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Peace Dialogue
Reflections on the Importance of
Business for Peace in 21st-Century
Peacebuilding
Robert E. McNulty
Center for Business Ethics, Bentley University, USA

There has been a spreading escalation of conflicts around the world, but the institutions that were established in the wake of the Second World War to support global
stability have not kept pace with the kinds of conflict we see today. New ideas and
methods are needed to address today’s conditions, and the author argues that the
time is ripe to turn to business as a force for the advancement of peace. Responding
to the view that it is not the job of business to advance peace, the author argues that
there has been an evolving understanding of the nature and purpose of business:
despite previous rejection, since the 1960s business ethics, stakeholder theory, corporate social responsibility and sustainability have all become widely accepted. Business for peace is the next step in this developing understanding. Embracing this is in
the interest of both business and society. Since violent conflicts represent an assault
on the dignity of others, the author calls on businesses to embrace the commitment
to peace as an integral part of their organizational codes of conduct that affirm the
organizations’ respect for the dignity of all their stakeholder. This he calls the Peace
Code.

T

he march of violent con-

flicts and war in the 21st
century has been relentless.
Much of humanity appears
to have lost its capacity to find common ground and just solutions, and
consequently we see an endless cycle
of conflict after conflict. Besides bringing death, destruction and suffering,
such conflicts, like contagions, spread
in dangerously unpredictable ways.
And yet, despite the ease by which we
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allow ourselves to slide into combat, no
country or national leader is offering
a compelling vision on how to create
a sustainable, peaceful and ennobling
future. Is there a way forward? Surely
there must be. In the next few pages,
I would like to reflect on some of the
major security problems we face and
share some ideas that might be helpful in responding to them. This is a
big topic, and so I will limit myself by
focusing particularly on one aspect of
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what may be a way forward, namely
the valuable role business may have
in creating a more stable and peaceful
world, what may be called, “business
for peace”. To be realistic, I am not
looking to business to jump in and rid
the world of the current conflagration
of conflicts. But what I would like to
suggest is that given the centrality of
business to modern society, no sustainable peace will be possible without
the active participation of the commercial sector, and with its participation, a great cultural and economic
force will be brought to bear. In a few
words I would like to put forth a simple, practical and feasible idea, which
I believe, if adopted widely, could be a
valuable first step in channelling the
capacities of businesses as a force for
the advancement of peace.
With the drumbeats of war growing
more loudly, there is also an increasing urgency to find alternatives to violence. Although peacebuilding is not
typically associated with business, I
would argue that it should be and it
could be without imposing new laws
or expenses on business. The most
important step in making business
for peace a reality is to find ways to
get businesses to think differently
about their roles as agents for the
advancement of peace that are ethically reasonable and commercially
practicable. A starting point for the
widespread adoption of the idea of
business for peace would be simply to
have businesses formally affirm their
commitment to respect all people—a
position that is implied in the widely
accepted stakeholder theory of business ethics.
Although business for peace may
be a foreign concept to many, we need
to ask businesses to think more widely
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about their role in society and to recognize that in embracing the idea, they
can support peace while advancing
their own economic self-interest as
well as the commonweal of the communities in which they operate.

A crisis of spreading conflicts
Current global conditions provide
ample evidence of the urgent need to
take strong action to build the social
infrastructure for peace. Not since the
Second World War has the world been
beset by such an onslaught of conflicts as we see now. Consider a few
highlights:
Russia recently sparked a polarizing crisis with its annexation of Crimea from Ukraine and through its
support of an armed Ukrainian separatist movement. In a time when the
Cold War should be dead and buried, Russian president Vladimir Putin
responded to the outrage of Western
leaders by reminding them that Russia was a nuclear power not to be
trifled with.1 In the Middle East, the
Israelis and Hamas-led Palestinians
in Gaza have recently launched yet
another war, thereby exacerbating
tensions throughout the region. Syria
has plunged into a vicious civil war
1 See G. Botelho and L. Smith-Spark,

“Putin: You better not come after a
nuclear-armed Russia”, CNN, http://
www.cnn.com/2014/08/29/world/
europe/ukraine-crisis/index.
html?iref=allsearch and “Putin compares
Kiev to Nazis, boasts nuclear power”,
Huffington Post, 29 August 2014, http://
www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/08/29/
putin-kiev-nazis_n_5738622.html.
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in which allegedly the Assad regime
has repeatedly crossed so-called “red
lines” by using chemical weapons
on its opponents. The Saudi–Iranian
rivalry is being played out through
their support of competing Sunni
and Shia militant sectarian groups
and this is contributing to the state of
violence that is ravaging the Middle
East, the most significant outcome of
which has been the rise of the violent extremist movement known as
ISIS (the Islamic State of Iraq and
Syria). Having taken over large portions of both Iraq and Syria with the
aims of establishing a “caliphate”
stretching from South and Central
Asia across the Middle East and Africa
and through much of Europe, ISIS is
serving as a global magnet to unemployed, angry and disaffected young
men ready to engage in acts of terrorism in the name of their cause. With
ISIS having gained control of much
Syrian and Iraqi territory and its public execution of American and British
hostages, the United States has once
again assembled an international coalition to launch an offensive against
a new adversary. Meanwhile, Iran is
provoking additional international
tensions by appearing to persist in
its nuclear program believed by many
to be ultimately for the purpose of
developing nuclear weapons. Afghanistan remains mired in a nearly fourdecade-long conflict, which is widely
understood as having been abetted
by Pakistan, which in turn remains
locked in a hostile nuclear stalemate
with India. Large swaths of Africa
are being terrorized by Boko Haram,
al-Shabaab, al-Qaeda in the Islamic
Maghreb, and other insurgent groups.
In Asia, against a backdrop of rising
military tensions between China and

its neighbours, North Korea appears
to be continuing its nuclear program
while regularly threatening South
Korea and Japan. Although Latin
America and the Caribbean have
been less afflicted by Islamic terrorist groups and state-sponsored wars,
the region faces a different kind of
war; based on per capita homicide
rates, criminal elements have made
the region the most violent area in
the world.2 Even Australia, which has
been relatively insulated from acts of
violent extremism, has recently raised
the level of its terrorism alert system
and reported having uncovered a serious terrorist plot.3
Although this brief review is hardly
comprehensive, it is also noteworthy that these conflicts are occurring
during a time when the conditions
supporting global warming continue
unabated4 and the worst outbreak of
Ebola threatens to create a massive
pandemic. Addressing these serious
climatological and health challenges
2 D. Luhnow, “Latin America Is world’s

most violent region”, Wall Street Journal,
12 April 2014, http://online.wsj.com/
news/articles/SB100014240527023036
03904579495863883782316.
3 “Australia: Sweeping raids seek people
planning terrorist attacks”, New York Times,
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/18/
world/asia/sweeping-raids-seek-peopleplanning-terrorist-attacks.html.
4 The World Meteorological Organization reported on 9 September 2014 that
amount of CO2 in the atmosphere in
2013 reached an all-time record, thereby
exacerbating the risks of global warming trends. See: WMO, “Record greenhouse gas levels impact atmosphere
and oceans”, Press Release No. 1002,
9 September 2014, https://www.wmo.
int/pages/mediacentre/press_releases/
pr_1002_en.html.
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is rendered more difficult when so
much of the world’s political, intellectual, and economic resources are
being directed towards conflicts and
war.

Seeking new pathways to
peace
Following the Second World War,
countries around the world came
together to create numerous institutions aimed at minimizing the risks
of war and advancing peace and prosperity, including the United Nations
and its Security Council, the International Monetary Fund, World Bank,
the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT, which was the precursor to the World Trade Organization),
and the International Court of Justice,
among others. Although the second
half of the 20th century was hardly
a conflict-free period, these institutions helped to usher in a period of
unprecedented economic growth and
relative stability. However, in the last
couple of decades, there has been a
paradigm shift in which the perpetrators of violent conflicts are more likely
to be “non-state actors” rather than
between nation states. Under present
conditions, the institutions and methods that served us so well, have been
of insufficient help in responding to
the new challenges to peace and security. Attempts at conflict management
have not kept pace with the manifestations of conflict, which have spread to
new areas and grown more intense.
Rather than creating new governmental institutions or methods to counter emerging threats, many nations
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have resorted to the traditional default
response, military action.
What we have seen is, I believe,
a failure of imagination. Our ideas
on peacebuilding have not kept pace
with the conditions of conflict. If the
perpetrators of conflict are now often
non-state actors, can we not also look
to ordinary people and organizations
to exercise their creativity, goodwill,
dedication to devise new approaches
to peacebuilding? And given the gravity and breadth of the threat, is there
not some way in which we could, as
it were, bring peacebuilding to the
people and create a new global effort
aimed at advancing peace? I think
there is. More than ever, we now have
the capacity to develop global networks
of engaged citizen-peacebuilders
backed by the extraordinary capacity of business as a force for peace.
New patterns of conflict require new
methods of conflict resolution and
peacebuilding. With people empowered with new tools for communicating and creating community, and with
businesses operating on a global scale
as never before, the time is ripe to turn
to business as a largely untapped force
for the advancement of peace. Such a
move would not in any way diminish
the contributions by the traditional
institutions of peacemaking such as
national governments and the United
Nations, but complement them.
Many hold that peacebuilding is too
important to be confined to governmental or quasi-governmental institutions. Is business up to the task?
Those behind the business for peace
initiative recognize that business has
had a leading role in the creation of
modern society, and they seek to tap
the genius and “can-do” capacity of
business to respond to social need for
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peace. It is important to recognize,
however, that many are deeply sceptical and resistant to the idea that there
is a role for business in peacebuilding. They don’t see how businesses
can or should try to take on this role.
We need to address these concerns
honestly and pragmatically. It is true
that we cannot expect businesses to
solve every human problem, but to
the extent that a social problem affects
business and those businesses have
the capability and means to respond
positively without undermining or
jeopardizing their work, it would be
remiss not to respond. The challenge
is to get businesses to see how they
could support peace without incurring
penalties that outweighs the benefits.
To be realistic, I think it is important that we acknowledge that in our
quest to engage business in advancing peace, we are not suggesting that
this will lead hardened terrorists to
renounce violence. Nor is it the job of
business to “destroy enemies”. Rather,
we need businesses to recognize that
at the local and global level where they
operate, they could have an influence
on the cultural climate that could be
significantly conducive to the advancement of peace. Ethical businesses
should model peace through their
daily modalities of social engagement
that counter the misguided ideologies
of violent extremism and affirm social
interactions that communicate communities of respectful inclusion.

On conflict and the “Peace
Code” response
To understand how businesses can
have a constructive role in advancing

peace, let’s first consider a few characteristics of violent conflicts. There are
many reasons why people engage in
violent conflict; these may include a
desire for power, scarcity of resources,
or in retaliation for a perceived injustice. Conflict is an unavoidable part
of life; the crucial question is always
how one responds to conflict. When
someone resorts to violence and
intimidation, that person refuses to
acknowledge the equal dignity and
rights of the other. No matter what the
justification, violence demonstrates a
lack of compassion and respect for
others. It is significant, therefore, to
note that a comment element of violent conflicts is that they are all rooted
in a violation of the dignity of others,
and as such are ethically unacceptable.
Successful businesses understand
this. They could not survive for long
if they relied on violence and intimidation as a method to support their
business. The contrast here is important, because businesses generally recognize that to do their job well they
should engage respectfully with their
stakeholders. Along these lines, the
approach to business for peace being
advanced here is based on the idea that
simply by modelling respectful stakeholder engagement, businesses can
play a valuable role in peacebuilding.
To put this into practical terms, I would
like to recommend one simple step
that every business or organization
could adopt so as to embrace the idea
of business for peace, which is this:
Every company is encouraged to
adopt a code of conduct in which is
expressed a commitment to peace
through the affirmation of the company’s respect for the equal dignity,
rights and security of all people,
and in particular those of the stakeholders with which it is connected.
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When this ethical commitment is
expressed within an organization’s
code of conduct, I will call it the “Peace
Code”, which itself is based on what
could be referred to as the Principle
of Universal Dignity. Here are three
more points to add more detail to the
Peace Code:
of Identity: The business commits to express its support
for the Principle of Universal Dignity, through its interactions with
all its stakeholders, irrespective
of their race, national or regional
origins, ethnicity, religious affiliation, gender, sexual orientation,
or other such identity attributes.5

tt Inclusiveness

in Practice: The business commits to non-discriminatory inclusiveness in its business
practices, including hiring, firing,
job advancement, or access to
opportunity as well as in the buying and selling of goods or services.

tt Inclusiveness

Exclusion: The business
abjures the use of violence or
intimidation in its conduct with
any of its stakeholders, such as
employees, suppliers or contractors and it will not condone or tolerate the use of such practices by
those with which it does business.

tt Violence

There is now a considerable body of
literature in which is expressed ways
in which businesses can contribute
to the advancement of peace. We will
not consider such measures here.
Instead, I will limit my focus to the
idea of Peace Codes as a relatively simple first step in which companies can
5 Companies might consider reinforcing

their Peace Code by affirming their support for human rights as expressed in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
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formally embrace the idea of business
for peace. One of the merits of Peace
Codes is that they would put companies publicly on record as supporters of actions that lead to peace and
opposed to those that do not. Since
peace is here understood in terms of
the dignity, rights and security of all
people, then if a company declined to
adopt the Peace Code, they should also
be prepared to publicly express what
aspect of this principle they oppose or
which of their activities are incompatible with this principle.
Although Peace Codes would not
burden businesses with additional
expenses, programs or responsibilities, this basic expression of a business’s commitment to peace in its full
code of conduct would make a strong
and deep public commitment about
the business’s role as a responsible
social agent in its interactions with all
its stakeholders in every country. By
articulating this position, a business
would be simply making explicit an
implicit but underappreciated position. There is, however, great value in
making public and explicit what had
previously been implied and therefore
much more fungible. When it comes
to business’s position on peace, it is
not enough to “just do it”. Companies
need to go on record as supporting
peace as a matter of policy.

Why business? Drawing on
the capacities of business to
advance peace
Why should we ask businesses to
concern themselves with peace? The
essential idea is this: The great power

Business, Peace and Sustainable Development 4 November 2014

© Greenleaf Publishing 2014

18/11/14 3:54 PM

reflections on the importance of business for peace in 21st-century peacebuilding

of business as a force for peacebuilding
is in its capacity to influence societal
change through the deliberate development of organizational culture,
backed by its economic power and
entrepreneurial capacity to respond to
social needs. Consider the following:
tt Businesses

are now quintessential global actors. Today, even
small and mid-sized corporations are operating across a network of countries. Businesses
that express their commitment to
peace through their Peace Code,
can send a powerful message to all
their stakeholders in every country and culture;

tt Businesses

do not simply mirror
the views and customs of their
surrounding culture. They are
themselves creators of organizational culture and can purposefully foster a spirit of tolerance,
respect, and amity across ethnic, religious, and cultural lines,
especially among employees, but
also among all their stakeholders, including among those who
may have a history of inter-group
enmity;

tt Increasingly,

the extractive relationship multinational businesses were known to have had
with their host countries in the
developing world is being supplanted by a healthier model in
which businesses engage as full
partners in local markets. This
provides businesses with opportunities to build deeper goodwill,
which may afford businesses with
the credibility needed to advocate
for the Principle of Universal Dignity that is the foundation of business for peace;

tt It

is said, “When money speaks,
people listen.” The economic
power of business is enormous.
To the extent that businesses
embrace their role as consciously
supportive of peace, their financial clout adds a boost to the moral
positions they advocate;

tt Businesses thrive on creativity and

innovation; the more businesses
come to see themselves as having
a role in advancing social stability
and peace, the more we can expect
that peacebuilding will be seen as
an area ripe for entrepreneurship;
it won’t be long before we hear it
expressed in countless different
ways, “Peacebuilding. . . there’s an
app for that.”

Continuing the evolving
understanding of business
Some may say that what is here being
suggested is trying to co-opt businesses to engage in practices that
are alien to its purpose, which is to
make money. I disagree fundamentally. Although profits are essential to
the sustained existence of businesses,
it is wrong to think that businesses
exist solely to earn profits. This is a
misguided, essentially a mafia-level
view of business. Drug dealers, loan
sharks, and the credit card hackers
all engage in the profit-maximizing
business models. Legitimate businesses, however, are social organizations engaged in economic exchanges
through the provision of goods and
services in response to social needs
and wants. Profit is an indicator of the
successful delivery of such goods and
services. It is important to recognize
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that our understanding of business
has evolved and that process is continuing. Consider how our understanding of business has changed in just
the last 50 or so years.

The emergence of business ethics
Back in the 1960s and 1970s the concept of business ethics was virtually
unknown and when it was mentioned,
it was a source of ridicule — a supposed, “oxymoron.” That joke is no
longer considered funny, but simply
a sign of ignorance. In the US, publicly traded companies are required
to adopt a code of conduct that sets
a standard of ethical behaviour that
applies to every person in the company. Business ethics has now been
embraced in almost all countries
around the world.
Stakeholder theory and corporate
social responsibility
In the 1980s and 1990s the idea that
corporations were beholden only to
shareholders was overturned by stakeholder theory according to which
businesses were recognized as social
organizations embedded in a complex ecosystem of stakeholders, all of
which had legitimate interests in a
business comparable to those claimed
by shareholders. Stakeholder theory
strengthened the theoretical foundation for understanding corporate
social responsibility (CSR) by illuminating that the social dependencies
that were essential to business success also imposed social responsibilities on businesses.
Sustainability
With the arrival of the new millennium, there emerged a growing
120
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recognition that directly or indirectly,
businesses were having a significant
impact on the planetary ecosystem.
This led to a growing recognition that
businesses have a duty to care for the
environment and reduce their carbon
footprint. In this way, sustainability
became a part of mainstream business practices.

Business for Peace
It could be argued that business for
peace follows as the next logical step
in understanding more deeply the ethical/social dimensions of business.
Just as business ethics, corporate
social responsibility, and sustainability were all initially seen as extraneous
and unreasonable infringements on
business autonomy, over time, these
views changed as our understanding
of the nature, purpose, and legitimate expectations of business have
developed.
As I see it, the next stage in our evolving understanding of business should
be to recognize that business can and
should be an agent for the advancement of peace based on its commitment to the Principle of Universal
Dignity. If business for peace were
taken up in a way similar to that of sustainability, this could unleash a new,
global force for the advancement of
peace as never before seen.

Why should businesses
concern themselves with
peace?
There are three basic reasons why
businesses should support peace and
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the Peace Codes here proposed: first,
because it is in the economic interest of businesses to do so. Systematic violence, intimidation, and war
are all devastating to business and the
economy generally. Violence and war
destroy not only the economic infrastructure, but the social fabric needed
for businesses to flourish. Violence,
fear and war, also impede future economic growth as educational, cultural
and scientific advancement are all
trampled.
A second basic reason why businesses should concern themselves
with peace is because society needs it.
If we take seriously the idea that businesses are social actors that depend on
a complex web of social relationships,
then it should be part of the mission of
every business to act in ways that support social flourishing. Violent conflict and war are deeply injurious to
society; businesses should accept that
to the extent that they can mitigate
the occurrence of systemic violence
in the conduct of their business, it is
beholden on them to do so. As economically powerful and socially influential actors, society greatly needs the
ingenuity and resources of business
to be applied to the collective need for
a more stable and peaceful world.
A third basic reason for businesses
to support peace follows from the recognition that all businesses are collections of individuals, and, on the
personal level, violent conflicts puts
at risk the safety, well-being and very
existence of every individual connected with a business as well as their
loved ones.
To give a hint of the impact of war,
consider this: According to a report
released in June 2014 by the United
Nations, “the number of refugees,

asylum-seekers and internally displaced people has, for the first time in
the post-World War II era, exceeded
50 million people.”6 Fifty million
people. . . more than twice the entire
population of Australia, all of whom
have seen their lives derailed. And in
many cases, the displaced populations
are the lucky ones. Most will survive.
Those who remained in conflict zones
face unimaginable suffering and often
death, and their businesses don’t fare
any better. By obstructing trade and
investment, war creates economic
dead zones, and this leads to fewer
opportunities for businesses around
the world.

A concluding thought
As I see it, the greatest challenge for
the business for peace movement is
to get businesspeople to think differently about the nature of business
and embrace the idea that their businesses can and should be agents for
the advancement of peace. Significant social change is always demanding and difficult. To move forward,
old habits must give way to new ways
of thinking. In the Peace Code here
proposed, there really is nothing new.
Companies already have codes of conduct, and the ideas of universal dignity
and peace are ancient ethical ideas.
And yet getting businesses to adopt

6 “‘War’s Human Cost’: World’s popula-

tion of displaced tops 50 million, UN
refugee agency reports”, UN News Centre, 20 June 2104, http://www.un.org/
apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=48089#.
VBdE4PldWSo.
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these ideas as a matter of corporate
policy will be challenging.
I began this reflection by noting
the dire situation in which the world
community currently finds itself.
After two World Wars, and a halfcentury-long Cold War, and countless
smaller wars, it is inexcusable that in
the 21st century we have failed to create a more peaceful world. The call to
peacebuilding is no more than a call to
confirm the shared dignity and rights
of all people. What is holding us back?
Businesses are vitally important social
actors and with that status comes the
duty to act in socially responsible
ways, including acting as advocates
of peace. We cannot magically undo
the calamity of current world affairs,
but we can help empower businesses
to become more effective global citizens by guiding business leaders to
see the value and feasibility of being
advocates for peace similar to the way
that many business leaders have come
to see the value in being advocates for
sustainability. To succeed, much work
is needed to build the understanding and expectation that businesses
should serve as agents for peace. It
would be a big step if businesses were
willing to embed the Peace Code into
their general code of conduct. The
costs for adopting the business for
peace measures described would be
negligible, the benefits to humanity
could be enormous.
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