
 

 

The Rhetorical Citizenship of Corporations in the Digital Age 

 

Elisabeth Hoff-Clausen, Roskilde U 

Øyvind Ihlen, U of Oslo 

 

This is a preprint version of the chapter Hoff-Clausen, E., & Ihlen, Ø. (2015). The rhetorical 

citizenship of corporations in the digital age. In A. Adi, D. Crowther, & G. Grigore (Eds.), 

Corporate social responsibility in the digital age (pp. 25-45). Bingley, England: Emerald. 

 

 

 

 

  



Rhetorical Citizenship 2 

Structured Abstract 

Purpose The prime goal of this paper is to discuss what the notion of rhetorical citizenship as 

a normative aspiration might entail for corporations 

Design/Methodology/Approach  

The chapter draws on a pilot study of the Facebook pages of two banks. A conceptually-

oriented rhetorical criticism of these pages were conducted. 

Findings We suggest that while corporations are assuredly entities very different from 

the individual citizens who hold civil, social, and political rights – which do not directly apply 

to corporations – rhetorical citizenship is nevertheless a suggestive and constructive metaphor 

for corporations to communicate by. 

Research limitations/implications Rhetorical citizenship for corporations must, we 

argue, be(come) rooted in organizational reality, and should involve a continued critical 

questioning as to what might constitute citizenly communication for corporations under any 

given circumstances. The chapter is, however, built on limited data from a pilot study and 

needs to be complemented. 

Practical implications We suggest from our pilot study that the active engagement of 

corporations on Facebook may currently be seen as one form of rhetorical citizenship that the 

public expects corporations to enact. Thus, we argue, corporations in general might as well 

attempt to do their best to act as rhetorical citizens. 

Originality/value The chapter highlights how communication is a set of practices in 

which social responsibility must be enacted. We find that this is not a prevalent perspective in 

the existing literature on CSR and communication. 
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Corporate institutions are often recognized for their positive contributions to society, but this 

subject also causes great concern relating to the ways it handles its external activities. Time 

and again during their existence, calls have been issued for corporate institutions to match 

social expectations regarding their behavior, i.e. to take up corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) (see e.g., Carroll, Lepartito, Post, Werhane, & Goodpaster, 2012; Micklethwait & 

Wooldridge, 2005). Both advocates and critics have also been occupied with the political role 

of corporations; that is, the role corporations should play in societal governance and political 

debate. As a result, the concept of corporate citizenship (CC) has been launched. CC is used 

by several large corporations, notably ExxonMobil and General Electric (e.g., ExxonMobil, 

2010; General Electric Company, 2010). There is also a relatively large literature surrounding 

the concept (see e.g., Andriof & McIntosh, 2001; Crane & Matten, 2010; Scherer & Palazzo, 

2008; Windsor, 2001). The term has apparently been in use since the 1950s (Waddock, 2012), 

but according to Crane, Matten, and Moon (2008), a landmark was reached in 2002 when a 

joint statement was issued at the World Economic Forum on “Global Corporate Citizenship: 

The leadership challenge for CEOs and boards.” Here, CC was linked to corporations’ 

relationship with key stakeholders and the way that corporations conduct their business. 

Additionally, the statement called for corporate leadership on such issues.  

Despite the advances that have been made, CC remains a distinctly fuzzy and 

contested concept. Nonetheless, three common themes can be found in the literature: status; 

entitlements and responsibilities; and processes (Crane et al., 2008). We discuss these themes 

in the next section, before we turn to the notion of rhetorical citizenship. Rhetorical 

citizenship has been developed from a deliberative perspective that sees citizenship as a 

discursive phenomenon, and that also functions constitutively of civic engagement (Kock & 

Villadsen, 2012b). Participation and debate are crucial to being a citizen, and rhetoric is at the 

heart of this process. Thus, following on from the idea that society grants corporations a form 
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of citizenry, our research question focuses on what the rhetorical citizenship of corporations 

would look like. We discuss this as a normative aspiration and, from an analytical perspective, 

how the notion can be used to evaluate the communicative practices that corporations are 

expected and induced by publics to engage in, not least in social media. In our discussion we 

draw on a pilot study of the Facebook profile pages of the largest banks in Norway and 

Denmark respectively.  

The paper is structured as follows. After this introduction we discuss the transfer of 

citizenship status to corporations. Next, a section is devoted to a presentation and discussion 

of the notion of rhetorical citizenship, before we debate how corporations might enact 

rhetorical citizenship. The latter theoretical discussion is followed by an empirical section 

focusing on the mentioned pilot study of social media use. Finally, we end the essay with a 

conclusion and suggestions for further research. 

The Corporation as Citizen  

In an often cited article, Matten and Crane (2005) argued that CC has been used in at 

least three different ways. Scholars have either been adhering to a limited view of CC, an 

equivalent view, or an extended view of CC. The limited view is anchored in the idea that CC 

is a discretionary activity, often connected to philanthropy. The focus is on the strategic and 

economic elements in the form of long-term profit maximizing. Matten and Crane (2005), 

however, argued that authors applying this perspective do not really pay attention to the 

political element of citizenship. According to the authors, this means that the limited view of 

CC adds little new to the literature beyond what has been said by, for instance, those using the 

CSR concept.  

The equivalent view, on the other hand, actually conflates CC and CSR, as the terms 

are being used synonymously (e.g., Carroll, 1998). Some argue that CC focuses on the 

consequences of a corporation’s business idea, and how corporations:  
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[Live] up to clear constructive visions and core values consistent with those of 

the broader societies within which the company operates, respecting the natural 

environment, and treating well the entire range of stakeholder who risk capital 

in, have an interest in, or are linked to the firm through primary and secondary 

impacts. (Waddock & Googins, 2011, p. 25)  

This definition is a good example of how CC and CSR is difficult to separate.  

Following on from Matten and Crane (2005), it is also possible to apply an extended 

view of CC. Such a view draws on political theories to discuss the political role played by 

corporations. The concept is used to describe “forms of corporate participation in societal 

governance … and corporate responsibilities for administering the citizenship rights of 

individuals” (Crane et al., 2008, p. 31). CC can be about corporations delivering public goods 

and services where governments cease to do so, and also for areas where the government has 

not assumed the task, or where it is beyond their reach. Following this extended view, CC 

ultimately implies that “corporations are compensating or correcting for government failure” 

(Matten, Crane, & Chapple, 2003, p. 116).  

On the other hand, problems arise as a result of corporations not setting up for these 

political tasks, as well as their lack of apparatus, skills, etc. Also, when corporations have 

taken on responsibilities, but cannot be held accountable like politicians, then CC can become 

an urgent problem itself (Matten et al., 2003). Many critics have alleged that when CC implies 

corporations are taking over public responsibilities, this is little more than an extension of 

neoliberal propaganda. Not only are we warned against granting corporations such a role, but 

critics also question how such a development is portrayed as being unavoidable (Jones & 

Haigh, 2007; Oosterhout, 2005).  

Still, Crane et al. (2008) maintain that CC is a useful lens through which to study the 

political role of corporations regardless of whether or not it condones developments in which 
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corporations take over public responsibilities. According to them, CC can be used to evaluate 

(either positively or negatively) the political role and behavior of corporations, as it is 

concerned with roles and responsibilities among and between members of political 

communities. As corporations already form a key part of societal governance and the debate 

about this, CC is a valuable concept. 

As mentioned in the introduction, there are three themes that stand out in the literature 

on CC.  

Status 

CC can be used to refer to the legal status of a corporation, something that has been 

discussed in law for many years (see e.g., Green, 1946). Corporations can be seen as citizens 

that work and participate in society, and this also highlights that the corporation is a social 

enterprise. The use of the citizen metaphor has, however, drawn a lot of criticism. First, it can 

be pointed out that corporations do not vote or sit in juries, and therefore the citizenship status 

is distinctly different from that of individual citizens.  

Secondly, using the citizenship metaphor conjures up images of the “good guy” 

rubbing shoulders with his neighbor (Crane et al., 2008). This tends to mask the huge 

differences between citizens and business, e.g. in terms of resources.  

Thirdly, critics charge that CC is really an instrumental and self-interested concept 

given the restricted economic rationality of corporations. Citizenship for corporations is thus 

distinctly different from that of individual citizens (Leitch & Motion, 2011; Oosterhout, 

2005). As stated by Fleming and Jones (2013), “it is simply not in the interests of corporations 

to be democratically accountable to all stakeholders … corporate citizenship initiative reveal 

themselves as public relations campaigns designed primarily to enhance or protect the market 

value of the firm” (pp.48-49). The latter authors advocate a more “realistic political economy” 

(p.49) for analyzing corporations and their CC activities.  
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Fourthly, a basic democratic idea is that people as citizens should be running the state. 

If corporations are considered as citizens too, this by implication means the corporations are 

considered to be above the state. Critics thus argue that CC gives corporations an undeserved 

position (Bakan, 2004; Leitch & Motion, 2011; Matten et al., 2003).  

Entitlements (and Responsibilities) 

 With the status as a citizen come certain rights and responsibilities. CC is in fact 

sometimes seen as the way that a corporation “sees – or recaptures – it’s rightful place in 

society, next to other ‘citizens’” (Matten et al., 2003, p. 111). Citizenship involves civil, 

political, and social rights, to which modern political theory has also added cultural, human, 

and ecological rights. Additionally, citizenship in the Aristotelian sense not only comprises 

“the right to vote or hold office, but also as a contribution to personal development and to 

societal flourishing” (Crane et al., 2008, p. 35).  

All in all, however, the debate about CC often centers on what might be the 

appropriate mix between the rights and responsibilities of corporations following citizenship 

status. In most juridical systems, corporations are, for example, allowed to lobby for changes 

(or status quo) to public policy, or speak out when they feel their interests are endangered. 

The question that is left open to debate is whether there are “legitimate grounds for ascribing 

specific rights to corporations” (Crane & Matten, 2005, p. 684). 

Process of political participation 

Drawing on political theory, it has been argued that three participatory models can be 

discerned that might be applicable to corporations, and that corporations might fit into these 

three modes of citizenship if they meet certain criteria tied to processes of governance (Moon, 

Crane, & Matten, 2005).  

 

a) Civic republicanism  



Rhetorical Citizenship 8 

This sees citizenship as participation in a community, including obligations towards 

the public good and towards government. Business could be a partner to civil society actors, 

and corporations should engage in societal governance, since corporations represent 

aggregates of human interests. 

b) Developmental democracy  

This concept sees citizenship as a “dense network of interpersonal relations in society 

for individual and social flourishing” (Moon et al., 2005, p. 447). This calls for “corporate 

involvement with all stakeholders,” and alignment between profit and contribution to social 

development. The normative basis can be found in the perspective of how there exists 

“reciprocal ties between corporations and civil society” (Moon et al., 2005, p. 447). 

c) Deliberative democracy  

The final aspect sees citizenship as “free deliberation over public decisions in a 

community” (Moon et al., 2005, p. 447). Citizens participate directly in problem solving and 

corporations can enable or open up a development towards a stakeholder democracy. The use 

of the citizenship metaphor for corporations is conditioned on corporate self-restraint and the 

existence of arenas for free and fair deliberation. 

Again, much of the aforementioned criticism can be repeated concerning corporate 

participation in political processes. For instance, the idea that corporations can behave in self-

restrained ways runs counter to the view that, given how constrained corporate rationality is, 

economic considerations will always trump other considerations. In sum, we would like to 

leave the ontological discussion (corporations are citizens), and instead focus on the qualities 

of CC as a metaphor. The metaphor might well be accused of hiding resource differences, for 

instance, but it also helps to focus on the social embeddedness of the corporation, and the 

close reciprocal relations to society, even if these are of a different kind than the relations held 

by individual citizens. Our willingness to use the metaphor stems not least from our interest in 
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bringing in the conceptual frame of rhetorical citizenship to discuss communicative 

responsibilities. It underscores how communication is not a conduit for information about 

CSR, but is in itself a constitutive practice of CSR.  

Rhetorical Citizenship as a Conceptual Frame 

As a term, rhetorical citizenship underscores that rhetoric is a medium for enacting 

citizenship. It basically advances the thought that we do things with words to paraphrase J. L. 

Austin (1975) – also civic things, and that expressing views and opinions, and attending to 

those of others are constitutive acts of citizenship, not something that precedes “real” civic 

action. We speak with our neighbor about the local school plan or watch a TV debate on 

fighting drugs, and by means of symbols, we thus constitute engagement in the formation of 

both public opinions and identities. 

While one might say that a discursively oriented notion of citizenship is commonplace 

– an idea as old as democracy – it is only recently that scholars have begun using the term 

“rhetorical citizenship.” It was coined by scholars of rhetoric Lisa S. Villadsen and Christian 

Kock (2008) in relation to cross-disciplinary discussions of deliberative democracy (see also 

Kock & Villadsen, 2012b). While a liberal view of citizenship focuses on the freedoms and 

rights of the individual, Villadsen and Kock aim to reintroduce a republican view of 

citizenship, with roots going back to ancient Greece and republican Rome. Citizenship in such 

a republican view is not just freedoms and rights, but also a discursive phenomenon. 

Democracy is indeed realized through communication. Drawing on rhetorical thinkers such as 

Isocrates and Kenneth Burke, Villadsen and Kock (2008) stress that we use symbols to induce 

cooperation, to reach decisions and compromises, and thus build and sustain societies. The 

practice of rhetoric, they argue, is the foundation of citizens’ participation in the political side 

of civic life.  

According to Kock and Villadsen (2013), rhetorical citizenship is not to be understood 



Rhetorical Citizenship 10 

as a concept, but as “a conceptual frame” for studying how citizenship is enacted discursively. 

This study of rhetorical citizenship involves both a descriptive and a normative perspective. 

From a descriptive perspective, it encourages empirical studies of how, by whom, where, 

why, and under what circumstances contemporary rhetorical citizenship is enacted. Within 

rhetorical studies, such analyses are likely to relate to questions of rhetorical agency (Gunn & 

Cloud, 2010; Hoff-Clausen, in press), public modalities (Brouwer & Asen, 2010), the 

emergence of publics and counter-publics (Fraser, 1992; Hauser, 1999), and the forms and 

norms of deliberation, which are, in practice, often far removed from the ideals of rational 

argumentation advanced in political science (Kock & Villadsen, 2012a). 

Rhetoric, it should be noted, is conceived here in an Aristotelian sense as the art of 

practical discourse on public issues of which we have no given truths, but of which we must 

make informed judgments. In classical rhetoric, three well-known genres of speech prevailed: 

the deliberative speeches weighing for and against decisions on what to do in the future; the 

forensic speeches weighing for and against verdicts on someone’s guilt; and the epideictic 

speeches negotiating the collective view on what was or was not praiseworthy (e.g., Aristotle, 

trans. 2007; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). 

Today, scholars of rhetoric generally subscribe to a pluralistic view of public 

deliberation and participation. This is reflected in the aforementioned anthology, including the 

essays “Deliberation as Behaviour in Public” (Tatarchevskiy, 2012), and “Satire as Rhetorical 

Citizenship” (Hansen, 2012), as well as in Public Modalities, where Dan Brouwer and Robert 

Asen (2010) search for a way of descriptively embracing public expressions that range from 

presidential speeches to the politics of HIV-positive tattoos. One may thus engage in 

contemporary rhetorical citizenship in numerous ways and still contribute to what Gerard 

Hauser (2010) calls the vernacular dialogue through which public opinions are formed.  

From a normative perspective, the notion of rhetorical citizenship encourages 
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theoretical reflection on, and critical assessment of, discursive enactments of citizenship. As a 

conceptual frame, its purpose is essentially critical rather than instrumental. Rhetorical 

citizenship is more about contributing to society-building than about ensuring persuasion, and 

as Kock and Villadsen (2012a, p. 7) put it, the term “rhetorical citizenship” positively values 

notions of empowerment, inclusivity, and discourse ethics. With the notion of rhetorical 

citizenship, the key question becomes the degree to which rhetoric furthers constructive civic 

interaction. Does the rhetoric shut off debate regarding a political issue, for instance? Does 

the rhetoric exclude some participants while privileging others? Does the rhetoric build or 

undermine public trust? 

Adding to a normative perspective on rhetorical citizenship, we might look to Danielle 

Allen (2006), who draws on Aristotle in saying that “the central virtue of citizenship, then, is 

a midway point between acquiescence and domination” (p.121). This ability to act “with 

propriety” towards strangers is a virtue that Aristotle, in the Nicomacean Ethics (trans. 1996), 

likens to an attitude of friendship: a form of political, or we might say professional, friendship 

which does not involve the same emotions as a personal friendship, but the same core 

practices and an essential commitment to equality. Friends routinely negotiate conflicting 

desires and the attendant disappointments, and this is what citizenship is also about: 

negotiating conflicting desires with democratic equals. Friends do not do so from an altruistic 

standpoint (often seen as the opposite of self-interest), but from what Allen calls equitable 

self-interest: 

Friends know that if we always act according to our own interests in an 

unrestrained fashion, our friendships will not last very long. Friendship teaches 

us when and where to moderate our interests for our own sake. In short, 

friendship solves the problem of rivalrous self-interest by converting it into 

equitable self-interest, where each friend moderates her own interests for the 
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sake of preserving the relationship. (Allen, 2006, p. 126) 

The comparison with friendship teaches us how to solve the problem of rivalrous 

desire, which is “the basic problem of any human collectivity” (Allen, 2006, p. 126). It tells 

us that citizenship often involves sacrifices of our own interests for the sake of more valuable 

relationships with others. Hence, in Allen’s interpretation, the building and preservation of 

social capital appears to be at the heart of enacting citizenship (see e.g., Baron, Field, & 

Schuller, 2000; Putnam, 2000).  

Corporations as Rhetorical Citizens? 
As already indicated, the transfer of citizenship status to corporations is problematic 

for a number of reasons. Nonetheless, we find it worthwhile exploring rhetorical citizenship 

as a conceptual frame in which to discuss the corporation’s role and the ways that 

corporations communicate in society. We suggest that while corporations are assuredly 

entities very different from the individual citizens – who possess civil, social, and political 

rights that do not directly apply to corporations – rhetorical citizenship is nevertheless a 

suggestive and constructive metaphor for corporations to communicate by. 

It is well-known that metaphors are implied comparisons “between two things of 

unlike nature that yet have something in common” (Corbett & Connors, 1999, p. 396). They 

are figures of speech lending “liveliness” to our expression and clearness to our thoughts as 

we are encouraged to see one thing in a transferred sense of the other (Aristotle, trans. 2007). 

What is more, metaphors are powerful tools of thought directing our actions. In Metaphors 

We Think By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980/1981) point our attention to the many 

conceptual metaphors that pervade our everyday language, carry certain sets of expectations 

and, often unconsciously, direct our actions. Within the field of management studies, Mats 

Alvesson and André Spicer continued this work with their book Metaphors We Lead By 

(2011) about metaphors in an organizational context. Here they describe the main metaphors 
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through which we understand and conduct leadership. These are specific works reminding us 

of the pedagogical and constructive potential of metaphors. Metaphors may help us grasp an 

idea promptly, conceive it in a certain way, and act accordingly.  

We suggest that “rhetorical citizenship” is a constructive metaphor for corporations to 

communicate by. A corporation is not literally a citizen, but a corporation does, like a citizen, 

form part of a political and social collective that depends on the corporation, and on which the 

corporation depends. As a metaphor, citizenship highlights this close interdependence, and the 

responsibilities and rights we may conceive as following from it, as discussed in the previous 

section. Adding rhetorical to the metaphor of citizenship emphasizes that corporations’ 

responsibilities and rights also apply to the way they communicate. At the most basic level, it 

is a metaphor with a normative content that encourages the corporation to carry out its 

rhetorical activities with consideration for the public good. It emphasizes that a corporation is 

not an island, and that whenever a corporation communicates, it contributes, for better or 

worse, to the development of a larger collective: a national as well as an international society. 

Symbolic action is not only instrumental, but constitutive (e.g., Charland, 1987). By engaging 

in communication, we subject individuals and groups (as well as organizations and other 

collective agents) to certain positions, and take part in a discursive renegotiation of their 

identities. As such, we take part in forming our shared social reality.  

Corporations are powerful rhetorical agents in society, and hold a significant social 

responsibility as to what, when, where, with whom, and how they do or do not communicate. 

Drawing on rhetorical citizenship as a conceptual frame, the key to assuming this 

responsibility lies in considering corporate symbolic actions in terms of the empowerment, 

inclusivity, and discourse ethics they promote, in relation to what is in the public interest. 

Traditionally, the practice of public relations focuses on cultivating the image and reputation 

– the symbolic capital – of corporations. Corporations that aspire to enact rhetorical 
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citizenship should, however, also be highly aware of the bearing their corporate rhetoric has 

on public trust and social capital in society (see e.g., Ihlen, 2005; Ihlen, 2009).  

Institutional trust, including public trust in business, is an important dimension of 

social capital, and essential to a well-functioning democracy (Svendsen & Svendsen, 2006). 

Trust is formed not least by analogies of social experiences with specific members of certain 

groups or categories (e.g., Govier, 1997; Putnam, 2000), and hence every corporation 

contributes to the formation of public trust in business (Bentele & Nothhaft, 2011). The so-

called Edelman Trust Barometer shows how trust in business is declining, and furthermore, 

that the ways of building trust in business are changing. What this survey suggests is that it 

will no longer be consistent financial returns, innovative products, and regard for senior 

leadership that primarily will drive trust in business in the future. Rather, the primary factors 

will be “listening to customer feedback and putting customers ahead of profits” (Edelman 

Trust Barometer, 2012, n.p.). Rhetorical citizen is a constructive metaphor in this respect. 

In discussing rhetorical citizenship, Kock and Villadsen (2013) quote Thomas Farrell 

(1999) for emphasizing that the practice of rhetoric is also about being an audience, i.e. 

listening. Farrell stresses that rhetoric 

… is the entire process of forming, expressing, and judging public thought in 

real life [and includes] the condition of being a rhetorical audience. This is a 

condition in which we are called to exert our own critical capacities to a 

maximum extent. We have to decide – quite literally – what sort of public 

persons we wish to be. (1999, p. 96) 

Transferred to the context of this paper, the question would be: What kind of public 

corporation does a company want to be? Kock and Villadsen (2013) thus distinguish between 

the crossing dimensions of having rights/responsibilities and being active/passive-receptive, 

i.e. expressing oneself/attending to others in the practice of rhetoric. Applying this framework 
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to corporations, it could be argued that corporations are entitled to voice their opinions, and 

that they have a responsibility to use rhetoric responsibly; that corporations have the right to 

expect to get information and reasons for, for instance, policy issues, but also that 

corporations have a duty to listen to the argument from others.  

While we explore the potential for corporate enactments of rhetorical citizenship, we 

must keep in mind that one argument against the notion of corporate citizenship is that it is an 

instrumental perspective (Fleming & Jones, 2013; Matten et al., 2003), and that corporate 

institutions have an in-built economic rationality. Some critics point to how profit is (and will 

always be) the overarching motive of corporations, which leads them to seek to externalize 

costs wherever possible. Corporations have a very limited economics-based rationality, and it 

would be naïve to believe that they could liberate themselves from this, as it is ingrained in 

the capitalist system the corporations comprise. In a scathingly critical book, Bakan (2004) 

calls the corporation a pathological institution that follows its own interest regardless of the 

negative consequences thus created for others; the market needs rules, regulations and 

international standards to keep corporations in check. While it has been argued that the 

business argument will work for the CSR agenda, detractors believe that pressure brought 

upon corporations by the public, the media, or NGOs is not sufficient. The problem is in fact 

systemic.  

At the same time, few parties would argue that corporations should not engage in 

dialogue with their stakeholders. Instead, critics point to the corporation’s potential for 

learning and development (Burchell & Cook, 2008; Gergen, Gerne, & Barrett, 2004). In this 

paper, we mainly focus on whether the notion of rhetorical citizenship can function positively 

from a civic perspective.  
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Enactments of Rhetorical Citizenship in Social Media 

In this part of the paper, we turn to a pilot study of the corporate rhetoric of the largest 

bank in Norway (DnB) and the largest bank in Denmark (Danske Bank). The pilot study was 

conducted in the spring of 2013, and focused on the Facebook profile pages of the two banks. 

Social media should be a good laboratory to investigate the notion of rhetorical citizenship, as 

it offers a huge potential for dialogue with relevant publics. It could also be said that social 

media breaks down the traditional media logic to some extent (Schultz, Utz, & Göritz, 2011), 

and that it allows direct engagement between those concerned with issues of corporate social 

responsibility. Social media thus has the potential to shift control and influence, and impact 

conceptions of rhetorical citizenship.  

A random week was selected (week 15) where it was likely that everyday rhetorical 

activities would be observed, as opposed to the more atypical activities (for instance, during 

crisis). The activities were followed and documented with notes and screenshots from day-to-

day, and hour-to-hour if needed. The main approach was conceptually-oriented rhetorical 

criticism (Jasinski, 2001), initiating a first exploration of how rhetorical citizenship might be 

said to be enacted, or not, by the banks on the corporate profile pages.  

A cursory analysis of the posts started by DnB and Danske Bank indicated that five 

categories dominated: 

• Information about a new product/service: “We have improved our app so that your 

balance and last transactions will pop up immediately when you log in”;  

• Information about technical problems/solutions: “Our telephone system is now 

working again”; 

• Competitions and promotional campaigns: “As a DnB customer you are entitled to a 

ticket presale to this concert”; 
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• Consumer tips and invitations to seminars led by advisors from the bank on topics like 

“Women and economy”; 

• Sponsorship and CSR-activity messages: “Today is the DNB Sports Day, get your 

local sports club to join.” 

Without attempting to quantify, we would argue that most of the posts are either 

related to technical or marketing issues, i.e. ordinary customer services. However, while no 

specific CSR issues were at stake for Danske Bank during the week of the pilot study, the 

bank did post about current CSR activities such as their support for the environmental 

campaign Earth Hour and employees’ fundraising for humanitarian aid. On the page of DnB, 

there were examples of issues closely related to CSR. On March 23, 2013, DnB was 

convicted by the Norwegian Supreme Court of marketing certain saving products. The court 

concluded that the bank had not informed its customers about the risks involved in these 

particular products. On April 3, 2013, a press release was issued, and the Facebook page had 

its first of several posts about the verdict. It was declared that the bank would “rectify the 

situation as soon as possible in accordance with the verdict” and start to pay back its 

customers. The post had 249 “Likes” and over 60 comments – by far the most on the page. 

Information about how customers could file claims was issued in later posts. Interestingly, no 

attempt was made at defending itself through criticism of the verdict.  

On both of the banks’ pages, customers can comment on the posts by the bank, but are 

also free to post their own messages. Again, a cursory analysis indicated that the latter fell 

into five categories, many of them mirroring the categories of the posts started by the banks: 

• Technical difficulties with services: “I cannot use your app, I am told that my phone is 

jailbreaked”; 

• Criticism of specific services: “the employee in location X was grumpy and 

unhelpful”; 
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• Question about services: “I have ordered a card, when will I get it?”; 

• Praise for services: “I love your new app showing the balance”; 

• Comments on role/CSR: “You are no better than the mafia.”  

The banks did not attempt to censor negative messages, which remain in the public 

and sometimes generate more negative messages from other disgruntled customers. The only 

post that was observed to be deleted was one recommending a rival bank, and occurred in a 

subcategory of “Comments on role/CSR,” which we may name leave-taking: “Dear Danske 

Bank. Finally I’ve replaced you by a responsible bank that is not cheating the tax payers.” 

Quite a few of these leave-taking posts occurred on the Danske Bank page during the week of 

study. 

So, do these activities constitute civic engagement? May we speak of corporate 

enactments of rhetorical citizenship taking place here? Looking at the rhetorical activities as 

tentatively categorized here, it may seem for the most part that what is enacted is plain 

marketing and customer service, not rhetorical citizenship. However, this is not how we 

conceive it. We argue that by being actively present on a Facebook profile page – posting, 

receiving comments, and replying – these banks are enacting a form of rhetorical citizenship. 

Through active presence, they make themselves visible, accessible, and involved in a public 

sphere where public opinions are being formed through vernacular discourse (Hauser, 1999; 

2007). We consider the corporate Facebook pages public, as most can be accessed and seen 

by all, including non-users of the social network. The banks assume a communicative right to 

address various networked publics on issues relevant to them. More importantly, the banks 

exercise a responsibility to listen to the views and arguments of others, customers and non-

customers alike. Relating to Matten, Crane, and Chaple’s (2003) extended view of corporate 

citizenship, we might say that the banks help facilitate the enactment of individual citizens’ 

political rights. The banks grant rhetorical opportunities to individuals to publicly approach 
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the corporation with comments, questions, and opinions, and they prove willing to engage in a 

public exchange of views that takes place on a platform which is not of their own design. 

Furthermore, they let individual users debate with other users on the corporate page. While 

many help-desk questions are being posed, we do consistently see rhetoric of public 

relevance, not least what we consider epideictic utterances. The users praise or blame the 

bank, laud or criticize their services and their role in society, and this epideictic rhetoric is 

important in the negotiation of our common values, which in turn are the basis of political 

decisions (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971). Epideictic utterances negotiate what 

we might rightfully expect of corporations, both as customers who focus on private interests, 

and as citizens who worry about public interests. Thus, we argue, the profile pages of the 

banks, as we see them managed in our pilot study, are a positive contribution to constructive 

civic interaction, and a form a rhetorical citizenship being enacted.  

However, it is certainly not our intention to glorify the banks for having an active 

Facebook page. Indeed, one might say that their presence on Facebook is not a question of 

choice, but of necessity. It is expected by the public: partly because of the development in 

social media, partly because of increased public expectations that corporations listen to their 

customers and make their business transparent. Furthermore, when all your competitors are on 

Facebook, it induces you to look into this option too. The type of corporation that we 

researched – financial institutions – was also heavily impacted by the credit crunch. So, no 

matter what the most important driving factor may be, active public engagement on 

Facebook, for instance, has become hard to pass by. Corporations are being called upon to 

fulfill the role of the rhetorical citizen.  

Furthermore, we are not blind to the possibility that corporations’ active presence on 

Facebook may have a detrimental effect on society. There are obvious issues concerning 

digital divides, Facebook’s dominant position, the corporatization of the Internet, and 
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unethical strategic “friendliness,” amongst other things, for critics to keep an eye on. 

Concerning the latter, one of the banks studied, Danske Bank, has previously invited the 

public to engage in dialogue on the bank and the financial crisis, but without really allowing 

the participants to debate and influence the bank after all. Following this, it has been argued 

that acts of public listening and of being responsive will often demand some citizenly 

“sacrifice of control” on the part of corporations; a sacrifice not all organizations will be 

willing or able to make (Hoff-Clausen, in press). Rhetorical citizenship for corporations – or 

as we might also call it, communicative CSR – must entail organizational responsiveness to 

public praise and blame, not just “lending an ear” to it. There is a great deal of difference 

between the two, and only the former will contribute to the building of trust and social capital 

in the long run. Only the former enacts the equitable, not rivalrous, self-interest that we, 

drawing on Danielle Allen (2006), conceive to be at the heart of citizenship. We should thus 

question how deep discursive enactments of corporate citizenship run: Is the openness to the 

public, for instance, only apparent in organizational reality, or is it actually rooted there? 

On both pages studied in the pilot study, it is also evident that the banks have 

cultivated a particular “tone of voice” in posts and replies, one that is seemingly meant to be 

colloquial and non-aggressive. The upbeat replies are signed with first names only, and 

littered with smileys and greetings (“have a great day!”). In a slogan, it is the cheerful 

corporation that steps forward here. The cheerfulness of the bank’s posts can be read as a 

strategy to cope with criticism, while at the same time being an adherence to a norm of 

discourse in social media derived from private settings; one that encourages personal, 

informal, and “authentic” expressions (Hoff-Clausen, 2013; Marwick & boyd, 2011). The 

banking industry has long struggled with a reputation as being arrogant and greedy, as some 

of the inflammatory posts on the Facebook page illustrate: “DnB practices usury. Artificially 

high interest rates on mortgage are meant to finance losses after criminal acts, fat cat 
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paychecks for management, unnecessary luxury buildings, and fancy art. It is not improved by 

rudeness and arrogance”. Similar posts are found on the page of Danske Bank. In contrast to 

the reputed arrogance of banks, the posts from the bank advance an open, cheerful, and more 

welcoming attitude. Criticism is met with positive comments, regret is expressed, and 

apologies are issued frequently. This pattern is consistent with findings from other studies as 

well (Høstbjør, 2012).  

We do question whether this appeal to a more “friend-like”, non-institutional ethos is 

in fact a viable and ethical strategy for a corporation. For instance: What happens when the 

informal, upbeat, cheerful persona cultivated by the first-name only junior staff that services 

the Facebook page experience crises? How does it affect discussions of public importance 

that congenial personae “just like you” are placed in front of businesses essentially led by 

boards of directors? What does it do to the public trust in business? The mentioned verdict is 

a case in point that calls for management to step forward. Rhetorical citizenship for 

corporations must, we argue, be(come) rooted in organizational reality, and should involve a 

continued critical questioning as to what might constitute citizenly communication for 

corporations under any given circumstances.  

Conclusion 

We suggest that while corporations are assuredly entities very different from the 

individual citizens who hold civil, social, and political rights – which do not directly apply to 

corporations – rhetorical citizenship is nevertheless a suggestive and constructive metaphor 

for corporations to communicate by. It underscores that CSR is not just something to be 

communicated, but that communication is a set of practices in which social responsibility 

must be enacted. We find that this is not a prevalent perspective in the existing literature on 

CSR and communication (e.g., Ihlen, Bartlett, & May, 2011). Communication in itself should 

be turned into an area for CSR.  
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Furthermore, we suggest from our pilot study that the active engagement of 

corporations on Facebook may currently be seen as one form of rhetorical citizenship that the 

public expects corporations to enact. Thus, we argue, corporations in general might as well 

attempt to do their best to act as rhetorical citizens.  

The banks in our study are visible, accessible, and engaged on Facebook, a public 

sphere where vernacular meaning-formation takes place. The banks thus facilitate the 

rhetorical citizenship of Facebook users, who are provided access and an opportunity to 

communicate with the bank in a public space. The rhetoric relevant to society is to a large 

extent epidictic, as the users can laud or criticize the services of the banks and their role in 

society. Not least due to the networked audiences, the exchanges between businesses and 

people on Facebook are submitted to constant public scrutiny, and thus in a sense, the 

corporations engaging in dialogue here are constantly forced to ask themselves: What kind of 

public corporations do they want to be? 

However, we should be aware of how deep such discursive enactments of citizenship 

run, and whether the rhetorical activities are rooted in organizational reality or serve as mere 

external displays of concern for the public good. In the long run, the latter will only hurt our 

social capital, as well as the symbolic capital of the corporation.  
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