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Abstract
Much has been written about what corporations owe society and whether it is appropriate to hold them responsible. In con-
trast, little has been written about whether anything is owed to corporations apart from what is owed to their members. And 
when this question has been addressed, the answer has always been that corporations are not worthy of any distinct moral 
consideration. This is even claimed by proponents of corporate agency. In this paper, I argue that proponents of corporate 
agency should recognize corporations as worthy of moral consideration. Though particular views of moral status are often 
taken for granted in the literature, corporations can satisfy many views of moral status given the capacities often ascribed to 
them. They can even meet the conditions of the views assumed. I conclude by suggesting that recognizing the moral status 
of corporations may not be as drastic or harmful as we might imagine.
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Much of the literature on corporate agency and responsibil-
ity focuses on whether firms can be held responsible for 
what they do. For instance, are there circumstances where 
an oil company should be held responsible for a spill dis-
tinctly from its managers? In these cases, the corporation 
seems to have obligations to us that it can fail to meet. There 
is a separate question, however, that concerns whether we 
(as individuals or as society) can have certain moral obliga-
tions to corporations. We can of course enter into contractual 
relationships with corporations, but our being compelled to 
hold up our end of the contract may not be a matter of the 
corporation itself deserving our compliance. Instead, this 
might have more to do with what we owe to the corporation’s 
members. But can we have obligations to corporations apart 
from any obligations to their members? We take ourselves to 
have moral status and to be worthy of moral consideration 
by corporations, but to what extent (if any) are corporations 
worthy of moral consideration by us?

Overwhelmingly, the consensus in the literature is that 
corporations are not worthy of moral consideration. Corpo-
rations are not the kinds of things that can have moral rights. 
So, when we deliberate to determine what we ought to do, 

we need not consider their rights or what is in the interest of 
corporations for their own sake, only what is in the interest 
of the people within and outside of them. Another way that 
this could be put from the literature is just to say that corpo-
rations have no moral status, or that they are not so-called 
moral patients.1

Importantly, this is even the verdict of those who are 
staunch advocates for corporate agency and responsibility. 
Many authors are ready to ascribe agential capacities to cor-
porations, but they resist seeing corporations as potentially 
deserving certain rights. And this seems reasonable, since 
the idea that a corporation like McDonalds has moral rights 
deserving protection sounds absurd. Nevertheless, I think 
that if we are convinced that corporations are genuinely 
capable of many of the agential capacities often ascribed 
to them, then we should conclude that corporations can be 
worthy of moral consideration. That is, proponents of cor-
porate moral responsibility and agency should accept that 
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1  The literature has focused on whether corporations are persons, 
but Manning (1984) nicely distinguishes the question of whether the 
corporation is a moral agent (and so something that has obligations 
and responsibilities) from the question of whether the corporation 
is a moral person (which she takes to be things with rights, that are 
owed, and that we have responsibilities towards). What Manning calls 
a moral person, however, is often referred to as a moral patient in the 
literature on moral status. For a classic discussion of moral patiency, 
see Regan (1983). Seelman (2014) characterizes moral agent/moral 
patient distinction essentially in just the same way that Manning dis-
tinguishes between moral agents and moral persons.
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corporations can have moral status. In what follows, I make 
this case.

In the first section, I begin by acknowledging just how 
roundly it has been rejected that corporations can have moral 
status. In the course of the discussion, we will see that the 
dismissal of corporate moral status tends to stem from hold-
ing a particular kind of view of what it takes to be worthy of 
moral consideration. It’s important to recognize, however, 
that there are many different views on this topic.

In the second section, I consider five such views. I argue 
that proponents of corporate agency should accept that cor-
porations satisfy the criteria for moral status on each of these 
accounts. The final two accounts considered are the ones 
often assumed in the literature. Corporations are denied 
moral status because they appear to be incapable of having 
certain experiences. I end this section by arguing that pro-
ponents of corporate agency should think that corporations 
have these experiences. At the very least, we are not in the 
right epistemic position to know that corporations lack these 
experiences, and the moral stakes are too high to assume 
that they do not.

In the final section, I suggest that my conclusion may not 
be as extreme as can be imagined. Though we might take 
the result as a reductio against the claim that corporations 
have agential capacities in the first place, in fact I think pro-
ponents of corporate agency should accept that corporations 
are both moral agents and moral patients. Crucial will be 
to recognize that corporations, as very different kinds of 
things, may not deserve or demand many of the rights that 
we hold dear. I will conclude, however, by acknowledging 
that it is incumbent on those accepting this result to deter-
mine exactly what degree of consideration, and what rights, 
corporations should be afforded.

The State of the Debate

Corporations at a glance seem capable of manufacturing 
goods, investing in the creation of new products, employ-
ing citizens, merging with other corporations, deciding to 
implement a particular market strategy, and perhaps even 
embodying a certain philosophy about its business. Many of 
these activities appear to be agential in nature; they involve 
beliefs, intentions, decisions, and many actions. So, we are 
led to a natural question: Are corporations themselves dis-
tinct agents capable of acting, or are we merely speaking 
metaphorically when we speak of corporate attitudes and 
actions, and it is only the agents that make up corporations 
that can act?

This question has been the center of much discussion, 
and a slew of authors have offered intriguing arguments to 
the effect that corporations (or group agents more generally) 
are capable of certain thoughts and actions distinct from the 

thoughts and actions of anyone associated with them.2 This 
suggests that corporations may be considered to be agents 
of a kind (though we will leave to the side the question of 
whether they are ‘persons’). Further, the more apt we are to 
recognize corporations as similar to ourselves, the more we 
should be compelled to ask ourselves: Are they also deserv-
ing of respect? Do they have a moral status beyond their 
instrumental value to us?

If we are not convinced that corporations are distinct 
agents, then of course we will not be compelled to think 
that corporations have any moral status not derived from 
what is owed to their members. If, as Hessen (1978) main-
tains, the corporation just is an association of individuals 
(and not a distinct group agent), then surely that collection 
will have no rights over and above the rights of the members 
of the collection. Alternatively, if we take corporations to 
be mere collections of contracts between individuals and 
not individuals themselves (Jensen and Meckling 1976) or 
abstract legal entities with no members (Ciepley 2017), then 
they will not be moral beings deserving of respect. Few of 
these thinkers have directly denied that corporations have 
distinct rights simply because it is obvious on their pictures 
that corporations will not have moral rights independent of 
their members. However, for the tradition of thinkers men-
tioned above, this will be a live question. The corporation 
will not refer to the mere legal designation, but rather to 
a group agent distinct of any of the individual agents that 
make up the corporation. Moving forward, I will assume 
this conception of the corporation, and the question will be 
whether this kind of thing (if it does exist) is worthy of moral 
consideration.

Given how thoroughly these authors have characterized 
corporations as distinct group agents, one might think that 
the presumption would be that they merit some degree of 
moral consideration not derived from any of their members. 
However, few proponents of corporate agency even consider 
the possibility that corporations might be moral patients long 
enough to reject it. And what work there is on this topic con-
stitutes a strong and decisive resistance to this idea.

Ozar (1985) provides an early discussion and rejection of 
the idea that corporations have distinct rights, despite being 
a proponent of corporate agency. Instead, the corporation 
is argued to have no rights, although treating the corpora-
tion any way we want may violate the rights of those that 
formed it. More recently, List and Pettit (2011) have taken 
up this issue. In a book aimed at legitimizing corporate 
agency, they briefly discuss and quickly reject the idea that 

2  This program has its origins in the work of Peter French (e.g. 
French 1979, 1984), and it has led to many proponents and oppo-
nents. More recent proponents of this basic idea include Christian 
List, Philip Pettit, David Copp, Kendy Hess, and Deborah Tollefsen.
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corporations could have moral worth equal to individual citi-
zens (179–182), and they leave it for an endnote to explicitly 
assume that corporations are not worthy of moral consid-
eration. They say, ‘We take it as a working assumption that 
group persons do not have whatever functional characteristic 
it is that makes individual human beings distinctively valu-
able, such as sentience of the right kind or other distinctively 
human quality’ (227, endnote 128). What is crucial here is 
the blanket assumption that what is required for moral con-
sideration is a particular characteristic like sentience (the 
ability to feel pleasure and pain), and that corporations lack 
it. However, no argument is given as to exactly which func-
tional characteristic is necessary, nor as to why corporations 
do not possess it.

Hess (2013), which also takes corporates to be agents, 
offers a more sustained examination and rejection of the 
claim that corporations are worthy of moral consideration 
distinctly from their members. She says,

Whatever else it may be, the “person” at the core of 
our system of rights and protections is profoundly 
vulnerable to certain kinds of experiences, both pain-
ful and pleasurable, and it is precisely this vulner-
ability that accounts for the rights and protections 
that are typically awarded to it…Without the possi-
bility of hunger, humiliation, and hatred, it wouldn’t 
really matter whether a person’s property rights were 
acknowledged, her voice heard, her decisions and bod-
ily integrity respected. All of the rights we now claim 
for ourselves…are best understood as further efforts 
to protect ourselves and other persons from those who 
would exploit our vulnerabilities. (333).

 Although she does not mention sentience, it does seem like 
this is what Hess also takes to be missing in the case of 
corporations. She is arguing that corporations do not expe-
rience pleasure or pain, and so they are not vulnerable in a 
way that would compel us to recognize them as bearers of 
distinct rights. Again, we are presented with the idea that 
corporations do not have some particular characteristic, and 
it is inferred that corporations are not moral patients on this 
basis.3

The problem with these discussions is twofold: First, 
these authors are assuming certain views of what is required 
for moral consideration. In particular, they have in mind 
views that require what might be considered a high bar for 
moral consideration: conscious, phenomenal experiences 

of pleasure and pain. If this is the right view of moral sta-
tus, then the question will only be whether corporations can 
possibly satisfy it. However, there are a number of distinct 
views prominent in the literature. Not only should we not 
dismiss these other views out of hand, but it may be that 
there are unique costs to assuming the views that might rule 
out corporations.

Second, not enough of an attempt has been made con-
cerning whether corporations really could satisfy the condi-
tions necessary for moral consideration. This is especially 
seen once we grant them the capacities often ascribed to 
them in the literature. Corporations are taken to be group 
agents distinctly responsible for their decisions and actions. 
Although they may not seem to be deserving of rights at first 
blush, the stakes here are too high to assume that they lack 
whatever capacity is required for moral status.

To address these two problems, in what follows I will 
closely consider whether corporations are worthy of moral 
consideration on particular plausible views of what it takes 
to be worthy. Upon close examination, we will see that a 
good case can be made for saying that they are worthy of 
moral consideration on each of these views.

Views of What It Takes to be Worthy of Moral 
Consideration

Philosophers have long been concerned with the question 
of what has moral worth and why. Cognitively able humans 
seem to, but what about the cognitively impaired? What 
about animals, or plants, or ecosystems, or artificial intel-
ligences, or fetuses? What is had in common by everything 
that has moral worth, and is everything that has moral worth 
equally worthy? Answering these questions lies far beyond 
the scope of this paper; however, we can recognize that the 
literature on this discussion can be directly applied to try 
to answer our question of whether corporations have moral 
worth and can be wronged. When we look, what this lit-
erature teaches us is that there are many different kinds of 
views. Crucially, if we grant corporations the capacities 
often ascribed to them by proponents of corporate agency 
in the literature, it will be clear that many kinds of views 
will count corporations as worthy of moral consideration.

In this section, I will examine five such views. Although 
there may be as many distinct views as authors writing on 
the subject, these views capture different approaches to what 
matters for having moral status. They require either the hav-
ing of ends, intellectual abilities, the capacity to care, sen-
tience, or phenomenology. In some instances, proponents 
offering these views are motivated to capture or exclude a 
particular kind of case, and I will highlight this. In each 
instance, however, the proponent of corporate agency should 
recognize that corporations satisfy the required criterion.

3  As a final example, Pasternak (2017) has recently argued directly 
that corporations are moral agents, but they nevertheless are not 
worthy of moral consideration and should not be granted independ-
ent rights. I omit a longer discussion of this work because it argues 
largely by taking on board directly what is said by List and Pettit and 
Hess.
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Ends of Their Own, an Environmentalist Approach

We can begin this investigation by looking to the literature 
on environmental ethics. In that literature, several people 
have been keen to argue that we ought to protect the envi-
ronment not merely because preserving the environment is 
instrumentally good (‘it’s good because it’s good for us’); 
instead, we ought to protect the environment because it has 
intrinsic worth that deserves protecting. Insofar as this vastly 
expands the purview of our apparent moral demands, any 
view with this result is going to feel more inclusive than we 
might have thought plausible. Nevertheless, these views are 
worth exploring. First, they are motivated and often taken 
seriously by those working in environmental ethics. So, they 
cannot just be dismissed out of hand. And second, environ-
mentalists are high on the list of those likely to deny that 
corporations have rights. Given this, it will be surprising if it 
follows from the views advocated by the staunchest environ-
mentalists that corporations are things that have rights that 
deserve respecting. In fact, this is exactly what the proponent 
of corporate agency should conclude.

Consider a view found in Paul Taylor’s Respect for 
Nature. Taylor is concerned with making the case for think-
ing that many elements of nature are worthy of respect and 
moral consideration, and his principle for what deserves 
respect is quite simple: according to Taylor, something’s 
merely having a good is sufficient for that thing to deserve 
some kind of moral respect. Put another way, if something 
has an end or a goal—if there is something that is a good 
for it—then that thing’s efforts to achieve that end are to 
be respected, all else equal, as much as the ends of any-
thing else. By casting the net so broadly, Taylor is able to 
include animals, plants, and even microscopic organisms. 
For each of these, some sense can be made of certain states 
that are better or worse for their lives, and so they should be 
respected on his view to some degree.

Central to Taylor’s view is that moral patients have a cer-
tain telos, or something that they are trying to do that can 
be aided or frustrated. This will rule in animals while ruling 
out rocks and puddles. The view is also intuitive because it 
does seem like we ought to respect the ends of anything that 
has ends, at least if it is no cost to us to do so. This is not to 
say that the ends of a rhododendron are to be respected to 
the same degree as the ends of a beloved family member. 
We are not saying that all plants and animals have the same 
moral status, or are to be considered to the same degree. It is 
significant if we can be brought to accept the idea that any-
thing with ends of any kind deserves some degree of respect. 
If corporations can be shown to be deserving of any distinct 
moral consideration whatsoever, this will be a tremendous 
departure from orthodoxy.

So, do corporations have goods or ends that should be 
respected, all else equal? There are those in the literature that 

would deny that corporations can have goals or ends to be 
satisfied. Keeley (1981), for example, distinguishes between 
goals of the corporation and goals had for the corporation. 
He argues that while people can have various goals or inten-
tions for the corporation, the corporation itself has no goals. 
While this is a compelling suggestion, the proponents of 
corporate agency (such as those mentioned in fn.2) are com-
mitted to corporations having certain goals, ends, aims, and 
plans. They will readily admit things can be good or bad for 
a corporation, and for good reason.

The case for corporate goods is relatively straightforward. 
It is good for a corporation to be in the black—to earn rev-
enue in excess of costs. It’s also good for a corporation to be 
transparent, reliable, growing market share, minimizing cost 
of capital, and maximizing return on investment. Apart from 
how this would be beneficial to others, these are often ways 
of measuring how well the business is doing itself. On the 
other hand, when you see that a company is losing market 
share, misallocating funds, taking on a high proportion of 
debt, making desperate acquisitions, or having their margins 
competed away; these are things that are clearly bad for busi-
ness. Even on a smaller scale, a celebrity could endorse the 
product made by a business run out of someone’s basement, 
or a fight could break out in a bar. These also would be good 
and bad for these businesses, and we say such things on a 
regular basis.

Further, the proponent of corporate agency may be par-
ticularly committed to corporate ends, because there is an 
a priori argument for this conclusion from the concept of 
action itself. On some theories of action, every action is 
done for some reason (even if the reason is simply because 
the agent felt like doing it). Permitting some capriciousness, 
it is nevertheless hard to imagine an agent who acts but never 
acts for any reason. I do not think we would label the behav-
ior of such an individual as ‘action.’ Finally, an agent can 
only have a reason for acting if the agent has some end, and 
that action is possibly a means of achieving it. Proponents of 
corporate agency will say that the corporation can act, and 
so the corporation will only count as acting if it has reasons 
to act, and it will only have reasons to act if it has ends that 
are promoted by those actions.

A proponent of corporate agency may respond that 
accepting that there are corporate goods does not secure the 
corporation moral status on Taylor’s view, because what is 
good for a corporation is only instrumentally good, or good 
insofar as it promotes the good of its members. However, 
this route is problematic for a few reasons. First, even if 
corporate goods were merely instrumental, Taylor himself 
does not disqualify entities with only instrumental goods, 
nor should he. Although he does not discuss this issue, we 
might imagine that the goods of plants should be respected 
even if it is difficult to make the case that the ends of plants 
are intrinsic goods or goods-in-themselves. The point is that 
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plants are in some sense trying to do something—survive4—
and we ought to respect that, if we can. Whether what they 
are trying to do is instrumental for the aims of something 
else is beside the point. Similarly, corporations have ends 
of their own, and so those ends should be respected when 
possible.

Second, it should not be hard for the proponent of cor-
porate agency to become convinced that corporations have 
non-instrumental goods anyway. Something can clearly be in 
the long-term interest of the company even if it would not be 
good for any of its current members or even any stakehold-
ers. Perhaps all of the shareholders sell before the long-term 
benefit is realized, and all of the employees turn over, and 
the corporation exchanges all old customers for new ones. 
Proponents of corporate agency tend to happily endorse this 
kind of arguments in order to establish the distinct existence 
of the corporation (that the corporation could remain the 
same even while changing members), so they are particularly 
vulnerable to an argument of this kind.

Accepting this, we might instead object that Taylor’s view 
is too inclusive. (After all, it includes microorganisms!) We 
may even think that the fact that it follows from his view that 
corporations have moral worth shows that his view is too 
inclusive. This is fair enough. However, it is worth noting 
that among the views of moral status endorsed by environ-
mentalists, Taylor’s view is actually one of the hardest for 
corporations to satisfy. For other views in that literature, 
it will be even more obvious that corporations qualify as 
worthy of moral consideration.

As one example, Callicott (1980) advocates for the holis-
tic position that what is actually of value is the ‘biotic’ sys-
tem encompassing the environment as a whole. Items within 
the system deserve moral consideration to the degree that it 
benefits the thriving and diversity of the system. This holis-
tic position, however, even licenses concern for inanimate 
things like mountains and streams insofar as they are impor-
tant to the system. Given only the assumption that corpora-
tions are things within the environment, it will be clear that 
corporations are worthy of moral consideration. Not only 
do corporations contribute to the diversity of entities in the 
environment, but, when regulated properly, they facilitate the 
overall success of humans and perhaps the whole biotic sys-
tem. Given this, on this account they may deserve as much 
consideration as humans, if not more.

The broader point is that proponents of corporate agency 
should accept that the kinds of views likely to be endorsed by 
environmentalists extend to guarantee moral consideration 

for corporations. Of course, our task here is not to satisfy 
environmentalists. If their views are ultimately implausible, 
then so much the worse for them. Still, these views are inde-
pendently motivated, and they are accepted by the very peo-
ple with most to gain from arguing against corporate moral 
status. This puts environmentalists in an interesting position. 
Although environmental activists and corporate lobbyists are 
often at odds, they may find themselves advocating for one 
and the same view of what it takes to be worthy of moral 
consideration.

Intellectual Abilities

A natural reaction to extremely inclusive views of moral 
status is to push for a much higher bar for moral worth. 
Traditionally, views that do this tend to stress certain intel-
lectual capacities, not merely the having of ends. Here, the 
classic view is Kant’s. In his Groundwork for the Metaphys-
ics of Morals, Kant argues that what makes us valuable is 
our autonomy, where this is understood to be our ability 
to use practical reason to deliberate and set our own ends. 
This condition alone is what is necessary and sufficient for 
moral consideration. For Kant, moral consideration is a 
matter of respecting individuals as ends in themselves, and 
never merely as a means. Anything that cannot practically 
deliberate, however, can be treated merely as a means. So, 
rationality and practical reasoning are intellectual abilities 
shared by all creatures of moral worth.

Whether practical reasoning must actually be used to 
determine our ends is a question for metaethics. Still, there 
is something to this idea that these intellectual abilities are 
connected to moral consideration. Kant’s view is of course 
of a piece with his larger ethical theory, but we might inde-
pendently think that there is something valuable (and so 
morally worthy) about reasoning and creatures capable of 
reasoning. We need not take on Kant’s stronger claim that 
something is not worthy of any consideration unless it is 
capable of practical reasoning, but it will be a striking result 
if such reasoning qualifies one for moral consideration and 
corporations so qualify.

To be sure, it is a difficult and extensive challenge to suf-
ficiently demonstrate that corporations do count as coming 
to judgments, making decisions, and forming intentions that 
are distinct from the judgments/decisions/intentions of the 
managers running them. Rönnegard and Velasquez (2017) 
maintain that this challenge has yet to be met. However, this 
is what proponents of corporate agency are most assuredly 
committed to. French (1979) argues that it is the corpora-
tion’s internal decision structure that licenses the appropriate 
description of employee actions as the intentional actions of 
corporations. Similarly, Pettit (2003, 2007, 2017) maintains 
that group agents including corporations manifest a kind of 
rational unity (and can be answerable for such). Consistently 

4  Taylor is clearly concerned with things that are alive. I will not 
comment on whether we ought to consider corporations as ‘alive,’ 
aside to say first that it would be a stretch of our language to say so. 
What is important is that corporations seem to share many features 
with living entities relevant to moral worthiness.



258	 K. Silver 

1 3

in this literature, there has been a full-throated, if controver-
sial, explication of the idea that corporations can have states 
like beliefs, desires, and intentions, and that corporations 
can reason as to how they should act as a corporation given 
their corporate interests. Hess (2010) even goes as far as 
claiming not only that corporations are capable of practical 
reasoning, but that corporate entities are capable of having a 
first-person perspective, as they conceive of themselves and 
their interests as they reason to act.

This is not the place to adjudicate whether corporations 
really do instantiate these mental states, or are reasonable 
organisms. But proponents of corporate agency seem com-
mitted to this, and this is sufficient for satisfying the Kan-
tian criteria for moral status. The only way for these authors 
to avoid this conclusion would be to claim that although 
corporations act in light of their reasons, they are never-
theless incapable of practical reasoning. It is hard to see 
how this argument would go though. Perhaps these authors 
would say that although corporations do have reasons and 
instantiate certain mental states, they do not fully instanti-
ate those states that are constitutive of deliberating among 
their reasons. Perhaps corporations act for reasons but do not 
actively weigh their reasons. But would these authors really 
argue this? Unless we take it to be a miracle that corporate 
actions happen to match what corporations have reasons 
to do, these authors must appeal to the corporate decision 
procedure as constitutive of the corporation’s engaging in 
practical reasoning.

Although we may independently want to push back 
against the rational nature of corporations, an opponent 
does not need to do this in order to deny that corporations 
are worthy of moral consideration. Given how controversial 
the Kantian view is, an opponent is better off just denying 
that rationality is sufficient for moral consideration. Wringe 
(2014) suggests exactly this upon recognizing that corpora-
tions likely qualify on the Kantian view of humanity. We 
could raise the bar yet higher and suggest that some fur-
ther abilities are necessary for something’s being worthy of 
moral consideration. For example, Margalit (1996) claims 
that free will is required for moral consideration.5 However, 
we are more likely to think that the bar set at rationality is 
too high already. Instead, we may think that the basis of 
moral worthiness is non-intellectual.

There is good reason for thinking this, and we will explore 
these other views presently. However, it is worth pausing 
again to acknowledge that the view on offer is independently 
motivated and somewhat plausible. Even if not a necessary 

condition, it does seem as if things capable of having ends 
and reasoning practically toward those ends ought to be able 
to act in pursuit of those ends without being frustrated (at 
least insofar as they do not act to frustrate the actions of 
others). Such complex behavior does suggest some kind of 
worthiness of respect. It may turn out that the Kantian view 
is insufficient to guarantee rights and protections, but it is 
another plausible view on which the proponent of corporate 
agency seems committed to corporations as worthy of moral 
consideration.

As with the environmentalist views, we are free to reject 
the Kantian view, but there may be significant costs to doing 
so. For example, without this view it may be harder to justify 
how humans at least seem to have a privileged moral sta-
tus in the animal kingdom. Perhaps they actually do not, or 
perhaps their higher status can be explained by other kinds 
of views (such as those in the next section), but needing to 
reject views that focus on intellectual ability is a high cost 
of denying any moral status to corporations.

Caring and Emotional Capacities

Moving away from a view that requires these particular 
intellectual abilities, we might instead endorse a view that 
requires some affective element that corporations may seem 
to lack even by the lights of the proponent of corporate 
agency. Jaworska (2007) argues that what is necessary for 
full moral status is an agent’s ability to care about some-
thing. The move to talking about caring is well-motivated, 
as we will see, and, crucially, Jaworska characterizes caring 
as involving a slew of emotions arguably not had by corpo-
rations. This view is a prime example (and one of the few) 
that requires certain emotional capacities. The question will 
be whether the proponent of corporate agency should think 
that corporations have these emotions, and whether those 
emotions really are necessary for the caring that is itself 
necessary for full moral status.

Jaworska is concerned in part with showing how chil-
dren who have not fully developed the abilities of practical 
reasoning necessary on Kant’s account still seem to have 
full moral status. She argues that they regularly exhibit a 
feature that we might find lacking in others (such as those 
with severe dementia) who still have moral worth, but do not 
seem to command full moral status. The feature had in com-
mon between those with full moral status, Jaworska claims, 
is a sense of self or psychological unity. She says,

It makes sense that a creature who possesses a sense 
of self – enough of a self that the distinction between 
motivations that merely occur within him and those 
that are truly his own applies to him – would have the 
underpinnings of a higher moral standing than a crea-
ture who lacks such self-delineation. (493)

5  The notion of free will in play is the radical freedom from determi-
nation given one’s past, environment, and character make-up. That is 
a high bar indeed. Even here, however, consider Hess (2014), where 
Kendy Hess argues that corporations are capable of satisfying at least 
certain suggested compatibilist conditions for free will.
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Creatures that exhibit this unity of self have full moral status, 
and it is for securing this sense of self that caring is essential. 
In line with the work of Harry Frankfurt, Jaworska claims 
that we identify with our cares—that they are internal to 
us and we cannot be alienated from them. When we care 
about something, it is important to us, and this importance 
structures our future thought and actions. It is because we 
have things to care about that we feel the need to marshal 
our abilities toward promoting the interests of whatever it is 
that we care about. And if we did not feel the compulsion to 
organize ourselves—if our cares did not provide reasons to 
do this—we would not have the kind of centered psychol-
ogy deserving of the concept of ‘self.’ This is why Jaworska 
claims that caring is necessary for full moral status.

Crucially, Jaworska further claims that certain emotions 
are a necessary part of caring. She characterizes caring ‘…
as a structured compound of various less complex emotions, 
emotional predispositions, and also desires, unfolding over 
time in response to relevance circumstances’ (483). She fur-
ther says that caring typically involves:

…joy and satisfaction when the object of one’s caring 
is doing well and advancing and frustration over its 
misfortunes or setbacks, anger at agents who heed-
lessly cause such misfortunes or setbacks, pride for 
the success for the object and disappointment over its 
defeats and failures…fear when the object is in jeop-
ardy and relief when it escapes untouched, and grief 
at the loss of the object and the subsequent nostalgia. 
(483-4)

 On this view, at least some of these emotions will be neces-
sary for full moral status, and it is hard to imagine that cor-
porations genuinely exhibit any of these emotions. Corpora-
tions do not seem to be joyous when their share price rises 
or disappointed when they get a credit downgrade. Short of 
Coca-Cola putting out commercials about bringing back the 
glass bottle, it’s not clear how corporations could possibly 
manifest nostalgia. So it seems that corporations will not 
count as caring about anything on Jaworska’s account. If we 
agree that caring is necessary for full moral standing, then 
we will have an argument against corporations counting as 
worthy of such standing.

This argument is compelling, but it is an argument about 
having full moral status, and we may want to claim that 
corporations still have moral status without having a status 
equal to persons, for instance. However, the importance of 
emotions has been recognized before, and several authors 
have taken the idea that corporations lack them to show that 
corporations are neither moral patients nor moral agents. 
De George (1986) argues directly that corporations lack 
certain emotional capacities, and these capacities are nec-
essary for moral personhood. Tollefsen (2008) argues that 
certain emotions are necessary for caring, and she worries 

that if corporations cannot be shown to have them in some 
way, they will not even count as responsible agents. Haney 
(2004) explicitly claims that corporations are not capable of 
caring, and that they are not moral agents because of this. 
More recently, Sepinwall (2017) argues that even if it may 
be appropriate to hold corporations responsible for what 
they do, corporations are not blameworthy because they 
lack these emotional capacities. So, a proponent of corporate 
agency must be able to answer this charge. Luckily, there are 
several answers available.

First, several proponents of corporate agency have argued 
that corporations are capable of feeling emotions in some 
way. Although Tollefsen agrees that corporations cannot feel 
emotions on their own, she thinks that there is a way to say 
that there are corporate emotions—or emotions appropriate 
for the corporation—that employees can feel vicariously for 
their corporations. She says,

Corporations do have emotions. They are realized by 
corporate employees. Corporate employees are con-
duits for corporate emotion…When corporate employ-
ees express, for instance, regret over the action of the 
corporation, they are expressing not their personal 
emotions…but the regret of the corporation. (12)

In response to Tollefsen’s paper, Peter French goes one step 
further. He suggests that employees can directly express 
corporate regret. Just as the actions of employees can be 
described as actions of the corporation itself when in the 
context of the CID structure, French claims that certain 
expressions of the employees can also be described as 
expressions of the attitudes of the corporation. He justi-
fies these corporate emotions by appealing to the idea that 
groups can count as having emotions if the individuals in 
them commit to feeling the emotion as a group.

Sepinwall (op. cit.) considers and rejects Tollefsen and 
French’s attempts at insuring corporate emotions; however, 
Hess and Björnsson (2017) compelling argues that corpo-
rations are capable of having and expressing certain reac-
tive attitudes6 even without any of the employees sharing or 
expressing those attitudes. Instead, corporations can engage 
in activities that are constitutive of their feeling regret or 
remorse (e.g., firing negligent employees or issuing new 
protocol to prevent further problems) even if none of the 
employees individually express remorse. What is crucial for 
them is that these attitudes require certain motivational and 
epistemic capacities, and corporations have those capacities, 
even if they lack the qualitative experiences that are typically 

6  Some authors have argued that reactive attitudes involve having 
emotions or even that they are emotions. Their relation to emotions 
is still unsettled, but see Wallace (2011) for a defense of the former 
claim and Hurley and Macnamara (2010) for a defense of the latter 
claim.
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associated with these attitudes.7 What is crucial for us, how-
ever, is that proponents of corporate agency do seem ready 
to defend corporate attitudes, and corporations will satisfy 
the account of moral status currently under consideration 
because of this.

We should acknowledge that although the reactive atti-
tudes are doubtlessly significant for inclusion in the moral 
community, none of these authors are arguing that corpora-
tions have the emotions specifically mentioned by Jaworska. 
She mentions joy, pride, nostalgia, and others presumably 
because these emotions are crucial for organizing the agent 
to be the kind of unified self worthy of full moral status. Per-
haps the arguments given by the philosophers above could 
be extended to cover these emotions, but even if we thought 
that corporations were not capable of any emotions, there is 
a way that we should nevertheless maintain that corporations 
are capable of the kind of caring necessary for full moral 
status on this account.

Our emotions seem to play a very particular role in our 
psychology that enables us to have unified psychologies. 
When our emotions track the successes or failures of a cer-
tain thing, they imbue that thing with importance, helping 
us to structure our psychology and future conduct. However, 
it is unclear that emotions are the only kinds of states that 
can play this role. Evaluative judgments, for example, might 
be thought to be capable of playing the same role. If you 
judge that something is good or ought to be promoted, then 
you may focus on it and identify with promoting it, and so 
care about it. This may further motivate you to structure 
your thoughts and actions around promoting it, establishing 
a more unified self.

Jaworska argues against the idea that evaluative judg-
ments are necessary for caring, but she does not show that 
these judgments could not provide an alternative sufficient 
basis for an agent’s caring. It may be unlikely in the case of 
humans that evaluative states alone are sufficient to do this 
without certain emotions, but she neither argues for this nor 
for the more important claim that evaluative attitudes could 
never undergird the capacity to care.

Once we have loosened our understanding of what is 
involved in caring in this way, I think we can step back and 
recognize that we regularly take corporations to be capa-
ble of caring about things. Proponents of corporate agency 
should be happy to admit that corporations are often formed 
with a set of values baked into them. Candidates are inter-
viewed for alignment with these values, investment decisions 
are made based upon these values, and marketing is issued 

to signal an allegiance to these values. Even a corporation 
that is openly run for the benefit of shareholders above all 
else counts as having clear values, and those values guide all 
of the practical deliberation of the corporation. So it would 
sound odd (especially for a proponent of corporate agency) 
to say that corporations are incapable of caring. Instead, 
corporations do seem to care about the projects and promote 
their values, and so they ought to qualify as worthy of full 
moral status given this conception of what is necessary.

Sentience

Even if we could be convinced that emotions may not be 
necessary for moral consideration, we still might be con-
vinced that what is required is sentience—or the ability to 
feel pleasure/pain. For example, Utilitarians seek to maxi-
mize pleasure (or at least have it be above some minimum 
threshold), so what will matter to the utilitarian calculation 
will only be those creatures that can experience pleasure/
pain. Singer (1993) is a prominent defender of this view 
of moral worth. Alternatively, we may think that we have 
particular rights not to be subjected to certain harms, where 
those harms give us pain in particular ways. In both of these 
cases, the normative moral views will be indifferent as to 
how to treat things that do not experience pleasure/pain. 
Non-sentient entities will not be worthy of any moral con-
sideration on these views, let alone the question of full moral 
status.

Although this focus on sentience is not typically dis-
cussed in the context of business ethics, we saw in the first 
section how it is in the background of the denial of corporate 
moral status in the literature (especially by Pettit, List, and 
Hess). Kendy Hess even acknowledges that corporations 
may be rational agents with first-person perspectives; nev-
ertheless, she claims that they do not have rights and will 
not need moral protections because they do not have the 
kinds of experiences that agents need to be protected from 
having. So, this puts into clear focus the question we need 
to answer: Do corporations experience pleasure or pain or 
some analogue of these sensations that would warrant them 
moral rights/protections? And, what would we need in order 
to show that they have or lack these experiences?

Given only what proponents of corporate agency already 
agree to, we can quickly make the prima facie case that 
corporations in fact do exhibit states that are functionally 
equivalent to pleasure and pain. It can sound absurd to say 
that J.C. Penney felt pain or anything at all at their fall-
ing profits and market share, or that Tesla took pleasure in 
its rapid growth. Nevertheless, it can be in a corporation’s 
interest for it to acquire certain resources, and it can react in 
various negative ways should it fail to acquire them. Layoffs 
can ensue, or poorly thought-through alternative projects can 
be pursued. Similarly, a corporation can do things to try to 

7  This apparent lack of qualitative experience is exactly why Haney 
claims that corporations are not capable of caring. We will see that on 
this view and other views of moral status, what really does the work 
in ruling out corporations is an assumption of their lacking necessary 
qualitative experiences.
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win an award like ‘Top 10 Places to Work,’ and, if it wins, 
it can pay out of the corporate budget for employees to have 
champagne. The award placard might go up in the lobby 
just as a medal would go around a neck. Again, proponents 
of corporate agency should admit that these are corporate 
interests that are satisfied or frustrated, and these are cor-
porate acts that occur in response to whether the desire is 
frustrated. These mere positive or negative reactions to posi-
tive or negative stimuli seem sufficient for a prima facie case 
for a corporation’s having states that play similar functional 
roles to pleasure and pain. Corporations do avoid things that 
are against their ends and pursue things that promote their 
ends.

It might be objected that the fact that corporations have 
states that appear to play these functional roles is all the evi-
dence that we need to deny functionalism about the mind—
that is, to deny that satisfying these functional roles of a 
person’s being in certain mental state is sufficient for (or all 
there is to) a thing’s having these mental states. Velasquez 
(2003: fn.40), for example, argues against corporate inten-
tionality by explicitly rejecting functionalism in the phi-
losophy of mind (albeit only in an endnote). Even within 
the philosophy of mind, Block (1978) argues against func-
tionalism precisely by using the case of a group agent—the 
Chinese nation—arranged so as to be capable of states that 
are functionally equivalent to our mental states. This group 
agent, he claims, is certainly not consciously experiencing 
various states, although it has states that play the same func-
tional roles.

Though this line of thought will be compelling to some, 
it is again not available to proponents of corporate agency. 
Many of them openly accept functionalism in the philosophy 
of mind on the way toward arguing for corporate rational-
ity, intentionality, and mental states (Copp 2006, Hess and 
Björnsson op. cit.). These authors should say that the struc-
ture of the corporation is not just employees arranged like 
neurons in the brain, and demonstrating that a corporation 
satisfies the functional characterization for a certain mental 
state is sufficient to show that it manifests that state.

If we could thoroughly demonstrate that corporations 
are capable of states genuinely functionally equivalent to 
pleasure and pain, then, these authors should accept that 
corporations can be sentient. Of course, showing this suf-
ficiently is a tall order. To fully functionally characterize 
mental states and then demonstrate that corporations or other 
group agents have states that play these roles is not an easy 
task for any mental state, and it is likely to be even more dif-
ficult in the case of pleasure and pain.8 Still, if we are ready 
to ascribe mental states such as desires to corporations, and 

we recognize that these desires are pursued to be satisfied 
(and not merely eliminated), there seems to be no principled 
reason why corporations could not have states that play the 
same functional role as pleasure and pain.

Phenomenology

In order to avoid this result, I believe that the proponent of 
corporate agency must make a special kind of appeal. They 
will need to argue that corporations do not satisfy the true 
functional characterization for pleasure or pain because there 
is some experience to pleasure and pain beyond achieving 
our goods or failing to meet our interests. This is best cap-
tured in an example. The pain that ensues with my hand on 
a hot stove is not merely a matter of my interests not being 
met. Yes, I will avoid the stimuli in the future, but I will also 
wince, grimace, and complain to no end. This may appear 
to somehow evince real pain. Managers may hem and haw 
about losses in quarterly reports, and they may avoid mar-
kets where they have failed before, but what do corporations 
themselves do to evince anything like discomfort, let alone 
agony? Surely corporations cannot really feel pain.

Even if there were certain corporate actions that are the 
behavioral equivalent to recoiling in pain (e.g., desperately 
shedding divisions perhaps), the objection is compelling 
because it gestures toward something often assumed to 
accompany feelings like pleasure and pain phenomenology, 
or what it is like to be in that state. Consider again Hess, 
who says,

There is no phenomenal point of view to accompany their 
rational point of view. Thus, while the corporate entity can 
desire resources, it cannot feel hunger when it fails to acquire 
them. It can desire rewards and work to get them, but it can-
not exult when it succeeds or feel humiliated when it fails. 
(op. cit.: 334)

What is thought to be lacking here is the phenomenal 
experience of pain, of what it is like to be in pain.9 If cor-
porations are not conscious, or if there is nothing that it is 
like to be a corporation (or for a corporation to be in some 
state), then we may seek to deny them moral status on this 
basis. After all, if corporations lack the true experience of 
pain, then we may not feel compelled to help them avoid 
these negative experiences.

So, the suggestion is that perhaps only conscious crea-
tures capable of phenomenal experiences can have moral sta-
tus.10 We may think that consciousness is necessary because 

8  See Rupert (2011: 633–634) for a discussion of the state of these 
arguments from functional similarity more broadly in the literature.

9  Haney (op. cit.:403-4) argues explicitly that this element is pre-
cisely what functionalist accounts of the mind cannot capture.
10  We may think that something could fail to be consciously aware 
and yet still have sub-conscious phenomenal experiences that qualify 
it for moral status. It may more plausible to hold that corporations 
have subconscious experiences and feelings but not full-blown con-
sciousness. Interestingly, however, List (2016: 5–7) suggests that cor-
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it is necessary for sentience, which is what is necessary for 
moral consideration, or we might think that conscious-
ness alone is sufficient for moral consideration (McMahan 
2002). Regardless, this is the element that we stand a better 
chance of arguing that corporations lack. It is simply hard 
to imagine that corporations themselves genuinely experi-
ence anything.

There is a sense in which corporations seem genuinely 
soulless (and not just in the sense of not caring about non-
shareholders). Corporations seem more like tools of wealth 
generation or engines of capitalism than loci of experiences. 
But if corporations are more machine-like, then this moti-
vates us to think that they deserve no greater moral consid-
eration than my car engine. Spoken of in this light, it seems 
manifestly ludicrous to imagine corporations as conscious 
creatures.

Despite these intuitions, there are good reasons for pro-
ponents of corporate agency to think that corporations are 
conscious. At the very least, it is extremely difficult for them 
to know that corporations are not conscious. There has been 
independent work on the plausibility of groups as having 
consciousness distinct from their members,11 but there are 
a few reasons that the proponent of corporate agency in par-
ticular may have a harder time avoiding this result.

First, proponents of corporate agency accept that corpo-
rations act, but several views of action have it that acting 
itself requires certain phenomenal experiences. For instance, 
on the volitionist account of action given in Ginet (1990), 
voluntary actions are always accompanied and partially con-
stituted by an ‘actish’ phenomenal quality. The agent has the 
experience as of acting or exerting herself voluntarily. We 
could just deny accounts that incorporate this phenomeno-
logical element; however, they are independently motivated.

Second, it is odd to consider the corporation as non-con-
scious once we remember just how many features proponents 

of corporate agency have been compelled to argue corpora-
tions exhibit. Corporations are taken to have distinct ends 
and are capable of using practical reason from a first-person 
perspective12 to achieve those ends. Further, I have made 
the case that these theorists should agree that corporations 
can have values and care, and that corporations can at least 
instantiate states that are functionally equivalent to certain 
emotions and reactive attitudes. Given all this and granting 
that corporations do not seem conscious to us, it is hard to 
imagine something that has all of these features and yet is 
not conscious.

Engines of capitalism or not, corporations seem to behave 
in many ways just like conscious beings. It’s not as if a cor-
poration acts blindly toward its ends, correcting course in 
the face of frustrations like a Roomba. It plans ahead and 
cares if its attempts are frustrated. Given this, what could 
be missing? Corporate qualia? I will admit that we do not 
seem to have direct evidence for a phenomenology of the 
corporate. However, this can hardly be surprising. After all, 
I cannot have direct evidence that anything or anyone else 
has phenomenal experiences.13 This is just the problem of 
other minds.

The question is: Why does it seem to us that other people 
are conscious, and what is lacking such that it seems to us 
that corporations are not conscious? Given that proponents 
of corporate agency take corporations to exhibit all of the 
marks of agency that are typically found by conscious crea-
tures, the true reason corporations do not seem to us to be 
conscious must be that they are just so differently consti-
tuted. We only take it for granted that other people have 
experiences because we know that we have experiences, and 
other people seem just like us. This line of thought consti-
tutes what Hyslop (2016) refers to as the ‘analogical argu-
ment’ for other minds, because it works by extending our 
own experience to the supposed experience of others by 
analogy. The problem is that corporations are not like us; 
they are not biological creatures with brains. They are made 
up in such a dramatically different way that it may be that we 

13  If phenomenal experiences were necessary for the agential features 
of corporations, then we could directly infer their consciousness. 
However, we may think that phenomenal experiences do not play 
any causal role in bringing about our behavior, and that there could 
be creatures just like us in our behavior but which are not conscious. 
That is, we may think that philosophical zombies are possible. How-
ever, it would be an incredible result to show that philosophical zom-
bies are not only possible but actual, and that corporations are among 
them.

Footnote 10 (continued)
porations have conscious awareness but lack phenomenal conscious-
ness. He holds this position because he thinks that awareness can be 
characterized functionally (and corporations can play those functional 
roles) whereas conscious experience requires more.
11  See Schwitzgebel (2015), which argues for that claim that the 
United States of America is probably conscious (at least, if material-
ism is true). He recognizes that it would follow from this that cor-
porations might be conscious. Alternatively, see List (op. cit.), which 
acknowledges that corporations might count as conscious on some 
views of consciousness, but endorses a particular recent view of con-
sciousness on which he claims corporations will not count as con-
scious to a high degree. There may be ways around his conclusion 
even granting that view of consciousness, or we may to reject that 
view of consciousness, but it’s worth noting that on that view corpo-
rations will still count as conscious to some degree. In fact, the view 
entails that everything is conscious to some degree, and we may think 
that a proponent of this kind of panpsychism is unlikely to think that 
consciousness is the sufficient condition for moral consideration.

12  Although it is hard to imagine having a first-person perspective 
without being conscious, Hess does claim that these are separable and 
that corporations can act from a first-person perspective without hav-
ing conscious experiences. Rovane (1998) also argues at length that 
group agents can have a first-person perspective without having phe-
nomenological states.
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would not suspect it even if they were conscious. Or worse, 
it may be that we are biased against thinking that they are 
conscious because they are so different from us.14

I will grant that it is hard to imagine a corporation’s feel-
ing any kind of way, such as being in pain. But why would 
I be able to imagine this, given how different corporations 
are to me? It’s not surprising that I cannot empathize with an 
enterprise interested in maximizing profits for shareholders. 
It may seem absurd to think that a material entity consti-
tuted (at least in part) by conscious beings as members could 
be the seat of distinct experiences, but is it really easier to 
imagine that mere electrical firings within tissue membranes 
could be the seat of our own conscious experiences? In this 
sense, strolling around an office and concluding that there 
is no corporate phenomenology may be as misguided as a 
neurosurgeon that pokes around the brain and can’t find con-
sciousness. Schwitzgebel puts it well when he says, ‘Large 
things are hard to see properly when you’re in their midst. 
The homunculi in your head, the tourist in Leibniz’s mill, 
they don’t see consciousness either’ (op. cit.: 1717).

This is not decisive proof that corporations are conscious. 
But it does suggest that we are in a particularly bad place 
epistemically to judge whether corporations are conscious 
given the kinds of creatures we are. It is even questionable 
whether we have the ability to ever come to learn that they 
are not conscious. The way that we might think to do this 
would be to come up with a sophisticated model of con-
sciousness that includes everything that we think is con-
scious and excludes corporations. But if we do not know that 
corporations are not conscious antecedently, then doing this 
will only put us in the position of not knowing whether or 
not our model of consciousness is correct.15

If we are wrong in thinking that corporations are not con-
scious, and we do whatever we want with them, then we 
could be grievously wronging a whole class of entities on a 
regular basis. The same will go for any other of the myriad 
kinds of group entities proponents of group agency argue 
are capable of action. This makes the moral stakes quite 
high. And given how high the stakes are, we certainly lack 
sufficient evidence to know that they are not conscious. This 
issue is simply too important to assume this. On the contrary, 

we have seen that the proponents of corporate agency have 
good reasons to argue against our intuition that corporations 
are not conscious. If we are really convinced that conscious-
ness is necessary for moral consideration, the proponent of 
corporate agency should remain open to the possibility that 
corporations are worthy of moral consideration after all.

Implications

In the last section, we reviewed five distinct views of what 
it takes to be worthy of moral consideration. Each had some 
motivation to speak for it, and each had proponents. Further, 
for each view, we could make the case that the proponent 
of corporate agency should conclude that corporations are 
worthy of moral consideration. Even focusing on that view 
which had likely the highest bar for corporations to clear—
the view that required consciousness—we saw that there 
were good reasons for thinking that corporations satisfy this 
criterion as well given the properties often ascribed to them. 
So, proponents of corporate agency should accept that cor-
porations have distinct moral status. What follows? In this 
final section, I want to give several reasons why recognizing 
corporations as moral patients may not be as abhorrent as we 
might think. Then, I will conclude by pressing on our new 
duties regarding them.

Let’s indulge our fears for a moment and consider how 
dramatic the implications might be if corporations are wor-
thy of moral consideration. Doing so seems to immediately 
open up many questions that we might have taken to be set-
tled: If I use a restaurant as a means to eat food, would I have 
to respect the restaurant as an end in itself (or the corpora-
tion that owns it)? Would I have to consider the impact on 
my company before quitting my job? Would I have to buy 
a company’s inferior products to stop it from going out of 
business? Would it be permissible to short a company? Or, 
considering more realistic fears: Should we allow corpora-
tions to vote16 or run for office?

For all that I have said, it may be that the answer to all 
of these questions is still ‘no,’ but recognizing corporations 
as moral patients opens up these questions to answers with 
radical implications of how we may be called to act differ-
ently. We lack the space here to consider the full scope of 
rights that corporations might have if they indeed can be 
wronged, or what this would mean for what we should do 
differently. That being said, I want to note two things that 
should ease our worries in this regard.

14  Schwitzgebel suggests that we in fact are biased against accepting 
even the existence of things like group agents that are discontinuous. 
He calls this bias ‘contiguism’ (op. cit.:1699). However, I think the 
bias goes much deeper for corporate consciousness. It is the fact that 
corporations are entities that we created, rather than biological enti-
ties, that I think is the source of our incredulity about their prospects 
for consciousness.
15  Block (2002) argues that, given a theory of consciousness and a 
being that is functionally equivalent to conscious beings but not 
counted as conscious by the theory, we have no way of knowing 
whether our theory is right or if encountering this being shows us that 
our theory as it is must be mistaken.

16  See Hasnas (2016), which argues that if corporations have the 
capacities ascribed to them by proponents of corporate agency, then 
they should have the right to vote. It is worth noting that Hasnas 
maintains that these rights follow even if (contra Hess) we take cor-
porations to be neither sentient nor conscious.
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First, in general our rights and protections depend on the 
kind of things we are and what we care about. Corporations 
are very different kinds of things from us, and they have 
different priorities. So corporations may not demand the 
same kinds of rights that we would expect to be demanded 
from other people. We surely value autonomy, privacy, 
self-expression, and living itself. Corporations don’t seem 
to value these things (at least, non-derivatively). This may 
come down to their not sharing some of our vulnerabilities 
(as Hess 2013 brings out), but I think it is also because cor-
porations do not necessarily share our values.

Corporations don’t wake up every day happy to be alive 
or fear death; they may act quickly to be acquired and broken 
up at the right price.17 Instead, they perhaps value things like 
the security of their assets/intellectual property, or their abil-
ity to return profits to shareholders. These are values that our 
legal system already recognizes, regulates, and respects. In 
some sense, these rights are already guaranteed. If corpora-
tions are worthy of some degree of moral consideration, then 
we may have some extra reason to ensure that these rights 
are respected and that individuals abide by these laws, but 
the rights they demand may require no more governmental 
protection or personal consideration than is already afforded 
to them.

Further, granting that corporations may have certain 
distinct rights also does not lead us inexorably to conclude 
that corporations have the particular rights protected by the 
Constitution (such as free speech). Sepinwall (2012) argues 
that the Constitution applies to citizens, and citizenship has 
certain criteria that corporations do not satisfy even as moral 
agents. Even if we thought that corporations were worthy 
of moral consideration, they may still not count as citizens, 
since they do not engage in certain civic duties owed to fel-
low citizens. So, for example, they may not be entitled to the 
protection of free speech on these grounds.

Second, it bears remembering that we still have rights. 
(The environment might too, for that matter.) Recognizing 
corporate rights does not mean forgetting our own, and a lot 
of the fear surrounding granting corporations more freedoms 
comes from their ability to use this freedom to infringe on 
ours. Just as it would be incumbent upon us to respect the 
rights of corporations, however, it would be just as incum-
bent upon them to respect our rights. And, again, to some 
extent this idea is already enshrined in the law. Corporations 
are free to grow as quickly and as much as they want up until 
the point where they could monopolize markets to extort 

unreasonable rents from consumers. And banks are heav-
ily regulated precisely because of the precarious economic 
position that their failure would place us in. In the typical 
case, allowing for corporate rights seems unproblematic. It 
becomes abominable, however, just when so doing would 
give them the power to rob us of our own rights. But this 
would not be allowed in a just society.

This is not to say that there is nothing revisionary in the 
idea that corporations are worthy of moral consideration. 
Though I am skeptical that accepting corporate rights will 
involve a radical reimagining of our legal and social land-
scape, the proceeding shows that this is something that the 
proponent of corporate agency must in principle be open 
to. For all that I have said, corporations may have an inter-
est in voting for representation in the government, and they 
may meet the qualifications for citizenship after all. At the 
very least, taking corporations to be both moral agents and 
patients might lead us to reconceive of the relationship 
between them and their shareholders.

What is important to see is that understanding the extend 
of corporate interests and rights is something that the pro-
ponent of corporate agency has a positive duty to determine. 
If we should afford corporations some degree of moral con-
sideration, then we must determine exactly how and to what 
extent they ought to enter into our deliberations as we decide 
what we ought to do. At the very least, it will involve an 
acknowledgement or recognition of corporations as mem-
bers of the moral community.

Acknowledgements  This paper benefitted tremendously from the feed-
back of the participants in the Zicklin Center Normative Business Eth-
ics Workshop at the Wharton School in 2017. The author would also 
like to thank Nicholas Laskowski for emboldening him to pursue this 
project, and Kendy Hess for comments and encouragement.

Compliance with Ethical Standards 

Conflict of interest  Author Kenneth Silver declares that he has no con-
flicts of interest.

References

Block, N. (1978). Troubles with functionalism. Minnesota Studies in 
the Philosophy of Science, 9, 261–325.

Block, N. (2002). The harder problem of consciousness. Journal of 
Philosophy, 99(8), 391–425.

Callicott, J. (1980). Animal liberation: A triangular affair. Environmen-
tal Ethics, 2(4), 311–338.

Ciepley, D. (2017). Member corporations, property corporations, and 
constitutional rights. Law and Ethics of Human Rights, 11(1), 
31–59.

Copp, D. (2006). On the agency of certain collective entities: An argu-
ment from “normative autonomy”. Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 
30, 194–221.

17  This is an important point to emphasize, because it might in part 
explain our moral intuition that there’s nothing wrong with dissolving 
a corporation. This just does not seem regrettable in the same way 
as the death of an animal, and it may not be even if corporations are 
worthy of some moral consideration, as long as they themselves do 
not care about persisting.



265Can a Corporation be Worthy of Moral Consideration?﻿	

1 3

De George, R. (1986). Corporations and Morality. In H. Curtler (Ed.), 
Shame, responsibility, and the corporation (pp. 59–75). New 
York: Haven Publications.

French, P. (1979). The corporation as a moral person. American Philo-
sophical Quarterly, 16(3), 207–215.

French, P. (1984). Collective and corporate responsibility. New York: 
Columbia University Press.

French, P. (2008). Responsibility with no alternatives, in loss of inno-
cence, and collective affectivity: Some thoughts on the papers by 
Haji, Mckenna, and Tollefsen. APA Newsletter on Philosophy and 
Law, 7(2), 13–18.

Ginet, C. (1990). On action. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Haney, M. (2004). Corporate loss of innocence for the sake of account-

ability. The Journal of Social Philosophy, 35(3), 391–412.
Hasnas, J. (2016). Should corporations have the right to vote? A para-

dox in the theory of corporate moral agency. Journal of Business 
Ethics. http​s://doi.org/10.1007​/s105​51-016-3172​-0.

Hess, K. (2010). The modern corporation as moral agent: The capacity 
for ‘thought’ and a first-person perspective’. Southwest Philosophy 
Review, 26(1), 61–69.

Hess, K. (2013). ‘If you tickle us…’: How corporations can be moral 
agents without being persons. Journal of Value Inquiry, 47, 
319–335.

Hess, K. (2014). The free will of corporations (and other collectives). 
Philosophical Studies, 168(1), 241–260.

Hess, K., & Björnsson, G. (2017). Corporate crocodile tears? On the 
reactive attitudes of corporate agents. Philosophy and Phenom-
enological Research, 94(2), 273–298.

Hessen, R. (1978). In defense of the corporation. Stanford: Stanford 
Hoover Institution Press.

Hurley, E., & Macnama, C. (2010). Beyond belief: Toward a theory 
of the reactive attitudes. Philosophical Papers, 39(3), 373–399.

Hyslop, A. (2016). Other minds. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2016 Edition), http​://plat​
o.stan​ford​.edu/arch​ives​/spr2​016/entr​ies/othe​r-mind​s/. Retrieved 
17, April, 2017.

Jaworska, A. (2007). Caring and full moral standing. Ethics, 117, 
460–497.

Jensen, M., & Meckling, W. (1976). Theory of the firm: Managerial 
behavior, agency costs and ownership structure. Journal of Finan-
cial Economics, 3, 305–360.

Kant, I. (2012). Groundwork for the metaphysics of morals (revised 
ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Keeley, M. (1981). Organizations as non-persons. Journal of Value 
Inquiry, 15, 149–155.

List, C. (2016). What is it like to be a group agent? Noûs. http​s://doi.
org/10.1111​/nous​.1216​2.

List, C., & Pettit, P. (2011). Group agency: The possibility, design, 
and status of corporate agents. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Manning, R. (1984). Corporate responsibility and corporate person-
hood. Journal of Business Ethics, 3, 77–84.

Margalit, A. (1996). The decent society. Cambridge, MA.: Harvard 
University Press.

McMahan, J. (2002). The ethics of killing: Problems at the margins of 
life. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Ozar, D. (1985). Do corporations have moral rights? Journal of Busi-
ness Ethics, 4(4), 277–281.

Pasternak, A. (2017). From corporate moral agency to corporate moral 
rights. Law and Ethics of Human Rights, 11(1), 135–159.

Pettit, P. (2003). Groups with minds of their own. In F. Schmitt (Ed.), 
Socializing Metaphysics: The Nature of Social Reality (pp. 167–
193). Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Pettit, P. (2007). Responsibility incorporated. Ethics, 117, 171–201.
Pettit, P. (2017). The conversable, responsible corporation. In E. W. 

Orts & N. C. Smith (Eds.), The moral responsibility of firms (pp. 
15–33). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Regan, T. (1983). The case for animal rights. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.

Rönnegard, D., & Velasquez, M. (2017). On (not) attributing moral 
responsibility to organizations. In E. W. Orts & N. C. Smith 
(Eds.), The moral responsibility of firms (pp. 123–142). Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Rovane, C. (1998). The bounds of agency: An essay in revisionary 
metaphysics. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Rupert, R. (2011). Empirical arguments for group minds: A critical 
appraisal. Philosophy Compass, 6(9), 630–639.

Schwitzgebel, E. (2015). If materialism is true, the united states is 
probably conscious. Philosophical Studies, 172(7), 1697–1721.

Seelman, K. (2014). Does punishment honor the offender? In A. P. 
Simester, A. du Bois-Pedain, & U. Neumann (Eds.), Liberal crimi-
nal theory: Essays for Andreas von Hirsch. Oxford and Portland, 
OR: Hart Publishing.

Sepinwall, A. (2012). Citizens united and the ineluctable question of 
corporate citizenship. Connecticut Law Review, 44(3), 575–615.

Sepinwall, A. (2017). Blame, emotion, and the corporation. In E. W. 
Orts & N. C. Smith (Eds.), The moral responsibility of firms (pp. 
143–166). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Singer, P. (1993). Practical ethics (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Taylor, P. (1986). Respect for nature. Princeton: Princeton University 
Press.

Tollefsen, D. (2008). Affectivity, moral agency, and corporate-human 
relations. APA Newsletter on Philosophy and Law, 7(2), 9–13.

Velasquez, M. (2003). Debunking corporate moral responsibility. Busi-
ness Ethics Quarterly, 13(4), 531–562.

Wallace, R. J. (2011). Dispassionate opprobrium. In R. Wallace, R. 
Kumar, & S. Freeman (Eds.), Reasons and recognition: Essays 
on the philosophy of T.M. Scanlon (pp. 348–370). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Wringe, B. (2014). May I treat a collective as a mere means. American 
Philosophical Quarterly, 513(3), 273–284.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-016-3172-0
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/other-minds/
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/other-minds/
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12162
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12162

	Can a Corporation be Worthy of Moral Consideration?
	Abstract
	The State of the Debate
	Views of What It Takes to be Worthy of Moral Consideration
	Ends of Their Own, an Environmentalist Approach
	Intellectual Abilities
	Caring and Emotional Capacities
	Sentience
	Phenomenology

	Implications
	Acknowledgements 
	References




