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Roadmap

• The ascendant corporate sector, ca. 1974
• The collapse of the corporation as a social institution• The collapse of the corporation as a social institution 

after 1980
• Collateral damage: the shredding of the corporate-Collateral damage: the shredding of the corporate

sponsored social welfare system in the US under 
shareholder capitalismp

• An inventory of the ruins left by shareholder 
capitalism

• A role for sociology?
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Remember 1974?
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A few giant corporations dominated the economy

The 30 “blue chips,” 1974

Allied Chemical Eastman Kodak Owens-Illinois Glass
Alcoa Exxon Procter & Gamble
American Can GE Sears Roebuck
AT&T General Foods Swift & Co
American Tobacco GM Texaco
Anaconda Copper Goodyear Union CarbideAnaconda Copper Goodyear Union Carbide
Bethlehem Steel International Harvester United Technologies
Chevron International Nickel U.S. Steel
Chrysler International Paper Westinghouse Electric
Du Pont Johns-Manville Woolworth



10% of the private workforce labored at 25 firms

COMPANY EMPLOYEES (thousands)
GM 810.92
AT&T 798.934
FORD 474.318
SEARS ROEBUCK 439.493
ITT 438
GE 388
IBM 274.108
CHRYSLER 273.254
JC PENNEY 200
GTE 196
WESTINGHOUSE 194.1
US STEEL 184.794
GOODYEAR 155.4
EXXON 137EXXON 137
RCA 126
KMART 125
SINGER 122
EASTMAN KODAK 120.7
DU PONT 118 423DU PONT 118.423
BETHLEHEM STEEL 118
SAFEWAY 117.221
A&P 113.8
UNION CARBIDE 109.417
INTL HARVESTER 107 89INTL HARVESTER 107.89
LITTON INDUSTRIES 105.4
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Source: Compustat Annual Industrials

90 white men each served on 5+ corporate boards
ADAMS, CHARLES F. HARDER, HOWARD C. MORGENS, HOWARD J.
AYERS, THOMAS G. HARPER, JOHN D. MUNROE, GEORGE B.
BENNETT, GEORGE F. HAUGE, GABRIEL NYROP, DONALD W.
BERCHER, HARRY O. HEINEMAN, BEN W. OELMAN, ROBERT S.
BINGER, JAMES H. HENLEY, HENRY H., JR. PALMER, EDWARD L.
BROWN, CHARLES L. HILLMAN, HENRY L. PEARSON, NATHAN W.
BROWN, COURTNEY C. HOLLAND, JEROME H. PETERKIN, DEWITT, JR.
BROWN, R. MANNING, JR. HUMPHREY, GILBERT W. PHALEN, CLIFTON W.
CARLSON, EDWARD E. JOHNSON, HOWARD W. POTTER, KEITH R.
CHAMBERS, M.R. JOHNSON, WILLIAM B. PROCKNOW, DONALD E.
CHAMPION GEORGE KAISER EDGAR F PYNE EBEN WCHAMPION, GEORGE KAISER, EDGAR F. PYNE, EBEN W.
CISLER, WALKER L. KARNES, WILLIAM G. ROMNES, H.I.
CONNOR, JOHN T. LAFORCE, ARNOLD R. RUSSELL, GEORGE
COOLEY, RICHARD P. LAPHAM, LEWIS A. SCHOENHOFEN, LEO H.
COWLES, GARDNER LAY, HERMAN W. SIVAGE, GERALD A.
COX, EDWIN L. LEARSON, T. VINCENT SMILEY, DONALD B.COX, EDWIN L. LEARSON, T. VINCENT SMILEY, DONALD B.
CUMMINGS, TILDEN LEITHEAD, BARRY T. STANTON, FRANK
CUNNINGHAM, HARRY B. LEVY, GUSTAVE L. STEWART, ROBERT H., III
DAMON, ROGER C. LILLEY, ROBERT D. STUART, ROBERT D., JR.
DONNELLEY, GAYLORD LUKE, HUGH D. THOMAS, FRANKLIN A.
ETHERINGTON, EDWIN D. MARKS, HARRY T. THOMAS, JOSEPH A.
FINLEY, JAMES D. MCCORMICK, BROOKS TYSON, CHARLES R.
FREEMAN, GAYLORD MEESE, WILLIAM G. VENEMA, MAYNARD P.
FUNSTON, G. KEITH MENK, LOUIS W. WASSON, E. HORNSBY
GATES, THOMAS S. MEWHORT, ROLAND A. WATLINGTON, JOHN F., JR.
GOLDSTON, ELI MEYER, JOHN M., JR. WILLIAMS, ALBERT L.
GRAHAM DONALD M MILLER ARJAY WILSON KENDRICK R JRGRAHAM, DONALD M. MILLER, ARJAY WILSON, KENDRICK R., JR.
GRAHAM, WILLIAM B. MITCHELL, DON G. WORTHINGTON, LESLIE B.
GRAY, JOHN D. MITCHELL, HAMILTON B. WRIGHT, JAMES O.
GWINN, ROBERT P. MORGAN, GRAHAM J. WRISTON, WALTER B.
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(And probably met at the Bohemian Grove)
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(And probably hatched unspeakable conspiracies)



Envisioning real utopias, ca. 1974

To do list
 Break up powerful corporations to operate at a 

more human scale

 Disperse ownership of the means of production 
among the peopleamong the people

 Eliminate the corporate elite (or populate it with p ( p p
women and people of color)

 El t Shi l Chi h l id t
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 Elect Shirley Chisholm president

LIVING THE DREAMLIVING THE DREAM
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About those dominant corporations…

Allied Chemical Eastman Kodak Owens-Illinois Glass
Alcoa Exxon Procter & GambleAlcoa Exxon Procter & Gamble
American Can GE Sears Roebuck
AT&T General Foods Swift & Co
American Tobacco GM Texaco
Anaconda Copper Goodyear Union Carbide
Bethlehem Steel International Harvester United TechnologiesBethlehem Steel International Harvester United Technologies
Chevron International Nickel U.S. Steel
Chrysler International Paper Westinghouse Electric
Du Pont Johns-Manville Woolworth

= gone by 2009 = really “SBC”

Bust-up takeovers, spinoffs, layoffs, and outsourcing 
have shrunk the largest US corporations

10
%  employed by top 25 firms
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics; Compustat Annual Industrials



Declining employment concentration corresponds 
almost perfectly to increasing income inequality
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The largest US employers have shifted from 
manufacturing to retail and other services

1960 1980 2010

10 Largest US Corporate Employers, 1960-2010
1960
GM
AT&T
FORD

1980
AT&T
GM
FORD

2010
WAL-MART
TARGET
UPS

Wal-Mart now 
employs roughlyFORD

GE
US STEEL

FORD
GE
SEARS

UPS
KROGER
SEARS HLDGS

employs roughly 
as many 
Americans as the 

SEARS
A&P
EXXON

IBM
ITT
KMART

“AT&T”
HOME DEPOT
WALGREEN

20 largest 
manufacturers 
combinedEXXON

BETH. STEEL
ITT

KMART
MOBIL
GTE

WALGREEN
VERIZON
SUPERVALU

combined
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Manufacturing Oil Services

Most households are now invested in the stock market 
through 401(k)s and mutual funds

% of US households owning stocks, 1964-2007
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About that inner circle: by 2009, only four directors 
served on 5 or more S&P500 boards
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7

What happened to the inner circle?  Sarbanes-Oxley
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Who were the top 5 inner circle directors?

Source: Forbes (2002)

The “going public” fad of the 1990s is long gone

800

IPOs per year in the US

600

700

300

400

500

100

200

300

0

20

Source: Jay Ritter, University of  Florida



As a result, the number of public corporations in the US 
has dropped by over half since 1997

21

Source: World Bank World Development Indicators 2010

Mission accomplished?

To do list

 Break up powerful corporations to operate at a 
more human scale


more human scale

 Disperse ownership of the means of production 
among the people

 Eliminate the corporate elite (or populate it with Eliminate the corporate elite (or populate it with 
women and people of color)


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 Elect Shirley Chisholm president ?

REAL UTOPIA REVISITEDREAL UTOPIA REVISITED
THE COLLAPSE OF THE CORPORATE-SPONSORED 
SOCIAL WELFARE SYSTEM
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Most employers have abandoned traditional company pensions 
in favor of relatively portable 401(k) plans

Retirement Plan Trends: Participation by Plan Type: 
Distribution of Private-Sector, Active-Worker Participants, 1979-2006
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Most have also abandoned their retirees
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Welcome to the “ownership society”!
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401(k)s for the military?
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Thankfully, markets always go up…eventually…

S&P500S&P500 
1/3/00: 
$1469.25
Yesterday:Yesterday:
$1123.53

$$100,000 invested 
in the market in 
January 2000 would 
be worth  $76,586 
today



THE RUINS OF SHAREHOLDERTHE RUINS OF SHAREHOLDER 
CAPITALISM: AN INVENTORY
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Disaggregated production networks (“Nikefication”)

3030

“Lego enterprises” can scale very quickly

Vizio now has the 
largest market 
share of LCDshare of LCD 
televisions in the 
US (22%)—with 
196 employees196 employees

3131

Disaggregation allows evanescent organization forms



Dramatically cheaper small-scale capital goods enable 
locavore production
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Ubiquitous ICTs enable large-scale collective action 
(e.g., “The World Says No to War”)

Up to 10 million 
iticitizens on every

continent 
(including ( g
Antarctica) 
marched in 
protest on theprotest on the 
same day 
(2/15/03) against ( ) g
the imminent US 
invasion of Iraq
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Or, the Tea Party movement



Or, the Arab Spring
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Or, riots in the UK
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The story so far:

• 20th century corporate-centered social organization 
has largely collapsed in the UShas largely collapsed in the US
– The corporate-based social welfare system has been 

abandoned
– The “ownership society” was a short-lived (and 

implausible) alternative relying on financial markets
W l ft ith f t f t l• We are left with a fancy set of tools
– Disaggregated organization of production

Cheap and locavore friendly production technologies– Cheap and locavore-friendly production technologies
– Ubiquitous ICTs

• Climate change: Las Vegas is our futureClimate change: Las Vegas is our future
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The challenge for sociologists: praxis, not just critique

• How can we build on legal and technological 
changes to enable more “rooted” non-corporate 
organizations?
– Legal changes

 L3C enabling laws
 B corporation laws

T h l i l h– Technological changes
 ICTs and new methods of coordinated action

• The goal: the iPhone “workplace democracy app” 
that turns GM into a kibbutz
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that turns GM into a kibbutz


