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1

Rise like lions after slumber
In unvanquishable number
Shake your chains to earth like dew
which in sleep have fallen on you
Ye are many – they are few.

Shelley, The Mask of Anarchy 

The owners and directors of corporations must be made account-
able in law for their actions. Owner-shareholders and top execu-
tives exercise immense power in society, both globally and locally, 
but are not responsible in law for their actions according to the 
law of limited liability. Giant corporations have the rights of a 
person, but none of the responsibilities. Corporations enthusiasti-
cally campaign to remove legal regulations that they say impede 
their businesses, not just the one they benefit from. Now corpo-
rations are pressing for society to become totally organised on 
corporate lines. This totalitarian momentum is solidifying the 
Tyranny of the Unaccountable Few as the new world order of the 
twenty-first century. 

Society needs successful businesses, but today business is taking 
over society. It is as if an over-indulged child had taken more and 
more liberties until it is entirely out of control. Everyone wants 
the child to do well, no boundaries are set, and before you know 
it the family is under the thumb of a teenager gone wild. 

corporate rights and responsibilities

CHAPTER ONE



Box 1: The Rise of Corporate Power

•	 51	of	the	world’s	100	largest	economies	are	corporations	(Institute for Policy 
Studies,	“Top	200:	The	Rise	of	Corporate	Global	Power”,	2001).

•	 80	per	cent	of	the	world’s	industrial	output	is	made	by	1,000	corporations	(The 
Economist,	29	January	2000).

•	 The	combined	sales	of	the	top	200	corporations	are	bigger	than	the	combined	
economies	of	all	countries	minus	the	ten	largest	(Institute for Policy Studies,	
“Top	200:	The	Rise	of	Corporate	Global	Power”,	2001).

•	 Cross-border	Mergers	&	Acquisitions	(M&As)	by	collective	investment	funds	
have	risen	from	$4.6	billion	in	1987	to	$134.6	billion	in	2005	(World Investment 
Report 2006).

•	 In	the	United	States,	the	share	of	wages	in	gross	domestic	product	(GDP)	is	the	
lowest	on	record	(45.3	per	cent).	The	share	of	corporate	profits	is	the	highest	
since	the	1960s.	(New York Times,	28	August	2006).

•	 In	Europe,	“beginning	in	the	early	1980s,	there	was	a	remarkable	distributional	
shift	to	profits.	The	wage	share	in	Europe	began	to	fall,	and	may	not	yet	have	
stopped	falling.	By	now	the	wage	share	on	the	Continent	is	substantially	lower	
than	in	North	America”.	(Robert	Solow,	Nobel	Prize	Laureate	in	Economics,	
1998).
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Ironically it is the unfettered rise of corporate power (see Box 1) 
that is the biggest threat to the so-called advantages of free mar-
kets, and the ability of free markets to promote individual free-
dom, equality before the law and equitable prosperity. Limited 
Liability is at the heart of this rise: a blanket exemption of a spe-
cial interest group – owner-shareholders – from accountability for 
the actions of their companies. While the mantra of “no rights 
without responsibilities” is used to regulate the behaviour of 
poor people who benefit from social security payments – from 
single mothers to the unemployed, from the homeless to the 
“self-inflicted” sick – “The Unaccountable Few” enjoy feudal priv-
ileges.

It is, by no means, an exaggeration to note that owner-share-
holders (and by extension manager-directors) are beyond the law 
to an extent not enjoyed by the central committees of 
Communist Parties, similar to the despotic monarchies, dictators 
and tribal leaders over which liberal Western societies claim 
moral supremacy and akin to the aristocracy in the ancien 
regimes of pre-Enlightenment Europe.
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Ex employees from Dexion hold a naked protest about their robbed pensions  
outside the Labour Party Conference, Bournemouth 2007.
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