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corporations have !

aso beoun 1o

axertetraordimary miuence over the Civie, cconomie.
and cuftaral Tite o the human socictios which hos
them. Although corporations are etiective mechanisins
for generaung certain kinds of wealth, much of then
miluence can rightiv be regarded as pernicions and
cven dangerous,

The term “hoses™ hints at a biological metaphor
svmbrosisthat s asetul i deseribing the relationships
between corporations and the socictios inwhich they are
cmbedded. Phis article explores the metaphor and Lavs
out a aeneral view ot the problems that have arisen
tromy the destrucin e evoiution of corporations. Future

articles will discuss wans 1o address these problenis
VARIETIES OF SYMBIOTIC EXPERIENGE

[he corporate torm ot ownership dates 1o the Boro
pean Middle Aeesowhen itapplicd mosthv to toswns, an
versitios, and rehgious orders, Business corporations,
when thev arose muach Literowere mtablyv established
for speciiic parpose: Desiened morder to ranse Lareer
amotnts of capital than limnted joint stock ventures, they
could be ased to create new industries. colonize tr ofl
continents, build new canals and ralroads — all ofwhich
would benetiv the overall public cood. While allowed
to benetit themselves s by carning profic, corporations
were mtended to et i a mutualistic, symbiotic rela
tonship with i society,

Nature mvented such relationships and has evoh ed
dercat many of then Living exaniples include Fov
aan plovers which car the Teechos off the gums of Nife
crocodifes. N certain spedies ot aphid exeretes honey

Do hacteria

dew, o delicacy to i am protectors. Rl

Ive i the roots of feaumes and convert atmosphieric
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symbionts. I cor-
porations keep
detiling the envi
FONMENL = pro-
ducing  toxic
chemicals, chang-
ing the chimate,
Fazing  CCosys-
tems---they could
cause irreparable
damage 1o the
Farth and there-
by trigger a major

dechne of human

total investments.
Limited liabiliey
attracted much
greater invest-
ment, which was
the goal as Eng-
land strove to cre-
ate the means to
establish colo-
nics and extract
wealth tfrom the
New World.

L.ed by the
Dutch and Brit-

society pand thus

the dependent corporate svstem as wellhy. Or the soc-
ctal host, infurtated by Tooming ceological collapse—
not to mention the manv ongoing abuscs ot workers,
consumers, and communities  could revolt and purge
the corporate parasites trom its bodyv. This too would
be costly,

Manv, even most, corporations produce valuable
poods and services and make possible a complex and
highly technological social system that has extended lite
spans, allowed global communication and travel, and
provided cheap,abundant, and diverse goods to many
around the world. While some acrtivists advocate the
complete revocation of all corporate charters, neither
the collapse of human sociery nor the dissolution of the
corporate svstem scems preferable to the intentional
redesign of this symbiosis to be more mutualistic.

Experts on corporations have advocated this stance
tor decades. In Concept of the Corporation, his 1940
classic analvsis, Peter Drucker argued that while corpo-
rations should be allowed to profit trom them activities—
proft s essential to then survival—"this does not mean
that the corporation should be free from social obliga-
nons. On the contrary it should be so organized as to
fulfil automancally its social obligations in the very act

of sceking its own best selt-interest.™
PARTNERS OR PARASITES?

An important milestone in the history of corporations
was passed m 1600, when Queen Elizabeth of England
granted a charter to the Fast India Company. The new
company enjoved the relatively new privifege ot limited
ltability: investors would be labie only tor the amount
they invested in the company, even it total debts exceeded

ish East India
companies, corporations gained significant power to

shape world trade and transport, the governance of

colonies, and ¢ven the creation of new laws to benetit
their interests—one reason Thomas Hobbes likened
them to parasitic worms in the bowels of the body
politic in his 1651 political treatise Leriathan.

By 1776, however, one host population was ready
o purge its svstem ot parasites. A series ot laws, includ-
ing the Townshend Acts and the Tea Act of 1773—
which essentially granted the East India Company a
tax-free tea monopolvin the American colonies—helped
incite the colonists to revolt against England and form
a new republic in which the role of corporations was
signthcantly constrained. In the newly minted United
States, state legislatures imposcd tight limits on corpo-
rations” purposes, the amount of capital they could
procure, even how long they could exist. As corporate
law expert Robert Hinkley observes, *These restrictions
ensured that there was very little corporate abuse of the
public interest in this country from the American Rev-
olution to around the time of the Civil War™

But over tme this civic leash on the ULS. corporate
svstem began to loosen. The birth of new industries,
such as the railroads, demonstrated how important the
corporation was in mobilizing the huge amounts of cap-
iral and labor such endeavors needed. Corporate influ-
ence was turther strengthened during the ULS. Civil Wary
when the Union government leaned heavily on private
industry to produce war matericel. Together, these estab-
lished corporations as an increasingly influential, even
essential, part of the cconomic and political landscape.

In order to attract these increasingly wealthy cor-
porations (and sccure the tax revenues they generated),
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states made ther
mcorporaton laws
more  lenient.
New Jersev was
one of the first to
act, by removing,
Imits on capi
talization  and
alowing corpo
rations 1o own
stock m other
companices. A\ race
to the bottom

ensucd, m which

covernments and
corporations in
2002, 76 were
corporations. I'he
i araest Wal Mart,
: had  revenuces
i higher than the
capenditures of
all but six nation
al sovernments.
There are two
Imked problems
with such con
centrations ot

other states weak

cned thewr laws even turther, By 1899 Dielaware™s Gen
cral Corporation Law had made i the most avracine
state i which to mcorporate by ramon ing many of the
remaining, imitations on corporations, mncluding the
clauses that limited the litespans and purposes ot cor
porations. Other states cand countries eventually
adopted stmilar Lawss soliditiimg corporate privileac
throughout the United States and the world, And while
on occasion the American host population once agaim
rebelled .lg«lill\l corporate abuses I'heodore Roo
seveltand the trustbusterscand Franklin Do Roosevelt
and the New Deal, for instance corporate power is now

stronger than ever.
PARASITE POWER

In 2002 over 61,000 transnatonal corporations 1 NCs
with over 900,000 forcigiy athliates conducted opera
tions around the world, According to the UN Con
terence on frade and Development, just the foreien
attiliates of these TNCs produced S0 trillion i sales
and cmploved a4 million people. The largest TOOTTNCS
accounted tor T4 percent of the sales and T3 percent
ot the emplovment.

The wealth of the largest corporations rivals or
exeeeds that ofmany national cosernments. One com
Parison measures the ravenues oF Corporanons againsg
national output expressed as aross domestic product
Ot the 100 Targest cconomies i 2002050 were cor
porations. But much ot the wealth measured by GDDP
is produced by private interests, Perhaps a better rela
tonship is the one between corporate revenues and con
croment expenditures. By this measure the discrepancies
are cven starker. OF the world™s Targest 10O national

o ou

COrPOTrate power.
Frestothat power mcreases corporations” ability to mtlu
cnce sodtetal aftaes, from finimg prices to alterig laws.
Sccondowhile corporations and covernments mav have
simthu amounts of power, the latter are designed ——-at
feast nominadiv - toserve the pubhcnterest,and many
are acvountable 1o these publics. Because of share
holder pressures and other demands, most corporations
today focus wmost entirely onomaximizing profits tor
their shareholders and they doso primanty by exter
nalizoee as many of their social and environmental
COsts s possible,
In s book Dyeanv ol the Bottonie Liee, Ralph Bstes
cvamined the ovtent of this cost externatization in the
case of US o corporations. Factoring i workplace

imjuries. medical care required by the talure ot unsate

products, health costs trom pollution, and many oth
ers. Bates tound that external costs to TS taxpavers
totaled S35 million m 1995 tour times higher than
the protits of US: corporations that vear 15822 hallion «.
I his sort of esvternalization toll s routmely evident in
hasy skiessmpired comsamaers,and mpovenshed work
crs i the Uned Stares and ehsew here.

According toa 2004 report released by TS Rep
resentatnve George Nillersone 200 cmplovee Wal Mart
store 1y cost federal tavpavers S420.000 per vear
because of the need for federal aid ssuch as housing assis
tance. tan credits, and health insurance assistancer tor
Wab Marts fov wape emplovees. Morcover, many cor-
porations i cherr Tabor needs otfshore 1 order to
axplon nnorzamzed workers i low cost and polin
caliv trendh counpries, Over 40 mullion people now

Work i enpart processing or iree trade™ zones. These

areas, often cvempt irom national Tegishwon, allow
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manufacturers to demand long hours, pay lower wages,
and ignore health and safery regulations,

Corporations have achieved considerable treedom
to act in wavs that harm the host on which thev depend.
They have done so primarily by means of regulatory cap-
ture, the redesign of societal Taws by vested interests for
their preterential benetit. This is not new; corporations
have alwavs sought to mtluence lawmakers. TNCs' cur-
rent levels ot power, money, and treedom are unprece-
dented, however, and regulatory captrure has become
widespread. The results can be seen in the scores ot laws
and court rulings that now protect corporations’ right
to profit, right to pollute, right to patent intellectual
propertv—at the expense of citizens, tarmers, workers,
consumers, communities, and indigenous peoples. As
LS. President Ruthertord B. Haves once remarked,
“Thisis a government ot the people, by the people, and
for the people no longer. It is a government of corpo-
rations, by corporations, and for corporations.”™ That
was 1884 it's truer now than ever,

Parasite hosts are generally helpless to alter the
destructive behavior of the parasites that have mvaded
their systems-—a limitation that is often fatal. Humans,
in contrast, can regain control and shape the role of the
corporation to benetit the host rather than destrov it.

SHAPING THE CO-EVOLUTION QF SYMBIONTS

In his first annual message to Congress in 1901, Presi-
dent Teddy Roosevelt explained that “great corporations
exist only because they are created and sateguarded by
our institutions; and it is theretore our right and our duty
to see that they work in harmony with those institutions.™
Today a wide range ot societal actors is using a variery
of strategies to reshape the current corporate /socictal
relationship to be a healthy and harmonious one.

One strategy is to recapture the regulatory machin-
cry. Many policvmakers and activists are fighting to
strengthen environmental and labor legislation, reform
campaign finance laws, and cven in some cases revise
corporate charters by means ot changes in state laws,
Robert Hinklev, a leading advocate of charter retorm
in the United States, is trving to implement a simple
change i state corporate charter laws that could rad-
ically transtorm the role ot the corporation. This sim-
ple clause would alter the corporate mandate from the
unqualificd pursuit of profit to its tempered pursuit:
“..not at the expense of the environment, human
rights, public health and satety, dignity of emplovees,

and the welfare of the communities in which the com
pany operates.”

Sharcholders are also becoming a torce tor change
by shifting their mvestments away from irresponsible
industries like tobacco, weapons, and gambling. By
2003, over 82,0 trillion had been mvested m socially
responsible tunds around the world, In the United
States, which accounts tor over 80 percent of total

soctally responsible investments, more than one of

every nine dollars ivested that vear went into such
imvestments. In addition, these investors are using, their
shares to press companies to change their policies on
cvervthing from chimate change to CEO compensation.

Activist groups are also pressuring, corporations to
reassess their role i sociery by targetng some of the
most powertul and best known firms with demands that
thev adopt more socially and environmentally respon
sible practices. Corporations that ignore these ultima
tums are often subjected 1o organized protests, boveotts,
and other forms of embarrassing, publicity.

And of courses savvy corporate leaders are working,
to be more responsible themselves. Some do so because
thev truly care about the long-term stability of the
global environment, or because they want to conduct
business cthicallv. Others recogmze that unless they
appear “socially responsible™ they will soon be targets
ot activists, irate sharcholders, or government ofticials.
But whether out of selt interest or broad concern, a
number of corporations is starting to move towards a
more mutualistic relationship with society. The CEO
ot BP, John Browne, has been one of the most vocal
corporate proponents of becoming more soctally and
cnvironmentally responsible, despite running, the largest
otl company mn the world. It a debate at the World Eco-
nomic Forum in January, Browne argued that corpo
rations must determime how they can strike a “bargain
of mutuahity™ with evervone they attect. Browne and
others like himo trom whatever perspective, recognize
the importance of true mutuablism for corporations and
society. Future articles in this series will detail the many
new cftorts that may make this harmonious relation
ship possible.

Erik Assadourian s a staff rescarcher ot Worldwatch.
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For more information about issues raised in this story, visit
www.worldwatch.org/ww/corporations/
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