The Corporation

Synopsis

THE CORPORATION explores the nature and spectacular rise of the dominant institution of our time. Footage from pop culture, advertising, TV news, and corporate propaganda, illuminates the corporation's grip on our lives. Taking its legal status as a "person" to its logical conclusion, the film puts the corporation on the psychiatrist's couch to ask "What kind of person is it?" Provoking, witty, sweepingly informative, The Corporation includes forty interviews with corporate insiders and critics - including Milton Friedman, Noam Chomsky, Naomi Klein, and Michael Moore - plus true confessions, case studies and strategies for change. 

Winner of 24 INTERNATIONAL AWARDS, 10 of them AUDIENCE CHOICE AWARDS including the AUDIENCE AWARD for DOCUMENTARY in WORLD CINEMA at the 2004 SUNDANCE FILM FESTIVAL. The long-awaited DVD, available now in Australia and coming in March to North America, contains over 8 hour of additional footage. 

The film is based on the book The Corporation: The Pathological Pursuit of Profit and Power by Joel Bakan. 

Key themes 
•Ethics

•Corporate social responsibility

•Politics and ideology

•Economic and social interdependence among individuals, corporations and nations

•Impacts of commercial activity on individuals, communities and the environment 

•Impacts of globalization 

Before Watching The Film
The film is about ‘corporations’. What is a corporation? 

1 Look at this definition and make sure you understand each of the elements. 

A corporation is:

• a legal entity, 

• allowed by legislation in a state, 

• which permits a group of peo​ple, as shareholders (for-profit companies) or members (non-profit companies), 

• to create an organization, 

• which can then focus on pursu​ing set objectives, 

• and exercise legal rights, which are usually only reserved for individuals, such as to sue and be sued, own property, hire employees or loan and borrow money. 

A corporation is also known as a ‘company’. The primary advantage of for-profit corporations or com​panies is that they provide their shareholders with a right to partici​pate in the profits (by dividends) without any personal liability because the company absorbs the entire liability of the organization.

2 What does this mean for the own​ers of a corporation if that corpora​tion causes harm to others?

3 Some well-known examples of corporations are Nike, National Bank, McDonald’s and Virgin, although there are countless oth​ers. List some major corporations that have an influence on your life. Consider such things as what you eat, wear, read, watch or listen to, how you travel, etc. From this list decide on the five corporations that most influence your life.

4 What is your image of a corporation? Look at your top five list and describe each in as few words as possible. 

Exploring And Responding To The Corporation
Introduction

This section introduces the audience to information about the origin of cor​porations and some images associ​ated with them.

A key element in the opening scenes of the film is the use of the ‘bad apple’ metaphor. 

1 What does this metaphor usually mean and Why do you think the filmmakers have invoked it at the start? Do you think that the constant stressing of this metaphor has an effect on its usual mean​ing—changing it from referring to the ‘bad apple’ as the exception to the ‘bad apple’ as all-pervasive or even the norm? Discuss this idea.

4 We also see a number of people expressing their own metaphors for the corporation. List the differ​ent metaphors used.

5 What are some of the different points of view expressed through these metaphors?

6 The first five metaphors are all positive. Consider the metaphor of the eagle. The presenter creates a powerful, noble, positive and com​pelling image. What impression does this create of the presenter? How do the filmmakers undermine that image?

A Legal ‘Person’
The film stresses that corporations have not always existed. They can be dated back prior to the seventeenth century in Europe as not-for-profit entities created to build institutions such as universities and hospitals for the public good. However, in the seventeenth century making money became a key focus. Their wealth was used to finance European colonial expansion—a good example is the East India Company, which was set up in 1600, and at the height of its power influenced over a fifth of the world’s population.

The Corporation locates the begin​ning of the industrial age as the origin of the modern corporation. Originally a corporation existed as an associa​tion of people to carry out a specific function as defined by the state that provided the charter, or authorization and set of limits, on that corporation. A key change was the decision in the United States in 1886 that a corpora​tion could be considered, in a legal sense, as a person. 

• Why was this so significant? 

• The film argues that the corpora​tion has one overriding obligation, what is it? 

• The film also makes a point about corporations and ‘externalities’—

that is, the unintended effect of actions by two parties on third, unconnected, parties. What is that?

• Why is this a problem?

• How is it connected to the nature of the corporation as a ‘person’? One of the features of The Corporation is its imaginative use of visual material to promote its concerns in an interesting and arresting way. Look at the discussion in this section of the film of ‘externalities’—the idea that the activities of the corporation have effects and impacts on innocent third parties. The image associated with this is a pie fight.

• What message about externalities is given by the use of such an image?

• Why might this type of image have been used at this point? Consider if it is connected to the comments of a corporation defender, Sir Mark Moody-Stuart, in this section. 

Case Histories—the Pathology Of Commerce. In this key section The Corporation addresses its major argument and associates the corporation with an anti-social personality. If the corporation

can be viewed legally as ‘a person’ then why not socially? Actual internationally recognized diagnostic criteria are used to judge the behavior of corporations and the picture that emerges is one of the corporation as self-interested, inherently amoral, callous and deceitful; it breaches social and legal standards to get its way; it does not suffer from guilt, yet it can mimic the human qualities of empathy, caring and altruism. Four case studies, drawn from a universe of corporate activity, are used to demonstrate harm to workers, human health, animals and the biosphere.
