get out in front” of an issue that
the public has not yet fully recognized (low re-
ceptivity in the current context). Such proactivity
may be due to a corporate history that makes
the corporation susceptible to particular sorts of
claims. It can also involve cases where one or
several of the contestants have limited credibility
but the issue is still seen as potentially important,
or where information is unusually ambiguous.
Fruit company Chiquita, formerly known in

some parts of the world as United Fruit, is an ex-
ample of a firm that approaches claims regarding
its history with a relatively high engagement. At
the end of the 1990s, Chiquita’s CEO Steven
Warshaw was frustrated and discouraged be-
cause of the continuous criticism the company
was receiving despite its efforts to be a good cor-
porate citizen. In the early 1990s Chiquita had the
largest unionization rate in the industry and
started collaborating with nongovernmental or-
ganizations to improve its environmental foot-
print in the supply chain, yet criticism still
persisted (Tapscott&Ticoll, 2003). By theendof the
1990s, Warshaw called for a period of reflection
regarding Chiquita’s past and current activities.
Warshaw worked with a team and external CSR
experts, such as Robert Dunn (CEOof Business for
Social Responsibility), to see how the company
could create trust with its external stakeholders.
The result has been a very transparent approach
about its activities and the issues that have
arisen. Thus, part ofChiquita’sapproach is to take
any claim seriously.
Since the 2000s, Chiquita has made efforts to

address its past of economic and political domi-
nation in Latin America (Chapman, 2008; Colby,
2011; Koeppel, 2007; Striffler & Moberg, 2003) by
promoting sustainability and positioning itself as
a good corporate citizen. Chiquita’s CSR reports
and increased transparency have been well
received (Tapscott & Ticoll, 2003). Tapscott and
Ticoll, for example, describe Chiquita’s “turn-
around” and transparency as “as good as it gets
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today” but cautiously wonder, “Will it last long
enough to be deeply rooted, or will short-term ex-
pedient strategies regain dominance?” (2003: 202).

Chiquita has never denied its morally prob-
lematic past as United Fruit and has demon-
strated a certain degree of transparency—for
example, by donating a selection of its company
archive (mainly photos) to the Fall River Museum
in Massachusetts and to the Baker Library at
Harvard Business School (see http://www.library.
hbs.edu/hc/pc/large/united-fruit.html). However,
the company has never shown the level of en-
gagement thatVolkswagenhas.UnlikeVolkswagen,
Chiquita has not organized a critical historio-
graphic analysis, nor has it published critical
historic material. Chiquita’s past, as United Fruit,
remainsmore ambivalent than that of Volkswagen.
Chiquita ruthlessly used the U.S. military to
enforce its interests in Latin America (giving
rise to the expression “banana republic”), but it
also built hospitals, streets, and schools in re-
gions where no one else invested in such in-
frastructure. The company successfully fought
tropical diseases and wrapped a paternalistic
net around its workers (Taylor & Scharlin,
2004).

Claim legitimacy is comparably limited. This
is because of the narrative ambivalence re-
garding the magnitude of harm, the low aware-
ness of and interest in historic accounts of Latin
America in Europe and the United States, and
a lack of institutionalized practices for dealing
with such a past.

Chiquita’s past engagement with its history is
not as intensive as Volkswagen’s, but it is more
transparent than some firms. Critics sometimes
refer to thepast ofUnitedFruit in order to reinforce

the credibility of critical narratives over current
issues, such as the more recent complicity with
paramilitary groups in Colombia (Bargent, 2013;
Beauchamp, 2014) or the company’s role in the
2009 Honduran coup (Fischer, 2010). But even with
these recent critiques, Chiquita’s engagement
has led to a decrease in critical hostility overall,
with benefits for its corporate legitimacy. Table 1
presents a summary of the interactions between
claim legitimacy and corporate engagement.

IMPLICATIONS OF HISTORIC CSR

The interaction between claim legitimacy and
level of corporate engagement affects a corpora-
tion’s perceived legitimacy and the intensity of
the narrative contest. The role of a critical histo-
riography should not be underestimated. In the
followingwe discuss implications of our theory of
historic CSR on historiography and what we call
“sensitivity and historical awareness.”

Critical Historiography

Interpretation of historical examples is a fraught
endeavorunder thebest of circumstances.We, the
authors, are not immune to the effects of our own
lenses, and hermeneutical contexts are them-
selves contributions to the ongoing contest of
narratives. Space precludes the sort of thorough
historiographical analysis the cases we describe
deserve, but we would be remiss in failing to
consider alternative interpretations of our narra-
tive examples.
In the IBM case there is ambiguity about the

extent of IBM’s ability to withdraw its support and
technology from the Nazis because of increasing

TABLE 1
Effects of Claim Legitimacy and Corporate Engagement

Legitimacy and Level of Engagement Type of Contest
Future Intensity
of Contest

Effect on
Corporate
Legitimacy Example

Limited claim legitimacy/ limited
corporate engagement

Latent Decreasing Modest IBM and Nazi Germany

High claim legitimacy/ high corporate
engagement

Communicative High but moderating Increasing Volkswagen and Nazi Germany

High claim legitimacy/ limited
corporate engagement

Hostile Increasing Decreasing Monsanto and Agent Orange

Limited claim legitimacy/ high
corporate engagement

Open Decreasing Increasing Chiquita and Latin America

712 OctoberAcademy of Management Review

http://www.library.hbs.edu/hc/pc/large/united-fruit.html
http://www.library.hbs.edu/hc/pc/large/united-fruit.html


state control. There are also questions aboutwhat
those at IBM headquarters knew, when they knew
it, and how the records went missing. And the
assertion that Black ignored facts and arguments
running contrary to his caseapparently diminished
the legitimacy of his claims.

Volkswagen’s and Chiquita’s engagement
narratives are interestingly different. Although
we characterize both cases as high engagement,
the disparities within this category surface im-
portant caveats. For example, elements of these
cases point to challenges of partial transparency.
Aswementionedabove, remembering in oneway
is to forget in others (Hochschild, 1998). Corpora-
tions, as guardians of their own archives, can
implement a system of partial disclosure that
can give the appearance of transparency while
remaining largely driven by narrow corporate
interests and brand sensitivity. This may be suc-
cessful for some time—perhaps in perpetuity. Or
such partial transparency may turn to fodder for
later problematization if it is discovered that
the corporation was hiding important historical
information.

Ifmemorymore closely resembles thecorporate
drive to protect brand and reputation, then history
is better represented by the openness, transparency,
and reconciliation we see with Volkswagen, with
opennessbeingmore consistentwith change in light
of futureempirical findings.Currently,Volkswagen’s
transparency and reconciliation efforts appearmore
comprehensive than Chiquita’s. Critics and histo-
rians are doubtless on the watch in both cases.

Monsanto’s approach to themyriad criticisms it
faces—including those relating toAgentOrange—
appears to rely on corporate power rather than
open engagement. Some companies seem com-
mitted to relatively hostile and intense contests of
narratives and are able to match confrontation
with confrontation. This can be an effective bul-
wark against criticism for extended periods, but it
continues to present risks of diminished corporate
legitimacy should its bases of power begin to
erode. Low engagement can remain an effective
response to problematization as long as power
remains asymmetric among the narrative contes-
tants or claim legitimacy remains low.

Sensitivity and Historical Awareness

Consistent with the theory presented, sensitiv-
ity to history is an interactive and intersubjective
feature of the contest of narratives. Corporations

with a troubled past are often held to a different,
higher standard of behavior as a result of this
past, because critics are more sensitive to the
corporation’s activities in those spheres. Alter-
nately, corporations with a history of higher en-
gagement are likely to have greater sensitivity to
comparable issues in their own operations, in-
cluding in their present-day extended global
value chains. Ongoing engagement leads to
greater sensitivity looking ahead.
Public sensitivity. Past transgressions, when

the narratives are not thoroughly and openly
contested, will influence how citizens perceive
the current and future behavior of a corporation
(Dirks et al., 2009) and will potentially reinforce
the negative perception of current misbehaviors.
Monsanto represents the caseof a companywhose
actions are likely to receive increased scrutiny
based on a history of harm-doing and hostile en-
gagement with critics.
If a company is involved in several cases of past

harm-doing, the narratives of those cases can be
mutually reinforcing. The intensity of contest will
also be influenced by the perception of current
business activities, including those activities re-
lating to the narrative contest and acceptance of
responsibility. If currentactivitiesareperceivedas
a continuation of harmful practices from the past,
the latter will be more present in the narratives.
Corporate sensitivity. Recognizing historical

responsibility alsomotivates a greater sensitivity
to similar issues not only by critics and the public
but also by the corporation itself; the greater the
level of engagement, the greater the sensitivity.
Corporations with a history of past harm-doing
will vary in their awareness of the moral chal-
lenges of current activities. Corporations that
deny historic responsibility will, almost by defi-
nition, be least likely to learn from the past and
be least sensitive to the challenges presented by
current actions.
More constructively, sensitivity derived from

taking responsibility may benefit corporations
with a problematized past. Bansal and Clelland
(2004), for example, found that corporations with
low legitimacy gain from using CSR to boost their
legitimacy. And Godfrey (2005) argued that so-
cially responsible behaviors (including philan-
thropy) can serve as a sort of “insurance” against
future mistakes. That is, just as recollection of
past misdeeds can complicate current decisions,
a history of responsible behavior and responsible
re-narration can mitigate damage caused by
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current or futuremalefaction. This seems to be the
case currently for Volkswagen and the aspiration
ofChiquita.Companies forwhom the past is vivid
in the present are less likely to repeatedly make
similar mistakes. And the corporation that has
done the hardwork of reconciliation is likely to be
the most aware of the broader implications of
current activities, including implications for the
distant future.

Organizational scholars discuss legitimacy
mainly as a property of (private) organizations
(Suchman, 1995), whereas political scientists ex-
amine the legitimacy of (public) regulatory re-
gimes (Habermas, 1996). Recently, both debates
have been brought together in the debate on po-
litical CSR (Matten & Crane, 2005; Scherer &
Palazzo, 2007). These scholars have argued that
globalization shifts power to private actors who
start to assume responsibilities that previously
were perceived as public or governmental re-
sponsibilities, such as the protection of human
rights. Here, both types of legitimacy are con-
nected in one narrative on CSR: the legitimacy of
corporations is challenged because of social and
environmental harm along their supply chains,
while their involvement in private initiatives seen
as replacing governmental regulation leads to
a critical investigation of the legitimacy of these
private solutions (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007).

With our discussion on past harm, we both
theorize the historic dimensions of political CSR
and add a new type of legitimacy that has been
largely neglected so far—the legitimacy of moral
claims raised against corporations (or other ac-
tors). Claim legitimacy is not only an important
aspect in the discussion on past harm but might
also contribute to the debate on political CSR in
a more general way. The evaluation of both, the
impact of harm in supply chains on the legitimacy
of corporations and the impact of their regulatory
engagement on the legitimacy of soft law regu-
latory schemes (such as multistakeholder initia-
tives), is potentially moderated by the legitimacy
of the claims that trigger both, the attacks against
corporations and their political engagement.

Finally, akin to “partial transparency” is the
possibility of historical plausible deniability. There
may be a vague sense within corporations that
harm-doing is part of their past. This provides
some competing motivation among contemporary
executives: whether to avoid looking too closely at
thepastor todigasdeeplyaspossible in thehopeof
getting ahead of future problematization. In the

former case, corporations risk being caught by
surprise by critics with accusations that the
corporation “should have known.” In the latter
case, difficult questions of proactivity versus
“letting sleeping dogs lie” arise. The risks of pre-
emptive investigation versus historical deniability—
and the concomitant effects on intensity of contest
and corporate legitimacy—are important strategic
decisions for managers prior to the problem-
atization that initiates the process described here.

LIMITATIONS

There are a number of limitations. First is the
matter of survivor bias; it may be that the number
of companies enduring long enough to face the
challenges described here is small, thus limiting
the generalizability of the theory. In a historical
perspective, “surviving” takes on amore nuanced
role as an element of the contested narrative.
Standard techniques for avoiding or denying re-
sponsibility for past actions include rebranding
and mergers/acquisitions and reorganization.
Corporations facedwith irresponsible or immoral
pasts have attempted to redirect the narrative
through rebranding.
Similarly, companies have merged with or ac-

quired other companies, in some cases appearing
to believe that themoral responsibility dissipates
in the process. Considerations of historical re-
sponsibility challenge this redirection and dissi-
pation by contesting this redirecting narrative.
Here emerges the key role for historians and his-
toriography. Through examinations of historical
materials, historians can clarify both the actions
taken by the legacy companies and the “chain of
custody” of responsibility for these actions. With
our notion of historic CSR in hand, historians and
CSR scholars can examine an important but
underinvestigated element of organizational on-
tology (Rowlinson et al., 2009).
Another complication for a theory where the

conclusions and practical outcomes are explicitly
intersubjective and prescriptions are socially
constructed is what corporations can or should do
with exaggerated or unjustified claims. We have
focused here on corporate responsibilities and
managerial implications, and this could leave an
impression of bias in favor of the alleged victims.
This perception may be further intensified by the
fact that decisions concerning the level of en-
gagement (from ignorance to reconciliation) with
history are generally the corporation’s, and it is
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generally the (alleged) victims and their advo-
cates who initiate the contest of narratives.

That being said, there are clearly examples of
“victims” whose claims are weak or unjustified.
As above, this conclusion about justification is
itself rendered by the same process of narrative
contest. Because responsibility is socially con-
structed in this way, there is no basis outside the
narrative—no view from nowhere—for critically
examining claims of “false accusation.” Even
where it is eventually (and contingently) con-
cluded in the corporation’s favor, the corporation
is best served by (at least) engaging in some level
of good-faith transparency as the best route to
exculpation or vindication. We would further ex-
pect that corporations with a history of meeting
these responsibilities—that is, for being good-
faithparticipants in the contest of narratives—are
less likely themselves to be victims of such
accusations.

FUTURE RESEARCH

It is important to note that although we have
emphasized CSR, there is a level of symmetry to
the theory. Critics face their own decisions con-
cerning how they will engage in the contest of
narratives with corporations, and these decisions
also have implications for the future intensity of
contest and the future legitimacy of the critics
themselves. There are, of course, asymmetries as
well (e.g., power, access to historical records, etc.).
Future researchmayexamine the responsibilities
of critics in problematizing and contesting cor-
porate historical narratives (cf. Goodstein &
Wicks, 2007).

We have said little here about the role of media
in the contest of narratives. We have relied on
mass media accounts (e.g., newspapers, web-
sites, books) for much of our historiographical
materials, but these are hardly the sole venues for
contested narratives. Narratives are also con-
tested, for example, through the arts, religious
institutions, government laws and policies, and
informal networks. Future research could exam-
ine the role of medium as a factor in perceived
claim legitimacy and corporate engagement.

Althoughwe have engagedwith some elements
of legal studies, we have intentionally avoided
making specific public policy recommendations.
Various United Nations conventions and agree-
ments, the International Criminal Court, and the
European Convention/Court on Human Rights,

among any number of other extant and nascent
systems, are vital spaces where the contest of
narratives finds voice. Legislation and legal rea-
soning are, for the purposes of our theory building,
nothingmoreor less thana formofnarration—itself
subject to contest and re-narration. Translating
these voices into actionable policies demands
Herculean efforts, whichwe have eschewed for the
current article but in which we hope to play some
future role through our theorizing.
We have not addressed issues of individual

complicity in historic injustices. Notwithstanding
our arguments about collective memory and cor-
porate moral agency, there remain issues at the
legal, moral, and public policy levels that may
also yield to solutionsat the level of the individual
manager, worker, or director. Future research
could include a closer examination of the paral-
lels and discontinuities as thinkingmoves among
levels of analysis.
Finally, we have discussed stories of past harm

mainly through examples of human rights viola-
tions and complicitywith repressive regimes. How
do environmental disasters fit into our narrative of
historic CSR? We live in an “age of ecology”
(Radkau, 2014), inwhich there isnot onlyagrowing
sensitivity about the destruction of natural re-
sources but also a growing awareness of the
transgression of critical thresholds and the accu-
mulation of dangerous side effects (Rockström,
et al., 2009). Cases of environmental disasters from
the past are likely to attract critical contests of
narratives similar to the human rights cases we
presented here. In addition, accumulating prob-
lems such as globalwarming, plastic in the ocean,
or the illegal dumping of toxicwaste can also lead
toa critical reevaluation of pastbusinesspractices
in some industries. From an intergenerational
perspective, environmental disasters can also be
discussed as cases of human rights violations.
Monsanto is a story of environmental harm that
provoked human suffering. Global warming and
other environmental challenges are also dis-
cussed in terms of the potential harm they may do
to humanity in the future (McKibben, 2012). The key
question, however, remains the same: How do
corporations react once their past is contested, and
howdoes their reaction influence their legitimacy?

CONCLUSION

Corporations are increasingly confronted with
their own sometimes uncomfortable pasts
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concerning environmental harm and human
rights violations. Where the law ends, a story of
harm-doing will continue in the court of public
opinion (Reich, 2004: 124). There is no one overall
single solution of how corporations engage in the
contest of narratives over their past. Our corpo-
rate examples highlight a variety of scenarios
and illustrate that the same type of engagement
can have opposing effects on corporate legiti-
macyand the intensity of thenarrative contests. In
this article we introduce a historical theory for the
analysis of past incidents of corporate harm-
doing and propose criteria to evaluate such
a discourse based on claim legitimacy and the
level of corporate engagement, and we discuss
the different consequences on corporate legiti-
macy and the intensity of the narrative contest.

A historicized understanding of CSR can guide
corporations in thinking about their legacy—that
is, the narrative they leave their successors and
society in general. The present will become the
past andmaywell provoke thesamequestionswe
ask today about our own past. The past can be
a great teacher for those who are willing to be its
students.
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Siegfried, K. J. 1986. Rüstungsproduktion und Zwangsarbeit im
Volkswagenwerk [Production of war material and forced
labor at Volkswagen]. Frankfurt: Campus Verlag.

Smith, A. 1981. (First published in 1776.) An inquiry into the
nature and causes of the wealth of nations, Volume 1.
Indianapolis: Liberty Fund.

Steffy, B. D., & Grimes, A. J. 1986. A critical theory of organi-
zation science. Academy of Management Review, 11:
322–336.

Striffler, S., & Moberg, M. 2003. Banana wars: Power, pro-
duction, and history in the Americas. Durham, NC: Duke
University Press.

Suchman, M. C. 1995. Managing legitimacy: Strategic and
institutional approaches. Academy of Management Re-
view, 20: 571–610.

Suddaby, R., Foster, W. M., & Trank, C. Q. 2010. Rhetorical
history as a source of competitive advantage. Globaliza-
tion of Strategy Research: Advances in Strategic Man-
agement, 27: 147–173.

718 OctoberAcademy of Management Review

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jan/15/uk-profited-east-german-forced-labour-stasi-report
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jan/15/uk-profited-east-german-forced-labour-stasi-report
http://naturalsociety.com/still-eating-agent-orange/
http://naturalsociety.com/still-eating-agent-orange/


Sullivan, L. 1983. Agents for change: The mobilization of
multinational companies in South Africa. Law and Policy
in International Business, 15: 427–444.

Tapscott, D., & Ticoll, D. 2003. The naked corporation. New
York: Free Press.

Taylor, J. G., & Scharlin, P. J. 2004. Smart alliance. New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press.

Tedlow, R. S. 2001. Giants of enterprise: Seven business
leaders and the empires they built. New York: Harper.

Thornton, P. H., & Ocasio, W. 2008. Institutional logics. In
R. Greenwood, C. Oliver, S. K. Andersen, & R. Suddaby
(Eds.), Handbook of organizational institutionalism:
99–129. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Turner, H. A. 2001. Review: IBM and the Holocaust: The strategic
alliance between Nazi Germany and America’s most
powerful corporation. Business History Review, 75: 636–639.

Turner, H. A. 2005. General Motors and the Nazis: The struggle
for control of Opel, Europe’s biggest carmaker. New Ha-
ven, CT: Yale University Press.

Urde, M., Greyser, S. A., & Balmer, J. M. T. 2007. Corporate
brands with a heritage. Brand Management, 15: 4–19.

Velasquez, M. 1985. Why corporations are not morally re-
sponsible for anything they do. In J. R. Desjardins & J. J.
McCall (Eds.), Contemporary issues in business ethics:
114–125. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Walsh, J. P., & Ungson, G. R. 1991. Organizational memory.
Academy of Management Review, 16: 57–91.

Weick, K. E. 2001. Making sense of the organization. Oxford:
Blackwell.

Werhane, P. 1985. Persons, rights, & corporations. Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice- Hall.

Westermann-Behaylo, M. 2009. Institutionalizing peace through
commerce: Engagement or divestment in South African
and Sudan. Journal of Business Ethics, 89: 417–434.

Wischermann, C. 2014. Business history or corporate com-
munications. In A. Bieri (Ed), Crisis, credibility and cor-
porate history: 13–21. Liverpool: Liverpool University
Press.

Judith Schrempf-Stirling (judith.stirling@richmond.edu) is assistant professor of man-
agement at the University of Richmond’s Robins School of Business. She received her
doctoral degree from the University of Lausanne. Her research interests focus on corpo-
rate social responsibility, business and human rights, and responsible consumption.

Guido Palazzo (guido.palazzo@unil.ch) is professor of business ethics at the University of
Lausanne.He earnedhis Ph.D. in political philosophy from theUniversity ofMarburg. His
research interests are in corporate social responsibility, (un)ethical decisionmaking, and
organized crime.

Robert A. Phillips (rphilli3@richmond.edu) is David Meade White, Jr. Chair in Business
and professor of management at the University of Richmond’s Robins School of Business
andhasa jointappointmentwith theprograminPhilosophy, Politics,Economics,andLaw
(PPEL). He receivedhis Ph.D. from theUniversity of Virginia’sDardenSchool.His research
interests include American pragmatism, stakeholder theory, and ethics in network
organizations.

2016 719Schrempf-Stirling, Palazzo, and Phillips

View publication stats

mailto:judith.stirling@richmond.edu
mailto:guido.palazzo@unil.ch
mailto:rphilli3@richmond.edu
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283264412

