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Abstract


Although the concept of 'stakeholder' has been called a "valuable device for identifying and organizing the multitude of obligations that corporations have to different groups,"1 and has been adopted by the Caux Round Table for the development of their "Priciples for Business Ethics,"2 little work has been done analyzing the requisite foundations for taking "stakeholders" philosophically seriously or, more practically speaking, for operationalizing the concept for everyday managerial use. 


This talk intends to bring the concept of stakeholder under some control via the concept of personhood. Altough 'personhood' is also problematic, it nonetheless holds serious weight with philosophers and can be brought to bear seriously on the intutions of other persons, i.e., managers. 





Introduction


There is not a business ethics text or monograph that does not, at some point in its analysis, touch on the notion of a "stakeholder." Since the term's coining at the Stanford Research Institute in 19633, this concept has gained popular support among professors of business ethics, ethics officers, and management. Unfortunately, the concept is without meaning, or more accurately, it is so innundated with meaning that it has become meaningless. 





The notion of "stakeholder" is internally problematic in that it is difficult to apply, given that there has yet to be developed a set calculus for the appropriate weighing and balancing of the different (often competing) interests of various "stakeholders."4 It is externally (and more fundamentally) problematic in that if there were such a calculus, managers need not, necessarily, take them seriously, i.e., just because "stakeholders" exist, it does not follow that multinationals have a moral obligation to them.5 





The need for a multinational 'stakeholder' concept


Combining the closed ecosystem we have to work within (a product of our planet's past) with the open exchange of information we cannot work without (a biproduct of our technological genius), no amount of economic sanctions or political machinations will remove the responsibility everyone has to absolutely everything. With respect to our global economy, the proverbial flapping of a butterfly's wings in Japan will effect the price of potatoes in Idaho. Does this mean that the ethical global citizen


cannot act without taking the globe into consideration? It depends, and this is a talk for another day. What it does mean, however, is that multinationals--who reap the benefit of such global connections--definately have a vast duty. 





Therefore, although the entire business ethics community needs a clearer, more foundational, and certainly operational definition of 'stakeholder' with which to work, with respect to multinationals the need is even more pressing. It is to this I now turn. In what follows I will: (1) Offer a definition of the multinational stakeholder, as well as (2) Offer an analysis as to why this entity must be taken seriously in all coporate decisions.





The multinational stakeholder: Defined


I will begin with a few brief comments about the nature of definition itself. I will then, via the old scholastic trick (used in attempts to understand the concept of 'God') defining 'stakeholder' analogically. 


First, the search for necessary and sufficient conditions for even the most mudane terms, for example 'book,' have been repudiated by philosophers long ago. Unlike 'square' which is defined as 'a plane figure with four equal sides at right angles to each other,' or even 'sister' which is defined as 'a female sibling,' 'book' is so rich that such a narrow reductive analysis is not only impossible, it is undesirable. Counterexamples quickly point to the fact that not all books have words and that not all media which utlize words are ordinarily termed books. The same would be true for any of the usual


suspects e.g., pages, conveys information, etc. The desire for a complete reductive analysis cannot do justice to the terms used to refer to the mundane objects of life, let alone to rich theoretical concepts like 'love' or 'justice.' 





With this in mind I would like to attempt to define 'stakeholder' analogically, by way of 'personhood.' Although the concept of personhood is itself highly problematic, this move is not without merit. For one thing, there has been a great deal of philosophical work done on the concept of 'personhood.' For another, although most people are unaware of this work they have, nonetheless, thought about the concept and even wrestled with some of its difficulties. 





In his 1972 article, "Abortion and Infanticide,"6 Michael Tooley argues that there is a fundamental distinction between the biological concept of a human being and the moral concept of a person. Tooley states very clearly that the term 'person' is "a purely moral concept, free of all descriptive content.7 'A is a person' will be synonymous with 'A has a (serious) moral right to life."8 





Given that the concept of moral value is, for Tooley, contingent on desires9, he generalizes his prescription in the following way:


'A has a right to X' is roughly synonymous with 'If A desires X,' then others are under a prima facie obligation to refrain from actions that would deprive him of it.





With the added qualifications that "an entity cannot be the sort of thing that can desire...unless it possesses the concept of a continuing self,"10 one can conclude that while most humans are persons, most non-humans are not. 





The distinction between human and person, however, is not without its denotative differences. Humans that are excluded from the moral class of persons will include, at the very least, dead humans, comatose humans, human fetuses and, in the most severe cases, the mentally disabled. Furthermore, some non-human beings, e.g., large sea mamals and closely related primates, will fit the criteria of self-consciousness more closely than the human beings discussed above. In addition, future discoveries or creations, of aliens or androids respectively, will permit these beings to, at least in principle, fit the moral class of persons despite their lack of human biological characteristics. 





Tooley's point is significant, therefore, for a fundamental reason: The important moral category of personhood is not determined by any specific biological characteristics. This means that "species chauvanism," a concept analagous to racism or sexism, is prevented. One can legitimately value different beings differently, but never on the non-essential characteristics of the color of their skin, their sexual organs, or their atomic (or even subatomic) components. The important moral distinction between a person and a non-person is dependent on the criterion of self-awareness. 





This criterion is both empirically and philosophically weighty. On the one hand, self-awareness is empirically verifiable--both subjectively and intersubjectively.11 Self-awareness, by definition, is subjectively verifiable. What else could it be for one to be aware of one's self? But it is also intersubjectively verifiable in that there are some very obvious publically observable behaviors which demarcate self-awarenes, not the least of which is being able to state that one is a self, that this self is reading right now, etc.12 





What becomes obvious at once is that we are involved in the "problem of other minds,"13 dilemma of either having to deny the meaningfulness of subjective evidence of the awareness of self, with respect to self-awareness, or admit that no matter how much intersubjective behavioral evidence one acquires, there is always the chance that the entity with self-aware behaviors is not really self-aware.14 





What appears to be a serious epistemological barrier, however, is actually an ethical foot-in-the-door. For precisely because of the subjective nature of self-awareness (combined with its problematic verifiability criteria) that it holds so much normative weight. That is, self-awareness is valued by persons precisely because it is so introspectively tangible and yet so empirically ineffable. Once the normative essence of self-awareness is recognized, it can do the serious moral work of demarcating persons without regard to race, sex, species, or maybe even terrestrial barriers. 





The multinational stakeholder


With the help of the above concept of 'personhood,' I would like to suggest that 'stakeholder' be defined in such a way as to include the set of any and all persons. Though this seems massively broad, with respect to multinational corporations this is not unreasonable. As stated above, given our closed ecosystem and our global economy much of what a multinational does will, to some degree or other, effect all persons. Therefore, in order to take seriously the concept of having a "stake" all persons must be seen as stakeholders. Therefore:


'A is a stakeholder' will be synonymous with 'A has a moral right to particpate in, or be taken seriously with respect to, the decision making processes determining the best course of action for achieving an organization's financial objectives.'15





To anyone who values personhood (which I will assume is most persons), this definition of stakeholder will obviously hold the same moral weight. As such the fundamental external problem (discussed above) of bridging the gap between acknowledging stakeholders (as a classification distinct from, e.g., shareholder) and valuing such persons is solved. Given that the concept of a stakeholder is grounded in the concept of personhood, the value of stakeholders must be taken seriously. Valuing persons and not stakeholders, under these conditions, would, at the very least, violate consistency. 





To solve the internal problem of being able to operationalize the notion of stakeholder for managerial use, one need only take Tooley's next step: 


'A has a moral right to participate in, or be taken seriously with respect to, X' is roughly synonymous with 'If A desires a specific outcome of X,' then the corporation is under a prima facie obligation to refrain from actions that would deprive him of it.





Will this make the practical application of any particular corporate commitment to all stakeholders prohibitive? No. Though the class of stakeholders is, in principle, all persons, the actual decision making process will be a much smaller subset for three interconnected reasons: (1) Not all persons will actually "desire," in any particular corporate scenario, their share of stake and, (2) Of those persons who desire a stake, their desire need only be seriously represented by at least one person--a representative if you will, similar to a government official--not necessarily by the actual masses of persons with that particular desire (although the actual number of persons with such a


desire should be given the appropriate weight.) 





Of course the numbers of such representatives will increase with the scope and weight of the coporate decisions at hand. With respect to policies of hiring, firing and promotion, it is unlikely that persons other than those who are employees of the corporation will desire a stake. (Although, if such practices result in the discrimination of certain persons, then representatives from the oppressed group should be involved.) On the other hand, with respect to a decision concerning the dumping of nuclear waste, persons from all over the globe, including non-human persons, should have their obvious desire not to be contaminated seriously represented. Though a decision concerning personel will, given the number of stakeholders, require considerably less time and work than one concerning nuclear dumping, this seems to be just as it should be. 





Some objections


Of course the foremost objection from management will be that having to take this notion of stakeholder qua person seriously would not be cost effective. There are, however, a number of responses one could give. First, this may not be empirically true. After all, time and again, business ethisists have argued that, in the long run, taking persons seriously is actually more cost effect in terms of public relations, incredibly expensive law suits, as well as other less quantifiable notions such as good will.16 Given, however, that few companies have actually done the tests, the empirical evidence is spotty and inconclusive. 





More importantly, if we are going to take the doing of business as more than mere window dressing, if we are not going to settle for the pessimistic joke that business ethics is an oxymoron, this kind of objection cannot be given the ability to, carte blanche, wipe out every proposal for a more ethical corporate community. Though all jokes have some truth in them, it is usually not enough to take seriously. Even Adam Smith, the father of capitalism, recognized that the individual desire for capital will, through the "study of his own advantage, naturally, or rather necessarily, lead him to prefer that employment which is most advantageous to the society..."17 





Can a price be put on a person? Perhaps. But if it is, it can't be cheap, and it can't be applied frivilously. And this brings me to one more response to the above botton-line criticism, it is not, in principle, impossible to override stakeholder desires, but doing so would require work. One will have to explore the philosophical world of meta and normative ethics (e.g., utilitarianism, Kantianism and virtue theories) as well as properly apply such theorizing to the situation at hand taking into consideration all reasonable contingencies. With respect to a case of downsizing a corporation, it may be that the desires of some persons will have to be overriden if the company is to stay solvent. Justifying who goes and who stays will be difficult18 and managers should, at the very least, hold discussion groups with the various emplyees (or employee reps), offer financial incentives for early retirement, attempt to relocate everyone they can, assist in retraining, or just provide some kind of financial buffer. The point, however, is that it is not impossible to justify the overriding of certain stakeholder desires (for, example, job security) in the light of other stakeholder desires (for, example, profit) while taking the notion of stakeholder qua person seriously. 





The overriding of certain desires, however, especially with respect to financial considerations, will be impossible to justify. For example, it will impossible to abuse persons, illegitimately descriminate19 against persons, or violate the integrity of the ecosystem to the point of harming persons. But, again, this is how it should be. 





A more sophisticated version of the above objection, however, could be developed via what Kenneth E. Goodpaster has termed "The Stakeholder Paradox."20 Given that the tradition of business has always been to recognize that management must honor their "fiduciary relationship"21 to stockholders, the above analysis, with its explicit demand that management take seriously the stakes of all persons, may prove to be a "betrayal of trust"22 to shareholders and therefore "incompatible with widely held moral convictions about the special fiduciary obligations owed by management to stockholders."23 In other words, "ethics seems both to forbid and to demand a strategic, profit-maximizing mind-set."24 





While Goodpaster attempts to solve the above dilemma by dissolving the "paradox"--admitting that serious business ethics must acknowledge the "quasi" shareholder status of all stakeholders, then claiming that this does not entail that the private corporation becomes, in essence, a public institution25--he has not gone far enough. What he should have said was that the "paradox" set up a false dilemma to begin with. 





The ostensive contradiction implicit in Goodpaster's analysis is that from the point of view of management, in certain problematic cases, one believes both: (1) There is a duty to maximize profit to shareholders at the expense of maintaining, for example, a safe living environment for non-shareholders, and (2) There is a duty to provide a safe living environment for non-shareholders at the expense of maximal profit for shareholders. This dilemma, however, is false. For one thing, one must relativize the two claims into two different contexts. The first claim is made by the ethical person qua manager, the second is made by the ethical person qua member of a specific biotic community. As such, there is no contradicition. 





Of course one, I included, may not welcome this form of ethical relativism and, therefore, bring to bear the fact that there really is an underlying universal context, namely personhood. But once this move is made one must acknowledge that the moral obligations relative to the concerns of subspheres of persons are always outweighed by the broader, universal concern for persons simpliciter. Given a serious commitment to personhood, the distinctions between person qua manager, person qua shareholder, person qua employee, person qua customer, etc. are always secondary to the universal similarity of persons qua person--an entity with self-awareness. And while many persons do not desire to be shareholders or employees of this or that corporation, all of them desire the basics--freedom, dignity and a clean/healthy environment. The upshot is that when a a corporation infringes on any basic desires of persons, even when attempting to sate the financial desires of other persons, this must be viewed as morally wrong. The account above forces this outcome.





Conclusions


To summarize, I have tried to show that the notion of stakeholder must be made synonymous with the notion of a person. As such it will finally become a philosophically sophisticated and operational notion. So who is not a "stakeholder" with respect to multinational corporations. No one. Is this a problem?


No, it's how it should be.
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