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WILPF’s Campaign to
Challenge Corporate Power and Assert the People’s Rights

October, 1999

Below are questions that have been raised since this campaign was selected at the 
U.S. Section Congress in June, 1999.  The campaign committee hopes that you’ll 
add to these answers and create new questions in our exploration of democratic 
dialog.

1. Why is this campaign important and 
what are its primary goals?

The corporate form has existed for hun-
dreds of years, but in the last century its 
impact on people’s lives has increased ex-
ponentially.  The prime directive of all 
corporations is to increase shareholder 
wealth.  In pursuit of ever-increasing profits, 
a variety of societal and environmental 
harms inevitably occurs, whether or not 
these are intended by the people who work 
in corporations.  The past decade of accel-
erating transnational corporate growth has 
demonstrated clearly the oppressive and 
destructive capacity of this institutional 
form.  The powerful executives who run the 
world’s multinationals control society in a 
way that undermines democracy, social jus-
tice, labor rights, and the environment.

WILPF’s campaign has two equally impor-
tant goals.  One is to redefine the relation-
ship that currently exists and return 
economic institutions to their rightful place 
as subservient to the needs of people.  We 
can begin by educating ourselves about the 
roots of illegitimate corporate power and 
how it has colonized our minds, usurped 
our governments, and deteriorated our lives 
and the natural world that sustains us.  The 
other goal is to reclaim democracy by 
exploring what it means, examining our 
own behaviors, and experimenting with 
truly democratic ways of interacting.  Facing 
these twin challenges can help create new 

social structures that better serve the needs 
of all people.  

This work is particularly important for those 
of us in the United States, where the cor-
porate form is the most entrenched, sophis-
ticated, and voracious and the citizens the 
most accepting.  Corporations in the U.S. 
determine in large part the food we eat, the 
clothes we wear, the news we see, the 
people we elect, the jobs we have.  When we 
remain silent, we continue to benefit from 
corporate exploitation at the expense of 
other people around the world.  By speak-
ing out, we challenge the evangelical lies 
with which corporate globalization is being 
triumphed as the solution for the world’s 
problems.  

2. What kinds of activities will happen in 
this campaign?

Like all of WILPF’s work, the kind of 
comprehensive change we envision will not 
happen overnight. The core issue is not 
corporations or even our economic systems, 
although they are integrally connected.  We 
feel that the greatest challenge is to shift our 
energy toward focusing on democracy —
what it is, what it is not, and what it can be.  
This requires us to examine who we are as 
human beings.  What is our nature, our 
potential?  What are our capabilities?  
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Grounded in such critical analysis, we can 
choose more effective strategies and actions.

WILPF branches have an expanded oppor-
tunity with this campaign to become in-
tentional laboratories that model truly 
democratic processes in our communities.  
The work begins at home — each of us must 
look at our own colonization, depen-
dencies, beliefs, practices, denial systems, 
and how we interact with others.  There is 
much we can learn from studying other 
groups, such as native peoples, about social 
interaction and building sustainable com-
munities.  Focusing on democracy, we may 
find a fresh perspective with which to build 
bridges to other groups and find allies with 
whom we can work in coalition.

This does not mean we should end efforts 
that challenge one corporate law, permit, or 
abuse at a time.  Urgent situations deserve 
our attention and are excellent opportunities 
to educate ourselves and our communities 
about not only the injustice at hand, but also 
about the illegitimate authority of corpo-
rations and the kind of democracy we can 
work to establish.  We can research state 
constitutions, laws governing corporate 
charters and what it takes to revoke one, 
and the history of people’s efforts to keep 
corporations subordinate to their legisla-
tures.  What laws have been removed from 
the books that would benefit the public 
good by being reinstated?  The recent “vic-
tories” against tobacco corporations have 
increased public awareness of corporate 
excess and abuse.  How can we capitalize on 
this situation for deeper change?  How do 
we critique our work to make certain that 
we frame it as sovereign citizens who 
belong in charge?  As we move past the first 
phase of this campaign, we look forward to 
exciting ideas coming from the branches for 
more activities.

3. Do people really want true democracy?  
What would it take?

We encourage WILPF communities to 
explore these questions. Cornel West, 
speaking of the “colonization of our minds,“ 
said that it’s difficult “even to imagine what 
a free and democratic society would look 
like.”  Here are some characteristics you 
might explore.  People in such a society 
might have to:

�x figure out where we want to go and what 
we want to be instead of being told; in 
such circumstances, our social structures 
would unfold from this perspective, not 
the other way around

�x be adults, fully responsible for our actions 
and accountable for our lives; this would 
require us to let go of the comfort of 
hierarchy and excuses like “it’s someone 
else’s job/fault” and “no one told me”

�x respect, trust, support, and listen to 
others; contemplate non-judgmentally 
what they say and do

�x embrace the complexity, diversity, and 
paradox in our lives; accept that there 
aren’t simple, easy answers, although our 
lives can be much simpler

�x give according to our ability and take 
according to our need

�x deal constructively with our personal 
wounds and fears

�x let go of our illusions of safety

�x be fully alive instead of being emotionally 
numb

�x share ourselves and our resources rather 
than be selfish

4. How did corporations get to be so big 
and powerful? 

The colonial war for independence from 
England was fomented primarily by a small 
number of white, propertied men who 
wanted the freedom to exploit the Americas 
on their own and had grown tired of sharing 
their burgeoning wealth with the English 
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ruling class.  They rejected not only the 
monarchy but also the large trading 
companies chartered by the king and the 
colonies to control property and commerce.  
Thus the framers of the Constitution 
provided for corporate charters to be issued 
by state legislators — the people’s repre-
sentatives — not presidents, governors, or 
judges.  A charter defined and limited the 
corporation, with specific provisions about 
what it could do and for how long, and 
corporate charters were frequently revoked 
when violated.  

But the fundamental purpose of the 
Constitution was to protect the rich.  Despite 
their initial resistance to corporations, the 
wealthy in the U.S. increasingly used them 
as shields for their personal fortunes.  Grow-
ing in size and numbers during and after the 
Civil War, corporations began influencing 
legislators, bribing public officials, and 
employing lawyers to write new laws and 
file court cases.  Gradually legislators in-
creased corporate charter length while they 
decreased corporate liability and citizen 
authority over corporate structure, gover-
nance, production, and labor.  

The Supreme Court was established as the 
ultimate protector of the propertied class.  In 
this role it has rendered what otherwise 
seem to be bizarre judgments.  In 1868 the 
U.S. ratified the Fourteenth Amendment, 
ostensibly to guarantee the rights of freed 
slaves. But as Supreme Court Justice Hugo 
Black noted in 1938, “Of the cases in this 
court in which the Fourteenth Amendment 
was applied during the first fifty years after 
its adoption, less than one-half of one per-
cent invoked it in protection of the Negro 
race, and more than fifty percent asked that 
its benefits be extended to corporations.”  
This was possible because in 1886, in Santa 
Clara v. Southern Pacific Railroad,the Court 
cited the Fourteenth Amendment, declaring 
that private corporations were “persons de-
serving the law’s due process.”  The deci-
sion was significant in light of the fact that 
women, Native Americans, and most 
African American men were still denied the 
right to vote.  

It took the wealthy only a century to change 
the corporation from an entity subservient 
to the public good into a “person” with legal 
rights that exceed those of human beings.  
There have been many struggles against the 
corporation in the century since Santa Clara, 
but the legacy of the Robber Barons has, in 
many ways, strangled democracy just as 
effectively as the king against whom the 
colonists initially railed.

5. Don’t regulatory agencies effectively 
monitor corporations and protect 
citizens and the environment from 
harm?

Regulatory agencies are one of the biggest 
public relations success stories in the U.S.  
The first such agency, the Interstate 
Commerce Commission (ICC), was created 
in 1887 to mollify a public sick of railroad 
corruption.  But the ICC was actually a 
creation of the railroad executives.  Weary 
from years of fierce price cutting and rate 
wars, and wary of populist uprising against 
them, they hatched a plan to protect 
themselves from consumers and each other. 
The ICC was so successful for the railroads 
that other industries — such as insurance, 
meat packing, food, banking, and commu-
nications — soon acquired their own regu-
latory agencies. 

These big corporate players sought an 
escape from the rigors of competition 
through control of markets, government-
borne costs of infrastructure and quality 
control, and direct or indirect price 
maintenance or guaranteed rates of return. 
But even though the government provides 
these services with taxpayer dollars, all 
profits still belong to the stockholders and 
owners.  Criticism by those who saw 
through the charade began with the ICC and 
has resurfaced periodically, but regulatory 
agencies remain because they effectively 
protect the corporations that control politi-
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cians today as much as — or more than —
they did at the end of the 19th century.

Some of the recurring criticisms are that:

(1) regulatory agencies are unaccountable to 
voters, with discretionary authority that 
is too easily abused; 

(2) they combine legislative, executive, and 
judicial power in one place; 

(3) their personnel and outlook reflect the 
views of the corporations they are 
supposed to be regulating; 

(4) since individuals and small businesses 
can’t afford the time and expense to fully 
participate, large corporations dominate; 
and 

(5) procedural considerations are so intricate 
and demanding that matters of fairness, 
justice, and overall policy questions, not 
to mention common sense, are ruled 
irrelevant if they come up at all.

Any one of these five would present a 
serious obstacle to democratic control.  
Together, they are so formidably anti-
democratic that their existence is a clear 
indictment of the disconnection between 
people and our sovereignty.  Under the 
regulatory system, harms done by corpo-
rations are violations of the law, not vio-
lations of people and communities.  This 
enables corporations to employ legions of 
lawyers skilled in defense, offense, and 
evasion to bring about delay, distortion, 
denial, dilution of charges, dismissal of 
charges, and nonpayment of fines.  Harms 
to real people are often unpunished and 
unchanged for many years while the cor-
porations continue to accumulate profits.

It is all too easy to find collusion between 
corporations and the agencies that are 
supposed to regulate them — not unlike the 
relationship between the Pentagon and 
military contracting corporations.  Former 
officials with the Food and Drug Admin-
istration, for example, can be found in the 
executive ranks of companies like Mon-
santo, and vice versa.  Corporations are 

allowed to submit their own research data 
proving product efficacy and safety, but
since the data is classified as a trade secret, 
it’s not available to the wider scientific 
community for verification.  Academic insti-
tutions further complicate the mix.  A re-
volving door between universities and 
agencies also exists, and corporations often 
provide significant funding for “independ-
ent” research that invariably supports the 
products and services under consideration.

Even when committed people work for 
them, regulatory agencies are underfunded, 
understaffed, and usurped by powerful 
legislators who are influenced by campaign 
contributions and constituent pressure for 
jobs.  What’s more, regulatory agencies 
make great red herrings.  Corporate public 
relations teams blame them for economic ills 
and bureaucratic delays, and the public 
blames them for not doing their jobs.  
Attention is deflected away from corpora-
tions as the source of the problems and 
toward efforts to reform regulatory agen-
cies.  That the concept of the regulatory 
agency is inherently flawed doesn’t even 
make it into the discussion.  Until we can 
move this idea to the center of our debates, 
we cannot open up new strategies for 
change and greater democracy.

6. What’s so bad about corporate power?

Corporations are legal creations designed to 
protect a limited number of people in their 
accumulation of wealth.  Because their 
primary concern is increasing shareholder 
value, they have no obligations to people or 
the planet.  Competition drives corporations 
inexorably toward greater profits to increase 
their stock prices or go out of business, and 
increased profits must eventually be 
achieved through reductions in expenses.  
The corners cut negatively impact the num-
ber of jobs, wages and benefits for workers, 
and protection of the environment.  Further-
more, accounting systems do not fully ac-
count for all expenses; for example, cor-
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porations do not budget for the cost of 
recycling packaging or toxic site cleanup.  In 
other words, profits are privatized and costs 
are socialized.

Capitalism is characterized by private 
ownership of goods, so only those with 
resources can continue to benefit from the 
system of investment.  This creates a 
tendency toward monopoly and over time 
expands the gap between the rich and the 
poor.  Decisions are increasingly made to 
benefit a few at the expense of the many.  
The resulting power imbalance drives soci-
eties further and further from democracy.

7. Aren’t corporations making the world a 
better place by becoming more socially 
responsible, creating jobs, contributing 
to education and the arts, and being 
good corporate citizens?

“Socially responsible corporation” is an 
oxymoron created by corporate public 
relations teams.  Corporations, by defi-
nition, have no responsibility to society; 
their stated purpose is to increase share-
holder wealth.  Likewise, there is no such 
thing as a “good corporate citizen”; cor-
porations are legal creations, not citizens.  
Individual people at corporations may 
genuinely care about their communities and 
use corporate wealth to invest in them; 
however, this occurs only when the cor-
poration is adequately profitable and 
usually because the corporation realizes 
valuable public support as a result.  Corpo-
rations only create jobs and engage in 
socially responsible acts if it is in their best 
interest.  Because corporations have so much 
wealth and power, people are rendered 
supplicants to them, grateful for their 
apparent generosity, but this relationship is 
upside down.  It is corporations who should 
be subservient to sovereign citizens and 
accountable to the public good.
Most people are so disconnected from the 
political process that they are unaware of 
how corporate welfare contributes to this 

cycle.  Government transfers as much as 
$167 billion annually to corporations in the 
form of outright cash payments, provision 
of below-cost products and services (such as 
loans and insurance), tax breaks, laws that 
help business bottom lines, and government 
purchases of goods and services from 
businesses at inflated prices (even though 
laws have been passed to prevent this).  All 
of this government incentive to businesses 
can leave public coffers bare, creating an 
ideal opportunity for corporations to 
acquire public gratitude by contributing to 
schools, museums, and symphonies.  It’s a 
highly successful scheme for co-opting 
public power and colonizing the public 
mind.

8. Isn’t competition a good thing, ensuring 
our ability to choose the best quality 
products and services we want at 
affordable prices?

The alleged benefits of competition are 
another product of corporate public rela-
tions teams.  Healthy competition is a nor-
mal part of life on planet Earth, but in 
patriarchal systems, corporate competition 
can encourage the worst possible excesses of 
human behavior.  Because of the relentless 
search for increasing profits, individuals are 
constantly tempted to make unethical 
decisions in order to stay in business.  Those 
who stoop the lowest eventually set the 
standard for all, keeping a steady down-
ward pressure on the level of acceptable 
behavior.  Excuses like “if we don’t, some-
one else will” and “everyone else is doing 
it” are frequently invoked.  

In the competitive marketplace, the only 
measure of comparison is the best quality 
for the lowest price.  Rampant consumer-
ism conspires with this system and is an 
essential component for keeping it alive.  
Since consumers are distant from pro-
duction, they seldom know what corners are 
cut to achieve “affordable” prices.  Indoc-
trinated to amass as many possessions as 



Session I, Reading 3, page 6

possible — to be consumers rather than 
citizens — many people become concerned 
only about the price of a good or service 
instead of the condition of workplaces, the 
wages paid, the pollution of the environ-
ment during production, or the disposal 
process once their purchase is no longer 
useful.  

Institutionalized cooperative structures, 
processes, and behaviors have the potential 
to provide for the needs of people far more 
effectively without increasing personal 
wealth at the expense of others.  Until we let 
go of our need to feel we are better than 
others by getting ahead of them, com-
petition will continue to be viewed as a 
good thing by the few who benefit from the 
system as well as the masses on the bottom 
who believe they can eventually do the 
same, even though their actual chances are 
almost nonexistent.

9. Why would corporations want to 
degrade the environment when they or 
their loved ones live there, too?

Those benefiting most from corporate 
practices don’t live where the greatest 
degradation occurs.  The more wealth one 
has, the more one is insulated from social 
violence, overcrowded communities, envi-
ronmental pollution, and toxic exposure, 
and the more likely one is to receive good 
healthcare, a quality education, and oppor-
tunities for a satisfying life.  

In the United States, there are millions of 
people in wealthy communities, which, in 
this context, includes the middle class.  
When we are surrounded by so much 
wealth, so many like ourselves, and such a 
variety of diversions it is easy to believe that 
social problems suffered by the majority of 
the world’s population are not quite real or 
even ignore them altogether.  Job security 
and continuity of lifestyle is a real concern 
even for people with wealth (especially 
those in the middle class), and denial is a 

way to get past the uncomfortable idea that 
one is inflicting harm, however indirectly.

Apparently personal gain outweighs pos-
sible risk for some people.  Many corporate 
spokespersons appear to believe their own 
rhetoric.  Tobacco executives smoke ciga-
rettes, agribusiness scientists eat bioengi-
neered food, automotive engineers drive 
fuel-inefficient cars.  They scoff at criticisms 
of their products or practices and insist that 
they are not harmful.  Since much of the 
damage can take years or decades to 
manifest itself, these reassurances can be 
seductive.  We can ask ourselves, “What 
does this person have to gain if I believe 
him/her?  Will any harm to me impact this 
person negatively?”  

10.How can we make a difference without 
financial leverage when the issue is so 
big?

WILPF’s campaign committee for Chal-
lenging Corporate Power and Asserting the 
People’s Rights believes that democracy 
really matters.  Our own explorations of this 
issue have convinced us of the importance 
of claiming our sovereign rights for more 
satisfying lives, if not our very survival.  The 
structures we have that are called 
“democratic” pale beside the possibility of 
what we could have.

It is true that the challenge is enormous —
corporations have money, legislators, 
judges, and the majority of public opinion 
on their side.  For inspiration, we can look to 
the history of change effected by committed 
people who abolished slavery, achieved 
women’s suffrage, protected laborers, and 
improved civil rights for people of color, 
gays and lesbians, and older and displaced 
people.  These struggles took place over 
many decades and required an enormous 
change in values for the majority of the 
population.  In contemporary times, we may 
be hampered in a way that our forebears 
were not because instant gratification has 
become such a widespread expectation.  
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Further, our omnipresent media suggests 
that if you are not famous or influencing 
hordes of people, your efforts don’t count 
and you shouldn’t bother.

All of us who undertake this work must 
believe we make a difference.  Even if it 
appears to be a small effort, it’s not.  
Reclaiming our power and our sovereignty 
is a significant achievement!  Decolonizing 
our minds so that we may explore new 
social structures will enrich our own and 
others’ lives.  We cannot control what others 
do, but we can make our own choices.  
Modeling the kind of truly democratic 
behavior we seek is a critical first step, and 
our work will attract others who will bring 
fresh inspiration to augment our efforts.  
This is making a difference at a fundamental 
and crucial level.  We look forward to 
sharing the work with you.  


