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The business school as an estuary
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The corporation as a defining social institution

Synecdoche
“The big enterprise is the true symbol of our social order…In 

th i d t i l t i th t t hi h t llthe industrial enterprise the structure which actually 
underlies all our society can be seen…” (Drucker, 1950)

Surrogate
“Organizations are the key to society because largeOrganizations are the key to society because large 

organizations have absorbed society. They have 
vacuumed up a good part of what we have always 
thought of as society and made organizations once athought of as society, and made organizations, once a 
part of society, into a surrogate of society” (Perrow, 1991)
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The largest US employers have shifted from 
manufacturing to retail and other services

1960 1980 2009

10 Largest US Corporate Employers, 1960-2009
1960
GM
AT&T
FORD

1980
AT&T
GM
FORD

2009
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



The Dow Jones 30 Industrials, 1987

Allied-Signal Eastman Kodak Navistar International

Alcoa Exxon Philip Morris

American Can General Electric Procter & Gamble
American Express General Motors Sears Roebuck

AT&T Goodyear TexacoAT&T Goodyear Texaco

Bethlehem Steel IBM Union Carbide

Boeing International Paper United Technologies

Chevron McDonald’s US Steel
Coca Cola Merck Westinghouse Electric

D P t 3M W l thDu Pont 3M Woolworth

Blue = in index in 1930
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= gone by 2009

The corporation is no longer the 
defining social institution in 
American societyAmerican society
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Corporation ≠ organization: no fixed nationality
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Corporation ≠ organization: no fixed boundaries

A company of 6 
people can grow 
to $2 billion into $2 billion in 
sales by 
assembling the 
right supply andright supply and 
distribution 
network
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Corporation ≠ organization: no fixed identity

Poisonous pet chow 
containing melamine 
from China was made 
by an Ontario-based 

f t b t ldmanufacturer but sold 
under dozens of 
different brand names.  

The global OEM model 
is not just for Nike 
anymore.y
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Corporation ≠ organization: no fixed industry

?
?

?

What is a “bank”?

?

?
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Corporation ≠ organization: no employees

“Hermit crab 
organizations” 
maintain the 
brand but lose 
the people 
(e.g., Circuit ( g ,
City’s 43,000 
employees)
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The reign of the vertically integrated, 
career employing shareholdercareer-employing, shareholder-
value-loving corporation may be over 
in the US.   But we still have societal 
needs to meet What can aneeds to meet.   What can a 
community of organizational scholars 

?contribute?
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Looking backwards and forwards

• “The organizational inventions that can be made at a 
particular time in history depend on the social technology 
available at that time Organizations which have purposesavailable at that time.  Organizations which have purposes 
that can be efficiently reached with the socially possible 
organizational forms tend to be founded during the period in 
which they become possible”

Art Stinchcombe, 1965
• The turn of the 20th century: the integrated corporation (e gThe turn of the 20 century: the integrated corporation (e.g., 

General Motors)
• The turn of the 21st century: the iPhone “workplace 

democracy app” that turns GM into a kibbutz
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The mashup approach to enterprise

• “The building blocks for 
organizations come to be 
littered around the societal 
landscape; it takes only a little 
entrepreneurial energy toentrepreneurial energy to 
assemble them into a 
structure” (Meyer and Rowan)structure  (Meyer and Rowan)

• What’s different now: the tools 
for “organizing without g g
organizations” are readily 
available
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How to fix Detroit: turn vacant land…
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…into urban farms
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Turn abandoned corporate headquarters…
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…into grain silos
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Turn hostile suburban neighbors…
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…into hilarious town hall protesters

20



The Museum of Organizational Natural History 
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