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Brief Session Description 

Session Title:   

Business and Human Rights at a Crossroads? Moving Forward, Looking Back 

Organizers:   

Cambridge University Press 

Indiana University Robert H. McKinney School of Law 

West Virginia University College of Law 

 

Brief Description of the Session: 

This session will be an interactive panel and roundtable discussion presented and led by the 
co-editors and contributors to a newly published edited volume on the emerging field of 
business and human rights from a multidisciplinary perspective.  The session will explore 
many of the same themes of the 2015 Forum by offering a macro analysis of the issues that 
exist within the business and human rights framework, together with a more granular 
analysis of the issues that the contributing scholars have flagged for future analysis and 
implementation, focusing in large part on accountability, policy, and governance 
mechanisms. 

The participants will lead a discussion of (1) the underlying philosophies and agendas that 
guide the business and human rights narrative and examine how these principles are applied 
within the three pillars of the Framework; (2) the implementation of the Guiding Principles 
through accountability mechanisms, such as litigation and legislative initiatives; and (3) the 
examination of potential enforcement mechanisms, with a particular focus on the 
development of accountability structures through private ordering, such as contractual 
provisions and internal governance guidelines of business entities. 
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Detailed Concept Note: 
 

Business and Human Rights at a Crossroads? Moving Forward, Looking Back 
 
Proposed Moderator: 
 
Michael Addo 
Dr. Addo would be in a unique position to guide the discussion. As the former chairperson 
of the Working Group, he has intimate knowledge of the issues (past, present, and future) 
that are guiding the U.N.’s work in this area. In addition, as a contributor to the edited 
volume, he has an in-depth understanding of the conversations that are occurring among 
academics and practitioners (as both groups have contributed to this volume). 
 
Proposed Panelists: 

 Larry Backer 

 Karen Bravo 

 Jernej Černič 

 Jena Martin 
 
Organizers: 

 Cambridge University Press 

 Indiana University Robert H. McKinney School of Law 

 West Virginia University College of Law  
 
Main Focus of the Session: 
The proposed panel will pick up on the theme of the 2015 Forum regarding “tracking 
progress and ensuring coherence” by identifying key related themes within the framework 
(and the edited volume) that can be used as potential themes ripe for convergence. 
Specifically, the panel discussion will use the past, present, and future lens structure of the 
edited volume to pull together key issues that continue to need to be addressed within the 
larger business and human rights framework. 
 
This session will address a number of questions and themes that tie in directly to the themes 
of the 2015 Forum.  
 
Potential Discussion Questions: 
 
Question #1 
The focus on the Forum this year is on the Guiding Principles as a “bridge between human 
rights and the business world.”  A number of chapters in the book (some using the Guiding 
Principles as a baseline, others providing alternative solutions) offer different common law 
based solutions (tort law and contract law for example) to fulfill the corporate responsibility 
to respect human rights. Which theoretical construct do you think offers the most promise 
and why? Do the Guiding Principles need to be at the heart of this framework? Would a 
human rights treaty work better? 
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Question #2 
Many of the chapters in the volume discuss some key issues in the business and human 
rights past landscape. Among them are: the role of boycotts and sanctions in shaping 
corporate behavior and the use of multi-stakeholder initiatives to shape policy and minimize 
impacts. What lessons do you think that we have learned from previous initiatives? How do 
these lessons help us as we move forward, specifically as we aim to track performance and 
progress in the efforts to implement the U.N.’s agenda? 
 
Question #3 
One focus for the 2015 Forum has been on access to effective remedy. Jonathon Drimmer 
and Lisa Laplante’s chapter provides an analysis of the role of remedies in the presentation 
and accountability structure of the Guiding Principles.  How effective was this analysis at 
finding innovative ways to strengthen access?  Do you think that Astrid Sanders’s chapter on 
transnational litigation as an access to remedy provides a better alternative? 
 
Question #4 
Another focus of the 2015 Forum has been how corporate respect for human rights 
translate into practice.  To that end, Blair Kanis, Marcia Narine, and Meredith Miller each 
offer specific suggestions for implementation, including: incorporating human rights due 
diligence into corporate contracts and providing increased disclosure and transparency. How 
effective are these efforts in effectuating the Forum’s goal in this area? 
 
Themes: 

1.  Identification of the philosophies, themes, and norms that are afoot in the business and 
human rights framework. 

2.  Whether the interpretation of such norms as exist in the field follow a “command and 
control” structure or whether the interpretation and drive to implementation is participatory 
and open to all stakeholders.   

3.  The inadequacy of the international human rights construct. That is, challenges to the 
preeminence of the state-centered structure of conventional international law, and its effect 
on human rights defenders as groups at risk. 

4.  The scope of consumer power, and whether it can provide additional incentives to 
corporations to avoid adverse human rights impacts.  

5.  The present as a moment of intense transition, where the field of business and human 
rights is at a crossroads.  

Additional Information Regarding the Organizers: 

Cambridge University Press is the publishing house for Cambridge University.  They are also 
the publishers for the edited volume that is the basis for this book launch and discussion.  
CUP is the oldest publishing house in the world. They are also one of the key publishers in 
the field of business and human rights, providing the first academic journal publication for 
the field, The Business and Human Rights Journal. 
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Indiana University Robert H. McKinney School of Law is located in Indianapolis, Indiana.  
Karen Bravo is a Professor of Law and the Associate Dean for the Graduate Studies and 
International Affairs at the School of Law. 

West Virginia University College of Law is located in Morgantown, West Virginia.  The 
College of Law sponsored the business and human rights conference in 2013 that gave rise 
to this edited volume. Jena Martin is a Professor of Law and the Associate Dean for 
Innovation and Globalization at the College. 

 


