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In Margaret Atwood’s novel The 
Handmaid’s Tale, the phrase “context 
is all” becomes a guiding thread that 
summons the reader to witness what 
happens to the novel’s narrator and 
protagonist Offred and other “hand-
maids”, as the novel’s sociocultural 
context evolves. This contextual meta-
morphosis enables “certain casually 
held attitudes about women [to be] 
taken to their logical conclusions”.1 
For Offred, putting things into context 
enables her to cope and to hope:

“What I need is perspective. The 
illusion of depth, created by a 
frame, the arrangement of shapes 
on a flat surface. Perspective is 
necessary … Otherwise you live in 
the moment. Which is not where 
I want to be … But that’s where 
I am, there’s no escaping it … 
Time to take stock … I have trouble 
remembering what I used to look 
like … But something has changed, 
now, tonight. Circumstances have 
altered. I can ask for something. 
Possibly not much; but something” 
(Atwood, 2012, p. 165).

  1	 This quote comes from an interview 
with Margaret Atwood, available at: 
http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/
books/6125/the-handmaids-tale-by-mar-
garet-atwood/9780307264602 

Earlier in the novel, Offred reflects 
on how quickly one’s context can be 
altered: “It has taken so little time to 
change our minds, about things like 
this” (p. 32). This is a helpful reminder 
about the importance and value of 
understanding the contextual evolu-
tion of ideas and experiences.

In a related vein, the eminent 
anthropologist and systems theorist 
Gregory Bateson (1979, p.15) reminds 
us that “without context, words and 
actions have no meaning at all. This 
is true not only of human communi-
cation in words but also of all com-
munication whatsoever, of all mental 
process, of all mind”. There is reso-
nance here with the work of Arthur 
Kleinman (1980) who developed a 
theoretical framework for anthropolo-
gists and other investigators involved 
in cross-cultural research to study 
clinical problems and the contextual 
relationship between medicine, psy-
chiatry, and culture in patient-healer 
interactions.

As a Canadian living and working 
in Europe since 1993 with dual citi-
zenship of Canada and the United 
Kingdom since 2004, my own per-
sonal and professional contexts have 
evolved considerably over the past two 
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decades. This part of my life has taken 
me from my doctoral research at Bris-
tol University’s School for Policy Stud-
ies to my work with The Body Shop 
helping to establish and later lead the 
New Academy of Business in Bristol 
and Bath, before moving on to the 
UN System Staff College (UNSSC) in 
Turin, Italy, and culminating with my 
current academic position at the Insti-
tute for Leadership and Sustainability 
(IFLAS), University of Cumbria and 
my role as General Editor of The Jour-
nal of Corporate Citizenship (JCC). My 
appreciation of human diversity and 
contextual difference has also been 
shaped and influenced by a career in 
international development that began 
in Nigeria at the age of 21 and which 
has continued to have a major influ-
ence on my personal and professional 
life ever since.

My eclectic, evolving life story 
means that my own understanding 
of the concept of corporate citizen-
ship is inclusive, conditional and 
emergent. When I first encountered 
the nascent corporate citizenship par-
adigm in the late 1990s (McIntosh  
et al., 1998), I saw it as an extension of 
the post-Rio business and sustainable 
development agenda which featured 
prominently in my doctoral research 
at Bristol. My last year with the New 
Academy in 2004 saw the publica-
tion of Enhancing Business-Community 
Relations: The Role of Volunteers in Pro-
moting Global Corporate Citizenship, 
the final report of an international 
action research project with UN Vol-
unteers that investigated “new models 
of business-community relations and 
enhanced corporate citizenship prac-
tices at the local level in developing 
and transitional countries” (Murphy 
and Shah, 2004, p. 6). Then, corporate 

citizenship was primarily focused on 
business-stakeholder relations on var-
ious global and local environmental, 
social and economic matters. 

Over the past decade, I have come 
to see corporate citizenship as one of 
a growing array of inter-related con-
cepts such as business ethics, cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR), 
corporate responsibility, corporate 
governance and corporate sustainabil-
ity, among others (Carroll, 2008). The 
current corporate citizenship agenda 
is more wide ranging and ambitious 
than when I first encountered the 
term in the late 1990s. The chang-
ing context of the role of business 
not just in society but also in politics, 
leadership, wellbeing, social inno-
vation, international relations, and 
wider global social change means that 
the global-local contexts of corporate 
citizenship (as well as responsibility, 
sustainability, ethics, governance etc.) 
are very different now as compared 
to then. 

Lending impetus to this line of argu-
ment, Andromachi Athanasopoulou 
and John W. Selsky (2015, p.323) inves-
tigate the role of social context in CSR 
research and conclude that three ave-
nues for future CSR research—social 
ecology, cross-sector social partner-
ships, and strategy-as-practice—offer 
opportunities to “transcend [CSR] 
levels and perspectives” and to pro-
duce “more context-sensitive CSR 
research” (See also Baue, 2014).

Corporate citizenship has never 
felt more relevant than in the cur-
rent global context. Amidst interna-
tional discussion of the implications 
of Brexit for British, European and 
global businesses—implications 
which are already being felt across 
national borders—leaders of two UK 
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national retail chains face investigation 
from UK parliamentary committees 
(New Statesman, 2016). Across the  
Atlantic Ocean, The New York Times’ 
columnist David Brooks (2016, p. A27) 
evocatively captures the current Ameri-
can context which has echoes of the 
fictional Republic of Gilead in Atwood’s 
The Handmaid’s Tale:

“Economic and social anxiety has 
metastasized into something spir-
itual and existential. Americans 
are no longer confident in their 
national project. They no longer 
trust their institutions or have faith 
in their common destiny. This is 
a crisis of national purpose. It’s 
about personal identity and the 
basic health of communal life”.

The roles of corporations, gov-
ernments and other actors, and the 
behaviour of their respective leaders 
have never been nearer the forefront 
of the public psyche on both sides 
of the Atlantic and further afield. To 
my mind, this confirms the place and 
importance of our vibrant, evolving 
discipline in helping to understand 
and shape relations between corpora-
tions, governments and societies in 
many different contexts.  

Issue 63 is our first Open Issue of 
JCC following the June 2016 Special 
Issue on Intellectual Shamans, which 
was thoughtfully complied and con-
textualised by Sandra Waddock, Mal-
colm McIntosh, Judith Neal, Edwina 
Pio and Chellie Spiller. In the Septem-
ber 2016 issue, we present a series 
of papers which each bring a distinct 
perspective to our understanding of 
corporate citizenship. In some cases, 
this is in terms of a particular context, 
whether this be animal welfare or the 
pearl industry. Other articles provide 
new perspectives by offering theoretical 

lenses on relationships between corpo-
rate organizations and the spaces and 
societies they operate in. Together, the 
papers provide a fascinating insight 
into a range of ideas that cut across 
and strengthen the corporate citizen-
ship movement.

Frans Melissen and Lars Moratis 
provide this issue’s Turning Point; 
a thoughtful essay which considers 
whether current business models are 
suitable for promoting sustainable 
development. Looking beyond the 
business world, to interactions with 
governance mechanisms and the 
world of NGOs, the authors propose 
that only by employing “naïve, native 
and narrative intelligence” will these 
interactions generate the more sus-
tainable business models necessary 
for our common futures.

This issue’s first peer-reviewed 
article by David F. Thomas, Michael 
Kimball and Diane Suhr uses Organi-
zational Place Building as a lens 
through which to examine approaches 
to corporate citizenship. Place is 
treated as a relatively overlooked con-
cept through which several different 
perspectives on thinking about the 
relationship between organizations 
and the spaces they operate in can be 
united: sociology, geography, organi-
zational behaviour studies, to name 
but a few. This reflects the importance 
of context when considering how 
diverse terminology related to corpo-
rate citizenship is utilised and embod-
ied by corporations. Ultimately, as the 
authors point out, though the “terms 
are different, they all point in the same 
direction”.

We move on to consider a respon-
sible business context where the lan-
guage of corporate citizenship is less 
used in common parlance, that of ani-
mal welfare. Monique Janssens and 
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Muel Kaptein present a comprehen-
sive piece of primary research, based 
on commitments to animal welfare 
available on the websites of the For-
tune Global 200. They suggest that 
greater discussion of these commit-
ments, both by business itself, and the 
business ethics literature, is crucial 
for “integrating animal ethics into the 
ethics of business”.

Elements of this focus on the natu-
ral world continue into Julie Nash, 
Clare Ginger and Laurent Cartiers’ 
contribution, which uses the pearl 
jewellery sector as a case study of 
environmentally responsible messag-
ing from industry-leading brands to 
consumers. Building on expanding 
literature addressing the intersec-
tion of luxury and sustainability, the 
authors are able to draw refreshingly 
positive conclusions about the ways in 
which “properly framed environmen-
tal messages” can enhance consumer 
perceptions of luxury value.

The issue concludes by going back 
to the theme of the opening Turn-
ing Point: the need to advance new 
models for sustainable development 
as we look to the future. Rooted in the 
partnership literature, Lea Stadtler’s 
article examines existing models of col-
laboration between private, public and 
civil society sectors, and the implica-
tions of expanding such partnerships. 
Particularly in light of the still-infant 
UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
which emphasise the role of business 
and NGOs, Stadtler encourages us to 
think critically about scaling up these 
partnerships for more substantial and 
effective global societal impact.

In closing this Editorial, let us return 
to Gregory Bateson’s inspirational story 
which may offer us a new research phi-
losophy for understanding corporate 

citizenship and related concepts. When 
his daughter Mary Catherine Bate-
son (2014, p. 364) was working on a 
memoir of her parents, she realized 
that her father had “somehow turned 
into a philosopher” via an apparently 
discontinuous journey of inquiry that 
encompassed biology, anthropology, 
psychology and psychotherapy, among 
other fields of study:

“only when [my father] drew 
together a group of his articles—
all written in very different con-
texts for very different audiences, 
with apparently different subject 
matter—and put them into the 
book called Steps to an Ecology of 
Mind, did it become clear to him 
that he had been working on the 
same kind of question all his life: 
The continuous thread through all 
of his work was an interest in the 
relationships between ideas”.

We hope that Issue 63 leaves you 
with several points for reflection. Con-
text may not be everything but in our 
efforts to develop corporate citizen-
ship thinking and action, investigating 
corporate citizenship in context is criti-
cal. If the arguments and relationships 
between ideas presented here prompt 
you to respond, we invite you to submit 
a paper that offers your own individual, 
organisational and/or socio-cultural 
context or worldview about corporate 
citizenship. Contestation and col-
laboration amongst members of our 
learning and research communities 
are both vital to advancing the practi-
tioner and academic debates that JCC 
serves to enable and host.

David F. Murphy
IFLAS, University of Cumbria,

Ambleside, UK
August 2016
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