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Abstract 
  

 

 

This essay stretches over several academics fields in order to address a pressing issue 

in today’s society – the question of inequality. Research has therefore been drawn 

from the economic, political science and peace-and development field to address this 

complex problem. The research resulted in a stakeholder analytical framework aiming 

to identify possible inequality reduction actors in an increasingly globalized and 

liberalized society. The analytical framework has further been based on the utilitarian, 

libertarian and rawlsian perspectives of justice in order to identify actors that have a 

responsibility to consider inequality actions. The framework has in this essay been 

applied to American labor unions, a historical important inequality reduction actor in 

the United States. The result showed that to what extent American labor unions 

should be considered as an inequality reduction actor varies depending on which of 

the three justice perspectives that one bases the stakeholder framework on. The result 

further showed that a stakeholder framework for American labor unions based on the 

rawlsian perspective of justice would generate the greatest responsibility for 

American labor unions to reduce inequality. The contributions that could be drawn 

from the essay are mainly the normative justice implications that should be kept in 

mind when discussing a transformation towards stakeholder capitalism. 
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“Freedom is never granted: 

it is won 

Justice is never given: 

it is exacted” 

A. Philip Randolph 

Union and Civil-Rights Leader 

1.  Introduction  
 

This chapter will give an introduction to the research problem of the essay, the theory 

used to understand the problem and the method used to explore it. The chapter will 

then continue with a discussion on the limitations and delimitations, ethical 

considerations and lastly present the disposition of the essay. 

 

 

 

 

1.1   Research Problem  

The industrial world has experienced a historically unrecognizable increase in wealth 

over the last decade: where the industrial revolution, the globalized market and 

consumerism all have contributed to the increased standard of living for millions of 

people all over the world (Freeman, 2010:267). The capitalistic system that has 

symbolized much of the industrial world in general, and the United States in 

particular, has continuously increased technological process and the level of output 

for the benefit of the society (Gilpin, 2000:3; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). The 

capitalistic process have been successful in adapting to the changing condition and 

generating sustainable growth as no system before, by for example allocating 

unnecessary resources in all forms, what Joseph Schumpeter named the process of 

creative destruction (Schumpeter, 1943/1994:81ff). But, what happens when the 

process of creative destructions rather starts to take the form of a creative process to 

destroy the lower and middle class in society, constantly increasing the divide 

between the haves and the have not? The economic divide in today’s society is most 

visible and well researched on the international level: that 2.2 billion people still 

needed to survive on less than two dollars a day in 2011 is just one of many examples 

(The World Bank, 2015). The financial divide between what has been commonly 

referred to as the global north and the global south is both very real and troubling for 



6 | M a r t i n s s o n  –  I n e q u a l i t y  i n  t h e  2 1
s t

 C e n t u r y   

 

 

 

the global community. What has been gaining increasingly in attention is however 

also how the capitalistic system seems to consolidate wealth not only between the 

global north and global south, but also on the national level (Thompson, 2007:177; 

Piketty, 2014). This essay will take departure in this research and focus the analysis to 

the national level, to a country where inequality has been rising constantly the last 

decade – the United States (Stiglitz, 2015). Decreasing social mobility combined with 

increasing inequality could be seen as particularly troubling for a nation that for long 

has defined itself as ‘the country of opportunity’ (The Economist, 2014).  

 Furthermore, the inadequate inequality reduction actions from numerous 

national governments, combined with the changing conditions in the globalized 

political economy, have made many researchers turn focus towards other actors 

(Pontusson, 2005; Curtis, 2014). This essay will follow this trend and focus on a non-

state actor – American labor unions. Labor unions have been chosen mainly due to 

their historically important role as an inequality reduction actor in the United States 

(Stiglitz, 2015:44; Montgomery, 1987:316; Schiavone, 2008; Dubofsky & Dulles, 

2010; Dray, 2010). Because this essay believes that one should look at what have 

worked historically before exploring new ideas to fight the increasingly damaging 

inequality. As the poet and civil-rights activist James Baldwin once famously wrote: 

“know from whence you came. If you know whence you came, there are absolutely no 

limitations to where you can go” (Baldwin, quoted in Lombardi, 2015). However, just 

because labor unions historically have played an important inequality reduction role 

do not necessarily mean that they will or should do it in todays United States. Their 

historical role is the starting point, not the destination. What this essay will contribute 

with is a normative analysis clarifying which actors that labor unions should consider 

as affected by their actions; in extension which actors that have a legitimate claim to 

be considered as stakeholders. Because, as will be shown throughout this essay, in 

today’s increasingly globalized and liberalized society the solution to structural 

inequality may need to come from within the structures themselves – a transformation 

from the current shareholder capitalism towards a stakeholder capitalism.  

 

1.2  Aim and Questionnaire 

The two aims in this essay build upon one another. The first is to explore which actors 

in the American society that labor unions from normative justice perspectives should 
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considered as stakeholders. The second aim is to hold a discussion on how the 

answers affects American labor unions role as an inequality reduction actor. The 

following research questions have been formulated to answer the stated aim:  

 Which actors should American labor unions from a normative justice 

perspective consider as stakeholders? 

o How does the answer to which actors American labor unions should 

consider as stakeholders affect their role as a future inequality 

reduction actor?  

 

1.3  Method, Material and Theory 

The method used in this essay is a normative analysis based on the stakeholder theory, 

resting on an integration rather than separation fallacy between normative and 

descriptive research (Freeman, 2010:7f). The method chapter will outline an argument 

claiming that the results from this essay can depend one’s understanding of the 

concept of justice: showing the importance of normative research (Badersten, 

2006:39). The methodological framework applied in this essay is the given-that 

(translated from the Swedish “givet-at analys”) framework constructed by Björn 

Badersten (2006). The material used in this essay consists mainly of academic books, 

peer-revived articles and statistics from well recognized and respected organizations. 

The literature is partly presented in the Relevance and Previous Research chapter. 

Respected journals and newspapers will also be used for rather uncontroversial 

material, for example references to public speeches. The Theory that will be used in 

this essay is the stakeholder theory, where three perspectives of justice will form the 

normative base on which the theory will stand. The theoretical and methodological 

understandings will then lastly form the analytical framework.  

 

1.4  Limitations and Delimitations 

The limitations of this essay lie mainly in how accurate one deems the theoretical and 

methodological reasoning, particularly in regard to normative theory. Because there 

are arguments that the normative approach is a limitation in itself; that normative 

research does not reach up to the methodological or scientific standards of proper 

academic research. Such arguments are for example expressed by Giolia, who argued 
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that normative theorists were only “…shouting from the sidelines that organizational 

decision makers should do the right thing“ (Giolia, 1999:228). These types of 

objections will be properly addressed in the Method chapter, where comprehensive 

arguments for the necessity of normative method and its explanatory possibilities will 

be given. 

 The delimitations of the essay are mainly connected to the focus on three 

liberal perspectives of justice and the possible stakeholders it will be applied on. The 

main reason for the choice of justice perspectives is to increase precision. Seeing how 

justice is a so-called essentially contested value, meaning that there is no clear 

definition of what justice essentially is (Badersten, 2006:80f). Liberal justice theory is 

further so diverse that including other perspectives – such as for example ecological, 

feminist or socialism perspectives – would generate a too wide essay that would lose 

in precision, relevance and intersubjectivity. The essay therefore limits itself to liberal 

understanding of justice: seeing how precision, relevance and intersubjectivity all are 

particularly important in normative research (Ibid.:133). 

Furthermore, the essay also limits the possible stakeholders for labor unions to 

the original stakeholders recognized by Freeman (1984) and the once identified in the 

literature on American labor unions. The choice has been made for two reasons: 

firstly, to have a direct connection to the stakeholder theory used and the actors 

studied. Secondly, seeing how the essay is limited in both time and space it would be 

too extensive to include and search for further possible stakeholders. Possible 

stakeholders such as the environment, past and future generations could be included 

in a more profound essay. In this essay is, however, the principle of stakeholder 

theory in relation to normative analysis of high value and it thus not need to argue for 

complete stakeholder coverage to still be relevant. Lastly, this essay focuses on 

inequality in the terms of financial income, which is the most common type of 

inequality measurement used by academics in the economy field (Todaro & Smith, 

2011). The essay will thus not consider for example the level of education or access to 

healthcare (Greig et. al, 2007:11). Thereby not stating that inequality in financial 

terms cannot lead to inequalities in both education and healthcare, but that these types 

of inequalities are not the primary focus in this essay. 
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1.5  Ethical Considerations  

It could be argued that there are few, if any, ethical consideration that needs to be 

taken into account in this essay, seeing how it takes the form of a desk study. This 

essay disagrees to the fullest with such standpoints. There are always ethical 

considerations that need to be taken into account within any form of research: in 

normative as well as empirical. This essay have therefore put great emphasis to for 

example exclude all possible forms of discriminating language, racial stereotypes, un-

based generalizations, intentionally misinterpreting other researchers or using their 

words in an unsatisfying context (Danermark, et al 2002). This is particularly 

important for normative research. Because, as Danermark et al (2002:38) argues, 

when research takes on questions regarding everyday knowledge it could also get into 

contact with deeper ethical values.  

 

1.6  Disposition of the Essay 

This essay has a straight disposition where the chapter should be understood in 

relation to each other. The next chapter, Relevance and Previous Research, will 

present the academic and political contribution. This chapter will also discuss 

previous research and background to inequality and its connection to labor unions in 

America. The essay will then progress into a theoretical discussion in the Theory 

chapter, presenting the stakeholder theory and the three justice perspectives. The 

methodology that will be applied in order to answer the stated aim will then be 

presented in the Method chapter. The method chapter will hold a discussion on 

methodological understandings, reliability and validity before lastly combing the 

theoretical and methodological understandings into an analytical framework. The 

answer to the first research question will be discussed in the Result chapter and the 

second research question will be answered in the Analysis chapter. The implications 

from the essay will also be found in the Analysis chapter. The essay will then be 

summarized in the Conclusion & Future Research chapter, which also will give 

suggestions on future research. 
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2.  Relevance & Previous Research 
 

This chapter will motivate the importance of normative research in general and also 

outline the historical context which the essay comes form and thus should be 

understood in relation to. The academic and public policy contributions will be 

outlined in the first two sub-chapters. The chapter will then provide a background and 

previous research on inequality and labor unions in America – showing why the 

subjects could and should be studied together. This chapter is quite extensive in order 

to clarify the large social impacts that structural inequality could have on a society, 

thereby making it an important subject for the Peace-and Development academia.  

 

 

 

2.1  Academic Contribution 

The academic contribution from this essay could initially be seen as the attempt to 

apply the underlying principles in Stakeholder theory to an organizational form it is 

suitable for but rarely applied to (Freeman et al, 2003:495; Phillips & Margolis, 

1999). The essay thus has a theory development objective in the sense that it aims to 

widen the area of application for stakeholder theory. That stakeholder theory only 

should be applied to multi-national corporations is a common misunderstanding that, 

according to Freeman, Phillips and Wicks (2003:494), have unnecessarily limited the 

use and application of the theory. They instead argue that the stakeholder theory 

should be applied to all types of organizations: for example smaller companies, family 

businesses, non-profit organizations and partnerships (Ibid.:494). By applying the 

stakeholder theory to labor unions this essay hopes to expand the area of application 

for the theory, contributing to what Freeman, Philips and Wicks wrote as absolutely 

necessary: “… for stakeholder theory to truly come into its own as a theory of 

strategic management and organizational ethics, it will need to be applied to more 

than just the large, publicly held corporations” (Ibid.:495).  

Moreover, this essay will use the underlying principles of the stakeholder 

theory rather than the exact analytical framework. The underlying principle means 

that organizations have a larger social responsibility towards groups affected by their 

actions (Moriarty, 2014; Freeman et. al, 2010). Depending on how one sees the 
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underlying principles of social responsibility and justice it is possible to identify 

different groups as affected by actions and decisions from for example labor unions 

(Freeman et. al, 2003:220). This essay should therefore be seen as part of the 

increasing normative research in regard to stakeholder theory that aims to clarify who 

should be seen as a legitimate stakeholder. Normative research on stakeholder theory 

is increasing partly due to the previous lack of it, but also for its importance. As for 

example stakeholder theorist Robert Philips described normative research in 

stakeholder theory: “A significant shortcoming in stakeholder thinking is in the 

discernment of which groups are stakeholders and why – that is, the problem of 

stakeholder identity (Philips, 2003:25). 

 The academic contribution could, lastly, also be seen as the combination of a 

theory from the economic sector with normative perspectives form the political 

science field in order to answer a question of relevance for peace-and development 

research. Because this essay will argue that the question of structural inequality could 

segment unsustainable structural conditions, what Galtung described as structural 

violence (Galtung, 1971). The hope is that this essay by combining theories and 

approaches from various academic fields will have an innovative approach to such a 

complex phenomenon as structural violence and inequality. The contribution to the 

peace-and development field should therefore not primarily be seen as 

complementing or strengthening a well-recognized theory or assumption within the 

academia. It should instead be seen as offering a new approach to addressing the issue 

of inequality and structural violence in an inherently more globalized and liberalized 

society then when Galtung presented the concept in 1969.  

 

2.2  Public Policy Contribution  

The debate regarding the importance of inequality in general, and in the United States 

in particular, has increased in both scope and intensity the last couple of years. The 

debate escaladed when Thomas Piketty published his book Capital in the
 
Twenty-

First Century (Piketty, 2014:324). In his book Piketty outlined hands on statistics 

showing that inequality does not naturally decrease with economic development. 

Piketty did for example show that when inequality has decreased it has rather been 

due to economic shocks: such as the WW1, WW2 and the economic crash in 2007 

(Ibid.:20). Piketty’s results have been both highly scrutinized and the debate has been 
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loud on what consequences his research should have for public policy. The debate has 

however not mainly concerned Piketty’s findings, but rather what we should do with 

this new information – how we should think about inequality and its place in society. 

The once arguing for income inequality has over the years based much of their 

arguments on the Kuznets curve and the Marginal-productive theory: the later 

claiming that higher inequality equals higher productivity, and in extensions larger 

contribution to society. Essentially that wealth would trickle down (Stiglitz, 2015:14). 

These two theories have over the years been highly advocated by inequality 

supporters, but the actual validity and empirical support of them remains remarkable 

thin (Stiglitz, 2011; Piketty, 2014:336). The problem with inequality in America is 

however not that the rich are getting richer, but that they are getting richer on the 

expense of the rest of the population (see figure 1.0).  

 

Figure 1.0. Changes in Real Family Income in the United States 1979-2012. 

Source: (Gardner & Abraham, 2013). 

As seen in figure 1.0 have the real income decreased for the lowest 20 percent the last 

decades, whereas it for the top 20 and particularly the top five percent have sky-

rocked. The problem with growing inequality is that it in extensions could generate 

political and economic unsustainable societies (Stiglitz, 2012; ILO, 2008:1; Berg & 
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Ostry, 2011:9). Todaro and Smith (2011:220) for example argues that high level of 

inequality leads to three structural economic consequences: an inefficient economy 

where few can take loans; lower savings seeing how the middle class is shrinking; and 

lastly an inefficient allocation of assets. Inequality could according to Todaro and 

Smith also have an impact on the political life, arguing that politicians in countries 

with high inequality tend to either have to much or too little focus on redistributing 

the economic pie instead of increasing its total size (Todaro & Smith, 2011:221) Such 

effects and policies could be one reason why more unequal societies tend to show 

higher levels of crime, higher illiteracy, higher social dysfunction, lower life 

expectancy etc. (Sran et al, 2013:11; Stiglitz, 2012). These are all factors that 

consolidate classes and reduce social mobility: what Johan Galtung once called 

structural violence (Galtung, 1971:85). The possible segmentation of this type of 

structural violence could thus have long-term effects on the overall security and 

development in the United States. Because, as Galtung argues, the greater the 

structural violence is implemented the less physical violence is needed to uphold the 

structures. It could inherently be seen as modern form of imperialism. Galtung 

describes this new form of imperialism and structural violence as a development from 

the historical direct violence: “Only imperfect, amateurish imperialism needs 

weapons; professional imperialism is based on structural rather than direct violence” 

(Galtung, 1971:91) 

That our current political and economic system seems to produce these 

conditions is problematic (Piketty, 2014). This economic and political system is, 

however, our creation. This means that it is also in our power to change them. As the 

well-recognized American economy professor Joseph Stiglitz described it: “inequality 

is not inevitable: it is a choice we make with the rules we create to structure our 

economy” (Stiglitz, 2015:7). That inequality is not a natural state, an unavoidable 

consequence of the market and its forces, are arguments that are starting to settle more 

and more in the American community. Republican President Candidate Jeb Bush did 

for example address the issue of inequality – reframing it as the opportunity gap – in a 

recent speech, saying that “the opportunity gap is the defining issue of our time” 

(Bush, quoted in Tankersley, 2015). Bush statement could be seen as a reframing of 

what President Barack Obama said in a speech on economic mobility in 2013: “…I 

believe this is the defining challenge of our time: Making sure our economy works for 



14 | M a r t i n s s o n  –  I n e q u a l i t y  i n  t h e  2 1
s t

 C e n t u r y   

 

 

 

every working American. It’s why I ran for President” (The White House, 2013). It 

thus seems to be a growing consensus in the United States that the current economic 

inequality is harmful for the American society. The political policy contribution from 

this essay is therefore to engage in the debate outlined: scrutinizing whether or not 

labor unions, a historically important inequality reduction actor, could be used to 

address inequality in United States.  

 

2.3  Previous Research – Labor Unions and Inequality  

Several researchers and organizations have discussed labor unions global inequality 

reduction role. Dean Baker (2013) has for example shown that a 10 % increase in 

union membership equals to a 0,7 % general drop in poverty levels. Organizations 

such as the OECD – far from being recognized as a left leaning labor union friendly 

organization – have in two consequent reports concluded that labor unions are an 

important actor in both poverty and inequality reduction strategies (OECD, 2011:30; 

OECD, 2015:16). That income inequality increases with union stagnation is also 

supported by the International Labor organization (ILO), which in a report from 2008 

showed that every country with labor union decline also experienced increased 

inequality (ILO, 2008). Lastly, the World Bank – which just like OECD are not 

particular famous for being a left leaning labor friendly organization – described in a 

study from 2002 that there are little or no systematical difference in economic 

performance between countries that acknowledges collective bargaining rights and the 

once who do not; an argument often stressed in this debate (The World Bank, 2002:4) 

However, the authors of the World Bank report underlined that such a connection 

could be missed due to the complexity of the domestic and international labor 

markets. The isolated effect of labor union representation and collective bargaining is 

therefore hard to generalize, and the impact of labor unions on economic performance 

should therefore be studied on a case-to-case basis (The World Bank, 2002:5f).  

How, then, is the relation between the declining labor union representation in 

the United States and the increasing inequality? Particularly clear, according to Nobel 

memorial economic prizewinner Paul Krugman (2009). The inequality increase can 

according to Krugman partly be described to the decline of labor unions. Krugman 

portrays his argument by comparing the United States economy to the Canadian, a 

similar economy that has comparably strong labor unions. He arrives at the 



15 | M a r t i n s s o n  –  I n e q u a l i t y  i n  t h e  2 1
s t

 C e n t u r y   

 

 

 

conclusion that the prevalence of strong labor unions most likely have had a great 

impact on keeping lower inequality in Canada, and that it also could have done so in 

the United States (Krugman, 2009:222). Further, financial researchers Card, Thomas 

& Riddel (2004) have argued that 20 percent of the last decades inequality increase in 

the United States is a direct result of the labor union decrease. These results are 

supported by recent research from Madland, Walter and Bunker (2011:2ff), which 

also have shown that the decline of the American middle-class have gone hand in 

hand with the decline of labor unions, rendering in the smallest middle class since 

WW2. Madland, Walter and Bunker have further described that labor union members 

have significantly higher wages in some job categorize, such as for example carpentry 

(Madland et. al, 2011). However, could this – that union workers are better off than 

non-union workers – not also be seen as part of the problem, and as a factor for the 

labor union decline and loss of relevance in reducing inequality? The lack of 

consideration for actors that could be affected by the actions of labor unions will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  

 

2.4  Previous Research: Labor Unions in the United States  

In the beginning of the 19
th

 century the second industrial revolution in Britain steadily 

spread over Europe and across the Atlantic sea to the United States, changing both the 

means of production and the demography in the United States (Mokyr, 1998). The 

new innovations drastically changed the conditions on the unregulated labor market 

by making the production both more effective and less expensive (Dubofsky & 

Dulles, 2010:70f). The industrialization enabled major opportunities for employers in 

the United States, but it also increased competition among workers and decreased 

opportunities for the ones seeking employment (Schiavone, 2008:9). In the wake of 

these changing conditions workers in the United States formed labor unions to 

represent them against the factory owners – making sure also the workers got a piece 

of the expanding economic pie (Schiavone, 2008; Dray, 2010). The labor Unions 

steadily increased in both relevance and importance during this era and for a 

substantial time: campaigning for higher salaries, safer working-climate and an 

overall increase in labor legislation (Dubofsky & Dulles, 2010:136; Dray, 2010). The 

labor unions further played an important role in society at large, for example by 

supporting the democratization process, campaigning for voting rights and pledging 
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for financial equality (Schiavone, 2008; Dubofsky & Dulles, 2010; Dray, 2010) 

Considering the historically important role labor unions have played in the American 

society, how can it be that they today have been sidelined onto the substitution bench?  

The American labor economist Robert F. Hoxien believe that American labor 

unions moved from representing the working class to representing workers reduced 

their social importance in representing the working class: “Essentially trade-

conscious rather than class-conscious...it expresses the viewpoints and interests of the 

workers in craft or industry rather than those of the working class as a whole” 

(Hoxien, quoted in, Schiavone, 2008:15). The move from representing the working 

class towards representing workers, a so-called business unionism, was a visible 

transformation for labor unions in the United States during the 20
th

 century (Ibid.:15). 

George Meany, the charismatic leader of the AFL-CIO, was clear on this point back 

in 1972:  

Why should we worry about organizing groups of people who do not want to be 

organized? … Frankly, I used to worry about the membership, about the size of 

the membership. But quite a few years ago, I just stopped worrying about it, 

because to me it doesn’t make any difference … the organized fellow is the 

fellow that counts (Meany, quoted in Schiavone, 2008:16). 

This essay argues that an inadequate consideration of actors besides labor union 

members could be seen as one reason for the declining importance of labor unions in 

the American society since the 1950s; seeing how the lack of consideration and 

inclusion of various actors from labor unions during the last decades is well portrayed 

in literature on American labor unions (Fantasia & Voss, 2004:104; Schiavone, 2008; 

Dubofsky & Dulles, 2010; Dray, 2010). As for example Philip Dray writes about 

labor unions unwillingness to adapt in the end of the 1960s: “…organized labor had 

begun to appear less a movement of workers agitating from below than another 

privileged interest maneuvering for advantage” (Dray, 2010:281). The American 

labor markets also changed both in regard to available work and the composition of 

the workforce in the beginning of the 1980s. This change was not picked up by labor 

unions, where the leaders did not manage – or chose not to – include the increasing 

non-western immigration and the higher levels of women and African-Americans 

entering the labor market (Dubofsky & Dulles, 2010:373; Schiavone, 2008:16; 



17 | M a r t i n s s o n  –  I n e q u a l i t y  i n  t h e  2 1
s t

 C e n t u r y   

 

 

 

Stiglitz, 2015:18). During the 1980’s labor unions lack of inclusion of other actors 

than their members was complemented by a lack of social engagement – an 

engagement that as mentioned have historically been both extensive and important 

(Schiavone, 2008; Dubofsky & Dulles, 2010; Dray, 2010). As labor union researcher 

Dubofsky and Dulles described the action of the ACL-CIO, one of the biggest and 

most important unions in the United States: “More often than not, it remained at odds 

with the new social movements spawned by people of color, feminists, gays, and 

environmentalists” (Dubofsky & Dulles, 2010:391). The declining era of labor unions 

in the United States since approximately 1970 thus corresponds quite well with the 

move to business unionism mentioned earlier (Dubofsky & Dulles, 2010:405; 

Schiavone, 2008:16). This move should however not be seen as the only reason for 

American labor union stagnation. Political restrictions, globalization and 

liberalizations could all be seen as major factors (Stiglitz, 2015:43; OECD, 2015:15ff; 

OECD, 2011:26). Nevertheless, this essay has chosen to take departure in labor 

unions inequality reduction history, aiming to explore if labor unions should consider 

other actors then their members. The theory applied to better understand this question 

will be explained in the next chapter.  
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3.  Theory 
 

The theory chapter will outline the theoretical understandings and choices made in 

this essay. The chapter will start with an explanation of the underlying principles of 

the stakeholder theory and then progress into its practical application. The three ideal-

types of justice will be presented in the last three sub-chapters. 

 

 

 

3.1  Stakeholder Theory 

The Stakeholder theory came onto the academic stage in 1984 when Edward 

Freeman, by many seen as the father of stakeholder theory, published the agenda-

setting book Strategic Management: A stakeholder Approach (Freeman, 1984). The 

theory has then been developed both within and between various academic disciplines 

(Freeman, 2010:211). The groundbreaking insight was that the objective for 

corporations and organizations not necessarily was to increase profit only for their 

shareholders, but also for the so-called stakeholders. The stakeholder theory aimed to 

redefine the organizational structure: to see organizations main objective as managing 

multiple stakeholders interests, needs and viewpoints (Friedman & Miles, 2006:1; 

Donaldson & Freeman, 1994). The definition of stakeholders varies, where this essay 

will apply Freeman’s original definition from 1984, which states that a stakeholder is: 

“any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the 

organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 1984:46). Further, the stakeholder theory has 

grown extensively in both relevance and application due to the constantly changing 

conditions on and between the domestic and international arena (Freeman, 2010:3). 

There are, however, advocates against the stakeholder theory. These advocates argues 

mainly for the separation fallacy: that ethics and business cannot, or at least should 

not, be considered together. However true this might have been in the past, 

stakeholder theorists believes this fallacy should exist precisely in the past (Ibid.:9). 

Stakeholder theorists such as Freeman instead argue for the integration thesis, which 

is defined as: “Most business decisions or statements about business have some 

ethical content or an implicit ethical view. Most ethical decisions or statements about 

ethics have some business content or an implicit view about business (Freeman et. al, 
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2003:7). Stakeholder theory should therefore be seen as incorporating the entire 

concept of business and not as an add-on to business as usual – they do, in fact, argue 

for a sort of stakeholder capitalism (Freeman, 1984:40). This concept will be 

discussed in the analytical chapter later on in the essay. 

Then, how will the stakeholder theory be applied in this essay? There are, 

initially, many different types of stakeholder theories. Heath and Norman (2004) have 

for example identified nine different approaches. Nevertheless, even though there 

may be many approaches, the principle that combines them is that the profits from a 

value creating activity should both be maximized and balanced between the actors 

affected (Brusseau, 2015 & Moriarty, 2014). This essay will apply the basic 

stakeholder analysis thinking developed by Edward Freeman and his co-workers in a 

number of books and articles over an extensive time-period (See For example: 

Freeman, 1994; Freeman, 2007; Freeman, 2010; Freeman & Philips, 2002; Freeman 

et al, 2003). The basic understanding in stakeholder theory is well summarized by 

Freeman: “The basic idea of creating value for stakeholders is quite simple. Business 

can be understood as a set of relationships among groups which have a stake in the 

activities that make up the business” (Freeman, 2010:24). Who can claim stakeholder 

status for American labor unions thus comes down to who has a legitimate and fair 

argument that they are affected by their activities. This essay will apply a normative 

analysis in order to identify and rank possible stakeholders for American labor unions, 

where the upcoming sub-chapters will present the justice theories that this 

argumentation will be based on.  

 

3.2  Stakeholder Theory & Normative Analysis 

There has over the years been a great discussion whether or not stakeholder theory 

actually is a theory in its proper form (Freeman, 2010:64). Freeman however believes 

the title discussion is insignificant, arguing that stakeholder theory should be seen as a 

genre where the underlying principles are the most important. Or as he says: “Seeing 

stakeholder theory as a “genre” is to recognize the value of the variety of uses one 

can make of this set of ideas” (Freeman, 2010:64). This essay aim to do just that, 

make use of the set of ideas in stakeholder theory by applying them to American labor 

unions. The question becomes normative due to the fact that labor unions neither have 

unlimited resources nor possibilities, and who should be considered as a legitimate 
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stakeholders therefore needs to be defined and ranked (Freeman et al, 2003:208; 

Philips & Margolis, 1999). Which actors in the American society that should be 

considered as stakeholders for labor unions therefore comes down to the question 

about who deserves what – the question of justice (Freeman, 2010:222). The 

upcoming three sub-chapters will present the utilitarian, libertarian and rawlsian 

perspectives of justice that will constitute the normative justice base for the 

stakeholder framework. 

 

3.2.1  Utilitarian Theory of Justice – Jeremy Bentham 

The utilitarian perspective of justice was introduced by the British philosopher Jeremy 

Bentham over 200 years ago and has had large impact on the justice discourse ever 

since (Sandel, 2009:34). The overarching principle in the utilitarian justice 

perspective is that the just decision is the one that maximizes happiness for the largest 

amount possible. Or as Bentham famously described it: “the greatest happiness of the 

greatest number” (Bentham, 1789/2010:8). The just thing to do is thus what 

maximizes utility in whatever shapes and forms it comes. Because Bentham does not 

make a difference between higher and lower pleasures. This point is one of the more 

debated within utilitarian justice theory, where for example John Stuart Mill argued 

that one indeed could make a distinction between higher and lower pleasures: 

It is better to be a human dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates 

dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are of a different 

opinion, it is because they only know their side of the question. The other party 

to the comparison knows both sides. (Mill, 1879/2009:19).  

The only reason, according to Bentham, to consider so-called higher or lower 

pleasures is if they produce pleasures that last longer. Because Bentham does not 

prescribe happiness any kind of moral worth. Instead he argues that it is the amount, 

duration and spread of happiness that matters (Bentham, 1789/2010). He went so far 

that he believed that the principle could not be argued against, since all arguments 

inherently need to come from the principle itself. When asked if there were any 

position from which one could argue against the principle he answered: “yes; but he 

must first find another earth to stand upon” (Bentham, quoted in Sandel, 2009:35). 
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Lastly, Bentham argues that the utilitarian principle also should be applied to the 

economic and political sectors of society – to the legislators. Because Bentham sees 

the legislators as nothing but an extension of individuals, a fictitious body, and it 

should therefore take decisions after what maximizes utility (Bentham, 1789/2010:7). 

It is from this understanding that the utilitarian part of this essay will depart. In 

conclusion, the answer to which actors that should be seen as legitimate stakeholders 

for American labor unions from a utilitarian justice perspective depends on if they 

would generate the largest increase in utility for the largest number.  

3.2.2  Libertarian Theory of Justice – Robert Nozick 

The libertarian principle in this essay is developed by Robert Nozick and is outlined 

in Nozick’s classical work Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974). The libertarian 

principle outlined by Nozick challenges the distributive concept in the utilitarian 

theory by advocating for the principals of freedom. As the very first sentence in 

Anarchy, State and Utopia reads: “Individuals have rights, and there are things no 

person or group may do to them” (Nozick, 1974:1) Whereas the utilitarian principle 

defines what is right by how much happiness the distribution generates, the libertarian 

principle argues that what matter is how the distribution has come about in the first 

place  a procedural argument (Sandel, 2009:63). According to Nozick it is 

unjustified to take money from rich people and give to poor in order to increase the 

overall utility. It is unjustified because it violates the wealthiest individual freedom to 

spend their money how they please. The core idea in the libertarian justice theory is 

thus the one of self –ownership (Ibid.:65). The concept of self-ownership means that 

if I owe myself, I must also own my own labor, and if I owe my own labor, I also owe 

the fruits of my labor. To redistribute once income on the basis of for example 

increasing utility is completely unacceptable for Nozick, as he describes it: 

”Utalitiarian theory is embarrassed by the possibility of utility monsters who get 

enormously greater gains in utility from any sacrifice of others than these others lose” 

(Nozick, 1974:41). The libertarian concept of justice thus sees the choices people 

make in the free market as inherently fair. 

 There are, however, two requirements for a free market to be free. Firstly, the 

resources one uses to acquire advantages on the free market needs to have been 

rightly yours in the first place and cannot come from coercion – so called justice in 
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initial holding (Nozick, 1974:151). Meaning that one is not entitled to perks earned in 

the market by for example blackmailing someone (Ibid.:87). Secondly, one are rightly 

entitled to perks acquired in a free market transition such as a gift or an exchange. 

Nozick calls this concept justice in transfer, which he shortly summarizes as: “From 

each as they choose, to each as they are chosen” (ibid, 1974:160). The phrase is a 

wordplay on the classical Marxist slogan. By turning the phrase Nozick argues that 

one cannot separate production and distribution (Ibid.:158). Redistributive policies 

could however be justified on one condition: that it is done to correct for past 

injustices. Redistributive polices could therefore be justified if they are done in order 

to correct for past injustices that have generated a disadvantage for a minority in 

society (Ibid.:27). Further, the libertarian principle has been highly advocated in the 

political debate in the United States. This has particularly been done in arguments 

against various forms of redistributive policies, for example taxation. A theory with 

such an individualistic freedom focus may at first be seen as incompatible with the 

underlying principles of stakeholder theory. Freeman and Philips (2002:1) do 

however argue that some parts of the stakeholder theory have deeply libertarian roots, 

and that the so-called stakeholder capitalism stands upon libertarian values. In 

conclusion, the answer to which actors that from a libertarian justice perspective 

should be considered as stakeholders for American labor unions depends on if such a 

definition of stakeholder from labor unions will respect individual freedom and self-

ownership.  

 

3.2.3  Rawlsian Theory of Justice – John Rawls 

The American philosopher John Rawls gave in his book “A theory of justice” a new 

perspective of justice when he introduced the original position (Rawls, 1971/1999). 

The basic reasoning behind the justice model comes from an imaginary situation 

where a group of people meets to decide the overarching principles that should govern 

our everyday lives. What is specific for the rawlsian theory of justice is that in this 

discussion none of the participants will know who they will end up being in society – 

everyone will be wearing the veil of ignorance (Rawls, 1971). Rawls comes to the 

conclusion that we as rational and self-interested human beings in this imaginary 

position would come up with fair principles (Ibid.:17). Rawls points out that this 

imaginary situation cannot be constructed in real life, but that it is the overall concept 
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that is important, as he writes: “… the conditions embodied in the description of the 

original position are the ones that we do in fact accept” (Ibid.:21). Rawls believe that 

two principles of justice will arise from the original position, where a consequential 

third principle also will be of interest for this essay. 

 The first principle that would be agreed upon is the one of equal basic liberties 

for all. This principle guarantees everyone basic liberties, such as freedom of religion, 

speech and affiliation (Ibid.:60). The second principle that would be agreed upon 

regards social and economic equality and is called the difference principle (Ibid.:75). 

The difference principle states that inequality could only be just if it works in the 

advantage to the least well of in society, or as Rawls described it: “the higher 

expectations of those better situated are just if and only if they work as part of a 

scheme which improves the expectations of the least advantaged members of society” 

(Ibid.:75). Meaning that if some type of inequality would in fact increase production, 

and thus benefit the least well of, it would be justified. The last statement refers to a 

third principle that Rawls believe would come as a consequent of the second, the 

efficiency principle (Ibid.:67). The efficiency principle thus enables some kind of 

inequality on the basis that it would make everyone better of. As Rawls writes: 

The principle holds that a configuration is efficient whenever it is impossible to 

change it so as to make some persons (at least one) better off without at the 

same time making other persons (at least one) worse off. (Ibid.:67). 

The rawlsian theory of justice thus breaks with both the libertarian and the utilitarian 

justice theories. Because according to Rawls one would not chose the utilitarian 

principle in the original position. The reason he gives is that the utilitarian principle 

enables damage to one individual if it would increase the overall utility for many 

others. In the original position one therefore runs the risk to become this individual 

and would not chose such a principle, as Rawls describes this argument: “It simply 

happens that under most conditions, at least in a reasonably advanced stage of 

civilization, the greatest sum of advantages is not attained in this way” (Ibid.:26). 

Further, the veil of ignorance would also disregard the libertarian theory of justice. 

Seeing how no one in the original position knows who he or she will be in society 

they would not risk the amount of inequality that a libertarian justice system could 
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bring upon – one could become Warren Buffet as well as the beggar outside of his 

office.  

 Lastly, Rawls believes that the principles developed in the original positions 

should be the one governing people’s everyday life – they should be the ‘rules of the 

game’. Just like the Libertarian view, Rawls argue for a procedural justice, meaning 

that the means should be seen as justifying the end rather than the other way around. 

The second principle – that inequalities are justified if they are to the benefit to the 

least well of in society – does however also make it consequential in the sense that the 

end in this case would justify the mean (if it would not stand in conflict with the first 

principle). Why the question of procedural and consequential justice is important will 

be discussed in both the result and analytical sections in this essay. The answer to 

who should be considered as a stakeholder for labor unions based on the rawlsian 

justice theory thus depends on if such a definition will be in accordance with the 

principals developed in the original position. A summary of the three justice 

perspectives can be found in table 1.0 below. 

 

Table 1.0 – Utilitarian, Libertarian and Rawlsian Ideal-types of Justice 

Theory Understanding 

of Justice 

Process/Consequence Question to determine 

stakeholders 

Utilitarian The greatest 

happiness to the 

greatest number.  

Consequence Which actions from labor 

unions will generate the 

largest increase in utility 

for the largest number? 

Libertarian Respect of self-

ownership and 

individual 

freedom 

Process Which procedures from 

labor unions will respect 

individual freedom and 

self-ownership? 

Rawlsian Procedures and 

consequences in 

accordance with 

decisions taken in 

the original 

position 

Process & Consequence Which procedures and 

consequences by labor 

unions will be in 

accordance with the 

principals developed in the 

original position? 
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3.3  The Responsibility Principle 

The stakeholder theory based on utilitarian, libertarian and rawlsian concepts of 

justice rely on the Responsibility principle. Edward Freeman originally developed the 

principle and has outlined it in several works, where a most recent definition is 

portrayed below: 

The basis for ethics or the moral point of view is that most people, most of the 

time, take or want to take responsibility for the effects of their actions on others. 

And, if they did not, then what we call "ethics" and "morality" would be 

meaningless (Freeman & Philips, 2002:336). 

Meaning that if we accept that our actions have consequences on others, we will take 

their views in account when making decisions. By accepting this principle it becomes 

necessary to determine who legitimately could claim stakeholder status. Bearing this 

principle in mind one could question the separation fallacy between descriptive and 

normative research, seeing how the normative understanding of justice then becomes 

the explanatory factor (Badersten, 2006:39). Further, a common objection to the 

responsibility principle comes from rational choice advocates, which claims that 

people are neither ethical nor responsible and just want to get away with as much 

abuse as possible (Freeman et. al, 2010:8 & Hindmoor, 2010:43). Edward Freeman’s 

response to these advocates is worth quoting at length:  

While there is some truth in this view, the question is one of starting points. 

Start with the responsibility principle and one has to decide in how to deal with 

opportunism. Start with opportunism and one is likely to leave out important 

ideas such as human dignity, cooperative endeavors, and the creative spirit, all 

of which, we suggest, are the cornerstones of capitalism. (Freeman, 2010:8).  

This essay takes Freeman’s point of view, namely that it is better to start with the 

responsibility principle and deal with opportunism then the other way around 

(Freeman & Philips 2002:342). This decision is also supported by other researchers, 

for example have Bosse, Philips and Harrison (2009) argued in line with freeman: that 

people rather take fair decisions then self-interested once. Freeman and other 

stakeholder researchers have further argued that stakeholder theory and rational 
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choice does not need to be counterparts, that they on the contrary could be 

compatible. This since it is in individuals’ own interest to consider stakeholders for 

profit maximization (Moriarty, 2014; Freeman, 2010; Freeman & Philips, 2002). This 

essay will however not enter into this discussion, instead choosing to rest the 

methodological choice on the responsibility principle as such. The next section will 

take the step from theoretical understanding to methodological practice, ending with a 

combination of the two by constructing an analytical framework.  
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4.  Method 
 

This chapter will first present the underlying methodological and epistemological 

understandings that the methodological practices stand on. The chapter will then 

explain the normative method that will be used and also hold a most important 

discussion regarding validity, reliability and generalization. The chapter will lastly 

combine the methodological and theoretical understandings and create an analytical 

framework. 

 

 

 

4.1  Methodological & Epistemological Understandings  

The method rests on an on integration rather then separation fallacy between 

normative and empirical research, arguing that normative values have an explanatory 

descriptive value (Badersten, 2006:37). Or as the American philosopher Hilary 

Putnam described how values and facts could be combined in his book the Collapse 

of the Fact-Value Dichotomy: “the picture of our language in which nothing can be 

both a fact and value-laden is wholly inadequate” (Putnam, 2002:61f). The normative 

method could thus be seen as having a sort of semi-constructive ambition, where the 

implications of how something could be will be explored (Badersten (2006:38). The 

essay further applies a value relativistic view concerning epistemology, arguing that 

understandings of justice vary between individuals (Stoker & Marsh, 2010:9; 

Badersten, 2006:80f). If these understandings of justice come from deeper social 

structures, as a constructivist would argue, is a debate this essay neither has the space 

nor the capability to engage in. The choice to give normative values such a great 

explanatory status rests on Friedrich Von Hayek’s argument that without innovative 

methodological approaches research could be steered away from complex problems 

(Hayek, 1974). Meaning that research should be about the search for answers no 

matter how complex the concept may be to measure. Hayek’s description of the 

difference between physical and social science, and the problem of researching 

complex phenomenon, summarize the methodological understandings in this essay 

well and is worth quoting at length: 
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While in the physical sciences it is generally assumed, probably with good 

reason, that any important factor which determines the observed events will 

itself be directly observable and measurable, in the study of such complex 

phenomena as the market, which depend on the actions of many individuals, all 

the circumstances which will determine the outcome of a process, for reasons 

which I shall explain later, will hardly ever be fully known or measurable 

(Hayek, 1974:180).  

 

4.3  Normative Method Technique: Given-that Analysis 

The normative framework used in this essay origin from the work of the Swedish 

researcher Björn Badersten (2006). The normative framework is used in order to 

describe how stakeholders can be justified, which will be the foundation of the 

stakeholder framework. The value of justice is in normative research seen as an 

intrinsic value, meaning that it has a value in itself and not because the consequences 

it brings (Badersten, 2006:24). By taking departure in the responsibility principle – 

that individuals mainly want to do what is right – this essay will apply the given-that 

analysis from utilitarian, libertarian and rawlsian understandings of justice (Ibid.:44). 

These three perspectives have been applied in order to specify the concept of justice, 

seeing how it is an essentially contested value. What this means is that justice does 

not have a popularly acknowledged definition, and what values one prescribes to the 

concept thus need to clarified (Ibid.:80f). The three definitions of justice will therefore 

be applied in order to specify such a diverse concept – to climb down the ladder of 

generality (Ibid.:88). The utilitarian, libertarian and rawlisan understandings of justice 

will thus stand as three ideal-types (Ibid.:42).  

 The given-that normative framework from Badersten (2006:44) has been 

chosen mainly because it enables the essay to compare and problematize normative 

positions from given standpoints. This essay will hence not take a standpoint 

regarding which of the three understandings of justice that is most accurate. The 

intent is instead to show that the result could change depending on which perspective 

of justice that is applied (Ibid.:90). The given-that analysis is, as Badersten (2006:46) 

argued, a sort of applied normative analysis: meaning that the method enables the 

researcher to analyze a case from various positions. The method was deemed suitable 

due to the comparative element in this essay. The other two normative frameworks 
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Badersten discusses, the concept analysis (normativ begreppsanalys) and strictly 

speaking normative analysis (normativ analys I egentligen mening) have both been 

reviewed. Neither of these was considered as applicable in the essay to the same 

extent as the given-that method, even though the line between these normative 

methods is far from distinct (Ibid.:48). The next chapter will, lastly, discuss three 

cornerstones to raise the value of this essay: validity, reliability and generalization. 

 

4.3  Validity, Reliability & Generalization  

The question of validity concerns if the method and theory applied can provide an 

answer to whether or not labor unions could be seen as a future inequality reduction 

actor (Esaiasson et al, 2012:57). As discussed, to make a connection between 

empirical and normative research takes the essay out onto thin ice in terms of validity 

– if it actually measures what it says. This question have been addressed by 

constructing ideal types, thereby both précising and focusing the essay in order for it 

to answer what it claims it does. This essay is further not theory driven in the 

damaging sense that Shapiro (2002) described, that the theory will pre-determine the 

results, but rather theory dependent. What this means is that the theoretical 

assumptions – as in most academic research – are brave. Instead of hiding from this 

fact has this essay chosen to confront it and to be clear and open with both the 

theoretical and methodological assumptions: for example by constructing an 

analytical framework, an overview of the ideal-types and keeping an argumentative 

form in the result and analyze chapters (Badersten, 2006). The hope is that these 

precautions will raise the overall value of the essay. 

 Moreover, the level of validity and reliability – how reliable the collection and 

analysis of material is – will to a large extent depend on the degree of internal validity 

(Badersten, 2006:103; Esaiasson et al, 2012:63). This essay has considered four 

principles outlined by Badersten to reach high internal validity in the normative 

argumentation. The first principle is that the values need to be precise (Ibid.:86). This 

requirement is addressed by clearly defining the three ideal types of justice. The 

second principle is that the normative analysis takes an argumentation form. This 

requirement is connected to the first requirement, where argumentation based on the 

ideal types of justice relies on that the perspectives have been defined correctly, 

which in extension also will decrease the risk of conceptual stretching (Ibid.:92). The 
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third principle is that the essay should be reproducible. This requirement is addressed 

by excluding personal opinions and pre-understandings to as large extent as possible 

when applying the three justice perspectives. No researcher can totally reserve him or 

her from pre-understandings or personal opinions, which is why it is important that 

other researchers have the possibility to replicate this research in order to disprove or 

verify the results (Ibid.:76). The fourth and last principle is that the argumentation 

needs to have high internal relevance and be factual. This requirement is addressed 

by applying the given-that analytical framework and keeping an argumentative form 

in both the result and analyzes sections. The given-that method further decreases the 

possibility of a subjective argumentation, seeing how it departs from certain values 

rather than concluding with them (Ibid.:78).  

 Lastly, to generalize these results to other social contexts then the American is 

not the objective of this essay. Thereby not concluding that the research would not get 

the same results if applied to other contexts, but that the essay cannot support such 

conclusions based only on the results from this essay. However, Just at the results 

from Robert Dahl’s (1961/1975) famous case-study on political participation in New 

Heaven have been applied to various other contexts – all other aspects of course 

different – so could possibly this research. This is, as just mentioned, not the 

intention. Readers wanting to draw conclusions of this research on for example a 

European context should bear in mind that there are many and varied differences 

between the United States and Europe: for example in in regard to collective 

bargaining, minimum wages and employment rights (Gregory et. al, 2000:2).  

 

4.4   Analytical Framework 

The analytical framework applied in this essay can be seen in Figure 2.0. The figure 

has been constructed to increase comprehensibility and should be understood in 

relation to the methodological and theoretical discussion at large. The reasoning 

behind the analytical framework can be concluded in the following way: Possible 

stakeholders that will be examined in this essay origins from Freeman’s (1994) 

stakeholder framework. Specific stakeholders for American labor unions have also 

been identified in the literature regarding American labor unions. This has been done 

in order to specify the stakeholder theories towards labor unions – see the upcoming 

Result chapter. The utilitarian (U), libertarian (L) and rawlsian (R) theories of justice 
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will then scrutinize these and provide three answers to which of these possible 

stakeholder that should be considered as legitimate stakeholders for American labor 

unions. The underlying responsibility principle increases the explanatory value of the 

normative assumption, arguing that people inherently wants to do what is just 

(Freeman & Philips, 2002:336). How these results in extension effects labor unions 

role as an inequality reduction actor will then be discussed in the analytical section.  

 

Figure 2.0 – Analytical Framework 
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5.  Result 
 

The result chapter will give an answer to the first research question: Which actors 

should American labor unions from a normative justice perspective consider as 

stakeholders? The analytical framework based on the stakeholder theory and the 

given-that analysis will take its departure from the justice perspectives and provide 

three answers to this question. These results will stand as the base for the analytical 

part of the essay, which will hold a discussion on the second research question.  

 

 

 

5.1  Possible Stakeholders for Labor Unions 

This essay will apply the original model of possible stakeholders developed for 

organizations by Freeman (1984:56). The stakeholders from Freeman’s model are 

originally defined for a profit-driven company. Five original stakeholders have 

therefore been excluded because they do not exist or are irrelevant for the way labor 

unions are constructed and/or operates, these are: costumers, Customer advocate 

groups, competitors, suppliers and owners (the owners for the labor union will be the 

members). Labor Unions are themselves considered as stakeholders in the original 

theory, and have consequently been excluded as a stakeholder. This essay has further 

identified additional actors popularly recognized in literature on American labor 

unions – see for example the background chapter (Schiavone, 2008; Dubofsky & 

Dulles, 2010; Fantasia & Voss, 2004; Dray, 2010). In the literature these actors are 

not recognized as stakeholders, but rather as actors either influencing or being 

influenced by decisions and/or actions of labor unions. These actors will complement 

the original possible stakeholders defined by Freeman (1984) in order to specify them 

towards American labor unions. These actors are portrayed in table 2.0.  

The original definition of stakeholders is, as Freeman (1984) recognizes, very 

simplified. The groups outlined consist of many smaller groups within, and have been 

simplified for the sake of the argumentation. The stakeholders will further be 

classified as Primary, Secondary or non-stakeholders to portray which stakeholders 

that have the most legitimate claim to be considered by labor unions. This is part of a 

development Freeman, Harrison and Wicks has done from the original stakeholder 
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theory (Freeman et. al, 2007). Lastly, defining legitimate stakeholders and the 

hierarchy between them is extremely difficult. The result section will thus reveal the 

normative starting positions rather than a definite set of stakeholders. Because, as 

Freeman (1984:57) argues, stakeholders positions changes depending on the strategic 

issue at hand and both the hierarchy and position of stakeholders constantly needs to 

be evaluated. One should in addition also consider the operational procedures of each 

individual labor union, or as Freeman argues in regard to organizations in general: 

“The rational analysis proposed here in terms of stakeholder maps must be tempered 

by a thorough understanding of the workings of the organization” (Freeman, 

1984:64). What Freeman could be seen as describing is the importance of various 

level of analysis. The essay will return to this subject in the Analysis chapter. The next 

subchapter will turn to the implementation of the first normative stakeholder theory 

and its starting positions – the one based on the Utilitarian justice perspective. 

 

Table 2.0: Possible Stakeholders for Labor Unions
 

Original Stakeholders
 

Identified Labor Unions Stakeholders
 

 Financial community 

 Activist Groups 

 Employees 

 Trade Associations 

 Government 

 Political Groups 

 Union Members 

 Non-union workers 

 Local Communities 

 Unemployed 

 Minorities 

 

 

 

5.2  Stakeholders From a Utilitarian Justice Perspective 

Before entering a discussion on utility one has to define what it means and how it will 

be applied in this essay. This essay has chosen to define utility in the terms of 

extrinsic value of money, mainly to avoid large discussions regarding the existence of 

universal intrinsic values (Badersten, 2006:24). The assumption is that actors will use 

the extrinsic value to increase their intrinsic value, whatever it might be, and the result 

would be an increase in the overall level of utility. The utilitarian perspective of 

justice would hence define legitimate stakeholders for American labor unions on the 

grounds that an increase in their level of utility would generate the largest increase 
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for the greatest numbers (Bentham, 1789/2010). The stakeholder theory based on 

utilitarian justice perspective would also prescribe actors an intrinsic value regardless 

of their connection to labor unions (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). The level of 

involvement, or dependence, of the stakeholder on labor unions is thus not of 

importance for a stakeholder theory based on the utilitarian perspective. This essay 

has classified the following actors as primary, secondary and non-stakeholders for 

stakeholder theory based on the utilitarian justice perspective: 

 

Table 3.0 – Legitimate Stakeholders for Labor Unions in Utilitarian Theory 

Primary Stakeholders
 

Secondary Stakeholders Non-stakeholders
 

1. Non-union workers  1. Government Employees 

2. Unemployed 

3. Union-Members 

2. Financial Community 

 

 

Trade Associations 

Political Groups 

Minorities 

Activist Groups 

Local Communities 

   

5.2.1  Motivation Utilitarian Justice Perspective 

The utilitarian reason for prioritizing the financial community and non-union 

members before their actual members is based on the objective to maximize utility 

regardless of their connection to the labor union. An increase solely in their members’ 

utility would not be enough to consider them as their top primary stakeholder, seeing 

how labor unions only represent approximately 11 percent of the total workforce 

(BLS, 2015a). To focus on increasing utility for non-union members and unemployed 

would consequently increase utility to a larger extent. This argument is based partly 

on the fact that unemployed poverty has increased in the United States the last years, 

and a monetary transfer to them would arguably increase their utility to a larger extent 

then one to the more well-being parts of society would (USCB, 2011). The same 

argument goes for non-union workers, seeing how non-union workers generally have 

lower salaries and are a larger part of the so-called working poor (Madland et. al, 

2011; BLS, 2014). Non-union workers and unemployed are therefore considered as 

primary stakeholders due to their greater number and greater need of financial 

increase.  
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However, to have non-union members, unemployed and union-members as the 

only stakeholders in order to increase utility could be argued against on utilitarian 

grounds. Because, labor union must also consider how their actions affect other 

groups in order to maximize utility for their primary stakeholders. They would 

otherwise face the risk of becoming irrelevant and loose influence – what many 

argues have been the historical problem for labor unions (Dubofsky & Dulles, 

2010:373f; Schiavone, 2008:16ff; Fantasia & Voss, 2004:104; Dray, 2010). By 

becoming irrelevant labor unions would lose influence and be unable to increase 

utility in any form. The focus on other actors then the two primary stakeholders thus 

rests on that in utilitarian theory it is the consequences and not the process that 

matters (Bentham, 1789/2010). One could also discuss how much social, political and 

economic influence American labor unions could have on the two primary 

stakeholders in comparison to what they have on their members, and if a more 

targeted focus towards their members could generate more utility than a wider 

stakeholder focus would. This is, however, a question addressing efficiency in 

creating utility rather than the underlying principle steering whom should be 

considered as a stakeholder. To primarily increase utility for non-union workers and 

unemployed is therefore hard to argue against on utilitarian grounds, but how this 

should be done is more open for discussion. Actors that arguably could be important 

for the utility making process have therefore been considered as secondary 

stakeholders. 

To strive for total redistributive policies could further be argued against on 

utilitarian grounds, and is the reason why the financial community should be 

considered as a secondary stakeholder. Because if redistribution policies, such as for 

example extremely high tax-rates, would reduce the incentive for actors in the 

financial markets to work hard it could decline the overall economic output – and in 

extension reduce everyone’s utility. For example has Harvard Professor Michael 

Sandel argued that re-distribution not always is the answer for utilitarian justice 

theory: “If the economic pie shrinks, leaving less to redistribute, the overall level of 

utility might go down” (Sandel, 2009:59). To what extent the financial community 

should be considered, or how high the taxes should be for that matter, are both 

questions too large and complex for this essay. That the utilitarian principle bases 

their justice claim on consequence rather than process is what creates these kinds of 

issues. The essay will return to this discussion in the analytical section. What however 
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can be concluded is that the financial community is of importance for increasing the 

extrinsic value of money, and therefore in extension also to increase the overall 

utility. One should however not confuse the utilitarian choice to consider the financial 

community as a secondary stakeholder with a respect for their right to what they have 

produced. The problem instead lies in the overall social effects that to extensive 

redistribution policies could have on society. The same argument could be applied to 

motivate why government is considered as a secondary stakeholder, seeing how also 

they could be seen as necessary to keep and increase public utility (Freeman, 

2010:42). 

 Nonetheless, putting the process versus consequence debate aside one can 

identify two main reason why the remaining actors have been classified as non-

stakeholders for labor unions based on a utilitarian justice perspective: that the actors 

either have a to specified interest and/or advocates for higher pleasures. The 

employees of the labor unions could be seen as a clear-cut case: them being a to small 

group to increase the overall utility. The question of minorities could however be 

debated whether or not they on utilitarian grounds should be considered as 

stakeholders. This essay will argue no, they should not. Because to increase the utility 

for specific groups do not have a value in itself, seeing how it is the overall utility that 

is of importance – no matter ethnicity, gender, age etc. Labor unions should instead 

focus on increasing the level of utility for unemployed and non-working members 

because they are a larger group. American labor unions will however consider 

minorities as a consequence of them constituting a percentage vise larger part of the 

unemployed and non-union workers then the majority (BLS, 2015b). They should 

consequentially be considered by American labor unions on these grounds, and not 

because they have a certain ethnicity, age or gender.  

 

5.3   Stakeholders – Libertarian Justice Perspective 

The Libertarian theory turns away from the redistributive utilitarian stakeholder 

theory towards what Freeman and Philips (2002:344) called the stakeholder roots. 

Meaning that the libertarian justice perspective determines who should be considered 

as a stakeholder in the value-making process rather than in its distribution – a focus 

on process rather than consequence. In their argument Freeman and Philips (2002) 

want to turn back the debate to what they argue stakeholder theory is about: 
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understanding and increasing creation and trade, not distributing the values created. 

The major difference between the utilitarian and libertarian perspectives of justice is 

well summarized by the American political science professor Jean Elizabeth 

Hampton: 

To put it controversially but in a way that I hope is at least rhetorically 

illuminating: Whereas utilitarianism might be said to allow individuals to be 

held hostage to the well-being of the community, libertarianism might be said to 

allow the community's well being to be held hostage to the rights, and in 

particular the property rights, of individuals (Hampton, 1997:124).  

What Hampton so well describes is that the libertarian stakeholder theory turns the 

focus away from how one can distribute an extrinsic value, instead arguing that the 

intrinsic values can guide the process. The most centric intrinsic values that have been 

identified in the writings of Robert Nozick are the value of self-ownership. The value 

of self-ownership will therefore be the primary value determining who should be 

considered as a stakeholder in a stakeholder theory based on the libertarian justice 

perspective. There are, however, two restrictions on individual liberty that needs to be 

taken into consideration in a stakeholder theory built upon libertarian values. The first 

relates back to the cited statement by Jean Elizabeth Hampton, who claimed that 

society could be held hostage by the libertarian claim of individual freedom and 

property rights (Hampton, 1997). The individual freedom therefore also comes with 

responsibility to not endanger others freedom. Secondly, and lastly, is that people who 

have suffered historical discrimination could have a legitimate claim to be a 

stakeholder. A limited amount of redistributive justice could thus be argued for on 

libertarian grounds. Important to note is that this type of redistribute justice is done to 

compensate for past wrongs, not to increase utility or bring about greater equality 

(Sandel, 2009:63). Based on these principles this essay has identified the following 

stakeholders: 
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Table 3.1 – Legitimate Stakeholders for Labor Unions in Libertarian Theory 

Primary Stakeholders
 

Secondary Stakeholders Non-stakeholders
 

1. Union-Members 1. Minorities Employees 

 2. Non-union workers Trade Associations 

 3. Unemployed Activist Groups 

 

 

4. Financial Community Political Groups 

Local Communities 

Government 

 

 

5.3.1  Motivation Libertarian Justice Perspective 

The choice to classify union-members as the sole primary stakeholder relates to the 

libertarian intrinsic value of self-ownership: or more precisely to property-rights and 

the right to voluntarily enter into contracts (Nozick, 1974:166). Members should thus 

be seen as equaling a shareholder for a public company, seeing how American labor 

unions consists of members and survives mainly on members-fees. These members 

thus have agreed to the conditions of being a member of the union in question – they 

have voluntarily entered into a contract (Nozick, 1974:27). In a relatively free society, 

in which actual alternatives exists, these contracts should be considered as fair. Or as 

Freeman and Phillips writes regarding libertarian stakeholder theory: “In a relatively 

free and open society, if agreements are not fair, parties to the agreement will seek 

alternatives” (Freeman & Philips, 2002:341). Labor unions should thus consider their 

members as their primary stakeholder due to the value of respecting their right to self-

ownership. Meaning that the members own the labor union, and they should therefore 

be the primary focus in the decision making/action process. From this one could argue 

that the move to business unionism described in previous chapters is compatible with 

a libertarian stakeholder view, and that American labor unions should not consider 

anyone else in their decision-making processes. This essay does however argue that 

this is to oversimplify how a stakeholder perspective based on libertarian values 

would look like. Because labor unions in America should to some degree also 

consider certain Minorities in society according to Nozick’s principle of correcting for 

past injustices (Nozick, 1974).  
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 Certain minorities could thus be seen as having right to some type of value – 

whatever it may be – that the labor union produces. They should however not be 

considered as a primary actor in the sense that they have a legitimate claim to be 

considered in labor unions processes, but instead that they have a right to some part of 

the outcomes. This should not be conflicted with the utilitarian stakeholder principle, 

in which the consequence governs the process. The process will in the stakeholder 

theory based on the libertarian justice perspective still be the same, but that some part 

of the outcome could be distributed to other parts of society. Some minorities should 

therefore consequently be considered as a secondary stakeholder from the libertarian 

stakeholder perspective. The groups that have suffered this previous injustice of 

discrimination will need to be considered on a case-to-case basis. It is however 

important to mention that such group as a matter of principle have a legitimate claim 

to some type of distributive justice.  

There are, moreover, three additional groups that from a stakeholder theory 

based on libertarian justice perspective should be considered as secondary 

stakeholders: non-union members, unemployed and the financial community. These 

three groups do not have the same legitimate compensatory value claim as the 

minority group. However, even if the libertarian stakeholder view focus on process 

rather than outcome, they are still bound to the responsibility principle. Meaning that 

labor unions in America have a responsibility to consider how their actions affect 

others actors, as Freeman described it: “Equal liberty for all makes no sense if one 

person may do whatever she likes to another” (Freeman, 2010:281). Non-union 

members, the financial community and the unemployed should from a libertarian 

perspective not be considered as primary stakeholders due to reason outlined above, 

but labor unions are still bound by the responsibility principle because of the effect 

labor unions important collective bargaining position could have on these groups 

(Todaro & Smith, 2011:211). Stakeholder theory based on the libertarian perspective 

of justice therefore to some degree needs to consider the consequences of the fair 

processes it advocates due to the responsibility principle.  

It is, lastly, problematic to classify the remaining actors as non-stakeholders 

for a stakeholder theory based on the libertarian justice perspective. Because, even 

though a libertarian would not argue that all actors should be treated equally, they 

would still need to be considered on some level. Seeing how union-members could be 

considered as the primary stakeholders one needs to consider the effects that their 
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individual freedom has on other actors that are not considered as stakeholders; once 

again, the responsibility principle. Labor Unions therefore need to consider whether 

or not their processes decrease other actors possibility to develop. Thereby not 

arguing that actors considered as non-stakeholders have a legitimate claim to the 

values created by labor unions as the minority group has. The argument is instead that 

labor unions have a responsibility not to endanger these actors possibility to create 

their own value. Labor unions in America therefore should, in conclusion, take 

precautions not to derive non-stakeholders of their self-ownership.  

 

5.4   Stakeholders – Rawlsian Justice Perspective 

The difference between the libertarian and the rawlsian perspective of justice is not as 

comprehensive as one could imagine. Take for example the first principle that Rawls 

believe would be agreed upon in the original position, the liberty principle. As 

mentioned in the theory chapter do Rawls define the liberty principle as giving 

everyone basic liberal freedom, or in his own words: “each person is to have an equal 

right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others" 

(Rawls, 1971/1999:61). What mainly separates the two justice perspectives is instead 

the second principle in the rawlsian theory, the difference principle. This principle is 

what this essay will argue makes the rawlsian perspective of justice both procedural 

and consequential. Because even if it is the procedures that should work in the favor 

of the least advantaged in the society, one still has to define whether or not the 

consequences of the procedures will work in favor of them (Ibid.:61). Rawls could be 

seen as discussing the subject of consequence and procedure in the quote below:  

The organization of production is efficient if there is no way to alter inputs so as 

to produce more of some commodity without producing less of another. For if 

we could produce more of one good without having to give up some of another, 

the larger stock of goods could be used to better the circumstances of some 

persons without making that of others any worse (Ibid.:67). 

If the procedure would not produce values in favor of the least advantaged in society 

it would not work in the favor of them, and would in extension not be in accordance 

with the difference principle. The rules of the game would essentially not be in 

accordance with principles agreed upon in the original position (Ibid.:64). Moreover, 
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the stakeholder theory based upon rawlsian principles of justice also breaks with 

stakeholder theory based on utilitarian and libertarian justice perspectives; seeing how 

stakeholders based on the utilitarian stakeholder principles can be defined on 

consequences it would bring to the largest and most marginalized groups. It also 

breaks with the libertarian stakeholder theory that was based on pure procedural 

arguments. The consequential arguments in the libertarian justice perspective were 

instead based on that some kind of redistribution could be seen as legitimate to correct 

for previous injustices. What separates the stakeholder theory based on the rawlsian 

perspective of justice from these two is the combination of consequential and 

procedural arguments – expressed in the principle of efficiency.  

The combination of procedural and consequential justice arguments is 

inherently what makes it unsuitable for this essay to determine a basic set of 

stakeholders based on the rawlsian justice perspective. The level of abstraction 

becomes too high; or as Rawls himself write regarding efficiency and a basic 

structure: “There are, I shall assume, many efficient arrangements of the basic 

structure” (Rawls, 1971/1999:70f). Stakeholders for labor unions from a rawlsian 

justice perspective would thus need to be changed on a case-to-case basis. This is 

because that there is no universal set of stakeholders that always would generate the 

most efficient procedures. Such a universal set of stakeholder does however not exist 

in the libertarian or in the utilitarian stakeholder theory either. The difference is that 

the efficiency principle in stakeholder theory based on rawlsian justice perspective 

requires this to be able to define a basic set of stakeholders. To take departure in 

which classification that would render in the most efficient procedure would thus, as 

mentioned, need to be made on a case-to-case basis. A definition of which actors that 

should be considered as stakeholders for american labor unions thus cannot be made 

on general principles as has been done for stakeholder theory based on the utilitarian 

and libertarian principles of justice. This does not mean that the rawlsian perspective 

of justice is worthless to have as a normative justice base in stakeholder theory. It 

could on the contrary be very suitable, and have been used by various stakeholder 

theorists (See for example Freeman, 2010; Freeman & Philips, 2002; Moriarty, 2014). 

 It is nonetheless not possible to define stakeholders in this type of original 

model. The rawlsian perspective of justice could instead be used as a managerial 

instrument when stakeholders have been defined. For example has Freeman based 

stakeholder managerial principles on the rawlsian perspective of justice (Freeman, 
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1994:105f). A stakeholder theory based on rawlsian justice principles therefore cannot 

define stakeholders without having an assumption on which procedures that will be 

most efficient. Which classification of stakeholders that would generate this therefore 

needs to be based on a large amount of variables, and this essay therefore deems it to 

the brink of impossible to conceptualize such a universal model. This essay thus 

cannot offer a general set of stakeholders or to define them as either primary, 

secondary or non-stakeholders. The only conclusion possible to give based on 

previous argument is that all actors could be considered as stakeholders, and that such 

a classification depends on the particular case American labor unions stands in front 

of. All possible stakeholders identified in this essay will conclusively be seen as 

stakeholders in an original phase. 

 

Table 3.2 – Legitimate Stakeholders for Labor Unions in Rawlsian Theory 

Stakeholders
 

Government 

Unemployed 

Activist Groups  

Financial Community 

Union-Members 

Non-union workers 

Employees 

Local Communities 

Minorities 

Trade Associations 

Political Groups 
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6. Analysis 
 

The analytical section will take departure in the result section in order to provide an 

answer to the second research question in this essay: How does the answer to which 

actors American labor unions should consider as stakeholders affect their role as a 

future inequality reduction actor? This chapter will make an argument that the 

question is complex; where the answer partly depends on how one understands the 

relation between justice as consequence/process as well as on the analytical level.  

 

 

 

6.1  Process, Consequence and Level of Application  

The result section portrayed important differences between stakeholder theory based 

on the rawlsian, libertarian and the utilitarian justice perspectives. What could be seen 

as a most important finding is how the concept of procedural versus consequential 

justice not only is important in determining stakeholders, but that it also to some 

degree steers the analytical level of application. Meaning that perspectives that have a 

solely procedural or consequential justice claim – such as the libertarian or the 

utilitarian – in theory enables a general definition of stakeholders to labor unions in 

America. The essay uses the word in theory for a reason: seeing how a universal set of 

stakeholders for labor unions that would be applicable in every situation cannot be 

constructed. Stakeholder theory based on either the utilitarian or the libertarian 

perspective of justice does however enable an overarching generalization, a starting 

point, regarding who should be considered as a stakeholder. This is why the result 

section has been able to portray stakeholder models from these two perspectives of 

justice. The reason why this essay was unable to portray an overarching stakeholder 

model based on the rawlsian perspective of justice is consequentially due to its 

managerial level of application.  

 How, then, does this affect the place and applicability for the utilitarian, 

rawlsian and libertarian justice perspectives to stand as the normative base of a 

stakeholder approach, and why does it matters? It matters because the level of 

application does not only direct how the perspectives should be used in stakeholder 

theory, but in extension also when they can be used. What this essay has shown is that 
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it is possible to form overarching starting points for stakeholder theory for American 

labor unions based on the utilitarian and libertarian justice perspectives. The risk is, 

however, that by constructing overarching stakeholder models with such high 

abstraction one could contribute to a segmentation of these stakeholders instead of 

recognizing the importance to adjust them to each specific case and situation. 

Meaning that the overarching principles inherently should be seen as guidelines, as 

starting points, on which each individual organization could define stakeholders in 

specific cases.  

The risk is moreover that the rawlsian perspective is left out of the normative 

debate if larger organizations – such as American labor unions – decide to construct 

some type of overarching stakeholder policy. The rawlsian perspective could then be 

disregarded on the basis that it does no suit the purpose of constructing such a policy. 

This essay argues that this would be a mistake. That the rawlsian perspective cannot 

be used to construct overarching organizational polices is not a satisfying reason to 

disregard the perspective as a normative base in a stakeholder policy. Because 

stakeholder theory based on the libertarian and the utilitarian justice perspective needs 

to be complemented with an analysis on the same level as the rawlsian. Seeing for 

example how a stakeholder analysis based on the libertarian perspective of justice is 

bound by the responsibility principle; and even though the utilitarian principle could 

define stakeholders based on utility maximization, it cannot offer the process that will 

have these effects. All three perspectives of justice could thus, conclusively, be used 

as the normative base in a stakeholder framework. The argument that the rawlsian 

theory cannot offer an overarching stakeholder definition should thus not be seen as a 

limitation. It should instead be seen as a reminder that also the utilitarian and 

libertarian perspectives should be applied on the managerial case-to-case level.  

 

6.2          American Labor Unions as an Inequality Reduction Actor 

The essay can now move on to the second research question after having clarified the 

level of application discussion: Does the answer to which actors American labor 

unions should consider as stakeholders affect their role as a future inequality 

reduction actor? The answer to this question should be understood in relation to the 

previous discussion. The discussion in this chapter will therefore be held on the 

overarching principles of each justice perspective in relation to stakeholder theory. 
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The discussion thus aims to answer to which extent the various stakeholder theories 

would make labor unions in America an inequality reduction actor. Bearing the 

previous analytical discussion in mind, and taking departure in the results found, this 

essay argues that to which degree American labor unions on a theoretical level should 

be considered as a future inequality reduction actor changes depending on which 

perspective of justice that is applied in the stakeholder analysis. The argument is 

further that the rawlsian perspective of justice as a base for labor unions stakeholder 

policy would generate the greatest focus on inequality issues, followed by the 

utilitarian and lastly the libertarian.  

 On what grounds, then, does the argument that the rawlsian perspective would 

generate the largest focus on inequality in a stakeholder analysis for labor unions 

stand on? It primarily comes down to which values that legitimacy is based on, where 

this essay argues that a process focus is more reliable than a consequential focus. 

Because even though an overarching set of stakeholders could not be made on 

rawlsian justice due to the level of analysis, the argument that procedural inequality 

can only be justified if it benefits the poor should make labor unions more directly 

concerned with inequality. Particularly in the wake of research from for example 

Piketty (2014), Todaro and Smith (2011), and Stiglitz (2015) that have shown how 

todays structural economic and political inequalities do not work in the benefit of the 

lower classes of society. Labor unions in America should thus work in accordance 

with these procedures given-that they would base their stakeholders on rawlsian 

perspective of justice. Applying the rawlsian perspective on a managerial level should 

thus make labor unions consider whether or not their actions would increase or 

decrease inequality in its current form. Reducing inequality would thus have an 

intrinsic value in stakeholder theory based on rawlsian justice perspective for 

American labor unions. 

 The opposite argument regarding process versus consequence goes for the 

stakeholder theory based on the utilitarian justice perspective, and is the reason why 

this essay argues that the normative rawlsian justice perspective would make labor 

unions an actor more directed towards inequality reduction. Meaning that inequality 

reduction in a stakeholder policy based on the utilitarian justice perspective would be 

a possible consequence – not a mean in itself. Inequality reduction would thus not 

have an intrinsic value in a stakeholder theory based on utilitarian principles as it does 

in stakeholder theory based on rawlsian perspective of justice. The utilitarian 
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stakeholder framework focus on the lower classes in society would however in theory 

generate a comparably higher inequality reduction attention then a stakeholder 

framework based on libertarian justice. Because, a libertarian stakeholder theory 

would ignore inequality reduction as something valuable, seeing how redistributive 

policies could go against the principle of self-ownership. This essay can, however, not 

conclude that labor unions processes based on libertarian stakeholder theory and self-

ownership would not generate inequality reduction consequences. What it can 

conclude is that inequality reduction actions as such do not have an intrinsic value in 

the libertarian stakeholder theory. Inequality reduction would thus not be an objective 

for labor unions, seeing how the respect of self-ownership in the decision making 

process determines how legitimate a stakeholder should be seen as.  

 

 

6.3  Implications of the Essay 

The main implications from this essay could be seen as the engagement in the debate 

of how inequality and structural violence introduced by Galtung (1969) over 40 years 

ago can be addressed in the 21
st
 century. Because the question of re-defining 

capitalism in order to address inequality have on some places already started, where a 

move from shareholder capitalism to stakeholder capitalism is part of this discussion 

on both the academic and political arena. For example does Freeman write about the 

move towards stakeholder capitalism: “‘Stakeholder theory’ is fundamentally a theory 

about how business works at its best, and how it could work” (Freeman, 2010:9). This 

argument has been taken up by former American secretary of labor and well known 

economic professor, Robert Reich. He argues that the concept of shareholder 

capitalism may not have created, but at least enabled, much of the growing 

inequalities we see today. As Reich himself concludes: “You might conclude we went 

a bit overboard with shareholder capitalism” (Reich, 2014). The main implications 

from this essay to this debate are that the underlying normative assumptions on justice 

need to be considered in stakeholder theory. Labor unions are a primary example, 

where the results in this essay have shown how American labor unions place as an 

inequality reduction actor in this type of stakeholder capitalism depends upon the 

justice perspective that the stakeholder framework is based on. The essay does not 

argue against that stakeholder capitalism could be a future solution to the problem of 

inequality, but rather highlights that it is not free from complications. Because if one 



47 | M a r t i n s s o n  –  I n e q u a l i t y  i n  t h e  2 1
s t

 C e n t u r y   

 

 

 

choses to determine future responsibility on the grounds of justice, then also one has 

to recognize that justice is an essentially contested value. The stakeholders, and in 

extension the role of the organization, therefore changes depending on which justice 

perspective the stakeholder framework is based on.  
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7.   Conclusion & Future Research 
 

This final chapter will present the conclusions that can be drawn from this essay and 

offer some general directions for future research. The conclusion will summarize the 

findings in the result and analyze section and the future research chapter will take 

departure in the implications drawn from this essay.  

 

 

7.1  Conclusions 

It is now time to return to the statements made and the questions asked in the 

introduction chapter. The result for the first question gave this essay two answers and 

a reason to think further. What this means is that that an original set of stakeholders 

could be identified based on the principles of justice for the utilitarian and libertarian 

perspectives, but not for the rawlsian. The rawlsian perspective of justice was 

however only incompatible to stakeholder theory because it was applied on the wrong 

analytical level. The rawlsian justice perspective needed to be applied on a case-to-

case basis, while the libertarian and utilitarian stakeholder theories could provide a 

theoretical set of stakeholders. However, by putting the level of analysis aside the 

conclusions from the results section of this essay was that who should be considered 

as a stakeholder changed depending on which perspective of justice that the 

stakeholder analysis was based on.  

 How, then, did this effect labor unions future role as an inequality reduction 

actor? As stakeholders changed depending on which perspective of justice one based 

the normative stakeholder framework on, so did the labor unions theoretical role as an 

inequality reduction actor. Based on the result in the analysis chapter the essay can 

concluded that – even though a overarching model could not be constructed – a 

stakeholder theory based on the rawlsian perspective of justice would generate labor 

unions with deepest obligation to inequality reduction. Because American labor 

unions would in a stakeholder framework based on rawlsian justice perspective has a 

procedural requirement to consider inequality reeducation actions. The utilitarian 

perspective was considered second as the consequential justice argument could be 

considered to reduce inequality as a consequence of increasing utility. The libertarian 

justice process was considered last due to the fact that inequality inherently do not 

need to be addressed in a libertarian view of justice – and in extension therefore not in 
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a stakeholder model based on libertarian justice. What can be concluded from this 

essay is then, lastly, that normative assumptions generate different stakeholders for 

labor unions – and that this on a general level in turn affects whether or not labor 

unions should consider questions of inequality.  

 

7.1   Future Research  

The claims made in this essay are pioneering theoretical claims in need of further 

application and scrutiny. This could be made in several ways: for example by going 

deeper in the research on which actors that could be considered as effected by labor 

unions – thereby offering a more comprehensive set of stakeholders that could be 

classified and ranked by the normative stakeholder theory based on justice 

perspectives. The normative base could also be further developed: for example by 

including other normative justice perspectives such as feminist or socialist 

perspectives. What is of primary importance is however not how the future research is 

continued on possible inequality reduction actors, but that it is continued. The 

problem of rising inequality is of such great importance that neither the political nor 

the academic community should leave a single rock unturned in order to find a 

solution that can foster a more sustainable development for all. The possible 

transformation from shareholder capitalism towards stakeholder capitalism could be 

seen as such a rock. Where this research may only have looked at one side of a small 

stone, it has widened the inequality discussion by combining theories from the 

economic, political science and peace-and development field – It has taken a first step 

towards finding a new quarry. 
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