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From the San Diego Union­Tribune editorial page, December 2, 2000:

Lawless in Seattle
Anti­trade protesters clash with police

or  the  better  part  of 
Thursday,  anti­trade 
protesters  in  Seattle 
marked  the  one­year  an­
niversary  of  riots  that 

disrupted  a ministerial meeting of  the 
World  Trade  Organization  and 
managed  to  behave  themselves  in  a 
peaceful manner.
Alas,  the  more  extremist  elements 

that descended on Seattle could not let 
the day pass without provoking a clash 
with  police  (the  better  to  make  the 
national  news).  Thus,  for  the  second 
year  in  a  row,  the  anti­trade  protest 
disintegrated  into  violence  and 
mayhem.
It  seems  clear  that  the  anti­trade 

movement  has  been  hijacked  by 
extremists  who  will  resort  to  any 
means,  however  lawless,  to  advance 
their anti­capitalist agenda.
Rather than make their case against 

global  trade  in  a  civil manner,  rather 

than  debate  the merits  (and  demerits) 
of  free  trade  in  an  appropriate  forum 
— like  the  WTO  — they  choose  to 
throw  bricks  through  the windows  of 
Starbucks  coffee  shops,  to  vandalize 
Nordstrom stores.
The  irony  is  that,  by  resorting  to 

such guerrilla  tactics  to  advance  their 
cause,  the  anti­trade  extremists 
thoroughly  undermine  support  for 
their  position  among  the  mass  of 
Americans, including those who might 
otherwise empathize with them.
For while many Americans may be 

concerned whether  international  trade 
agreements  are  sufficiently  attentive 
to, say, labor or environmental issues, 
they  are  even  more  concerned  when 
the  safety  of  law­abiding  citizens, 
when  the  property  of  innocent 
business  owners,  in  Seattle  or  any 
other  city,  is  threatened  by  violent 
protests.

____________________________________________________________________________________________
December 4, 2000

San Diego Union­Tribune
P.O. Box 120191
San Diego, CA  92112­0191

To the Editor:

Your editorial of December 2, 2000, “Lawless in Seattle,” is a textbook example of how the corporate 
media manufactures reality from whole cloth.

You chose the label “anti­trade protesters,” although nearly every group in Seattle made it clear that they 
had no objection to trade in general, only to trade that benefits a few at the expense of people and the 
planet.  Protesters in Seattle demonstrated against a wide range of destructive corporate practices, but the 
element that united them was a rejection of corporate globalization and the anti­democratic rule of the 
WTO, not trade per se.  

People in Seattle last week were not marking “the one­year anniversary of riots” but the anniversary of 
massive nonviolent civil disobedience that successfully prevented the first day of WTO meetings from 
occurring.  As thousands of people who were in the streets (including me) can attest, the protesters did 
more to try to stop the few individuals engaging in vandalism than did the Seattle police, who simply 
stood and watched them on the first day.  Harm that came to human beings occurred when the police, 
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unprovoked and sometimes unannounced, used tear gas, pepper spray, rubber bullets, and other less 
lethal weapons on peaceful, nonviolent protesters, the vast majority of whom still refused to retaliate or 
escalate the situation.  

Many of last year’s and last week’s protesters have spent weeks, months, and even years educating 
themselves about the issues, training in nonviolence, and working hard for peaceful change in the world.  
They understand not only how very much is at stake but how important it is to model cooperative, 
sustainable communities to make this change.  Despite this commitment, you say that last week’s 
protesters “managed to behave themselves in a peaceful manner.”

If there were people last week who “provok[ed] a clash with the police (the better to make the national 
news),” this says more about the national news than it does about a subset of the protesters.  Perhaps you 
can explain why the corporate media will provide expansive coverage of a handful of people breaking 
windows or being arrested, but only a brief mention of a colorful, creative, and spirited march of 50,000 
people from hundreds of diverse organizations uniting against an enormously powerful institution that, 
until November 30, 1999, most people had never heard of.  Last year’s protest did not “disintegrate into 
violence and mayhem”; it ended in celebration because the WTO ministerial collapsed without 
negotiating any new trade rules.

I suppose it might be clear to someone who invented it that “the anti­trade movement has been hijacked 
by extremists,” but I know of no such movement.  What I do know is that the ranks of people who have 
been working for years to stop global corporatization were enormously augmented during and as a result 
of last year’s event, and the momentum has continued to build around the world ever since.  Some of 
those people have an “anti­capitalist agenda” because it is so easy to document capitalism’s anti­
democratic nature.  Other people have a different focus in their work.

For more than 225 years people in this country have taken to the streets when their attempts to “make 
their case… in a civil manner” are ignored.  Perhaps if you had attended the WTO’s showcase forum 
with NGOs in Seattle last year, as I did, you would have seen firsthand how little interest the WTO has in 
actually debating the merits of corporate­controlled “free trade” with anyone who questions its agenda.  
The WTO is not only not an appropriate forum, as you state, it is an illegitimate forum. Operating in 
secret, accountable only to its transnational corporate masters, the WTO’s authority supercedes even that 
of elected governments.  Democracy does not interest the WTO, but it is of primary concern for the people 
in the streets.

“The irony is” not that breaking windows undermines support for the protesters, it is that the corporate 
media deliberately ignores or obfuscates the protesters’ messages so that “the mass of Americans” have 
no way of knowing what they’re saying.  Your carefully crafted editorial is an excellent example.  In seven 
sentences, you marginalize the most exciting, broad­based citizen movement in this country in decades.

“[T]he safety of law­abiding citizens” has been invoked to defend slavery, union­busting, women’s 
disenfranchisement, war, human rights violations, and a long list of other social injustices, whether or not 
those citizens are actually in danger.  Such fear­mongering is also one of the many wedges used by power 
holders to divide groups and fracture people’s movements.  The fact remains that even the small number 
of protesters damaging property are not hurting human beings, while transnational corporations continue 
to do enormous damage to people and the planet in the name of profit that benefits a few.  The Union­
Tribune could go a long way toward reducing what little violence occurs during street protests by 
focusing instead on the range of urgent messages the protesters are communicating.  If the media covered 
the content instead of the violence, even fewer people might be motivated to break windows.

Molly Morgan
San Diego

[Note: this letter is NOT a good example of a letter to a newspaper editor — it is way too long!  Although it was 
sent to the Union­Tribune, this letter was written primarily as an exercise in critiquing ­mm]
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The
CRACK­
DOWN
Six months after the Battle 
in Seattle, protests have erupted in 
London, Davos and Washington, 
D.C. Clearly, this is more than a 
series of isolated out­bursts of 
rambunctious dissent. It is a revolt 
that at once harkens back to the 
American Revolution, and hangs in 
the air with a hot new excite­ment.

The usual forces can be seen 
scrambling for bearings. Who’s in 
charge? What exactly do they want? 
Unable to find answers, they try to 
measure the movement along the old 
Left­Right dichotomy.

An honest look reveals that, 
strategically, this is a whole new ball 
game. It’s not clear who’s in charge. 
No one is in charge. Citizens from 
the Left and Right are arguing for a 
renewal of citizen power, media 
democracy, and environmen­tal 
sanity. An uneasy gathering of forces 
— not exactly a coalition — is 
clearing a space where fundamental 
questions of sovereignty and power 
can again be openly debated and 
decided. It is an incredibly beautiful 
void.

The corporation won’t come out 
of this intact. The new activists —
and this is what Bill Clinton, Paul 
Mar­tin, Mike Moore and all the 
keepers of the old order don’t get —
are no longer protesting against the 
harms that corporations do, they are 
pro­testing against the corporation 
itself. These new activists want to go 
back to the beginning, back to the 
laws and legal precedents that gave 

birth to the corporate “I.” They want 
to tinker with the corporate genetic 
code, to change the laws under 
which charters are granted and 
revoked, the laws that protect 
investors from even the foulest taint 
of their investments, and the rules 
and regulations under which cor­
porations operate from the local to 
the international level. They want the 
laws governing corporate crime and 
punishment re­tooled.

There is an opening here for a 
revolution too sweeping to define 
within current political lines — a 
revolution by, of, and for the people.

The Community Front ­
Local Rule
TOWNSHIPS, municipalities and 
communities are getting together and
asserting their sovereignty — it’s one 
of the most exciting new activist 
fronts. Here are a few of their stories:

>> On April 25,2000, the council 
of Point Arena, a small community 
on California’s north coast, voted 
four­to­one to pass a Resolution on 
Corporate Personhood. “Democracy 
means governance by the people. 
Only natural persons should be 
allowed to participate in the de­
mocratic process,” the resolution 
reads. “The city of Point Arena 
agrees with Supreme Court Justice 
Hugo Black in his 1938 opinion in 
which he stated, ‘I do not believe the 
word ‘person’ in the 14th 
Amendment includes corporations.’” 
(Also see “Jan Edwards,” page 44). 
Contact: Jan Edwards at 
<janedwards@mcn.org>

>> On November 3, 1998, citizens 
of the fiercely political university 
town of Arcata, California, cast 
ballots on an initiative unique in US 
history. By a vote of 3,139 to 2,056,
Arcata’s council was given a man­
date to “ensure democratic control of 
all corporations conducting business 
within the city.” The next year, some 
600 people attended two town­hall 

meetings to move the mandate 
forward. Up for debate: “Can we 
have democracy when large cor­
porations wield so much power and 
wealth under law?” Contact: 
Democracy Unlimited at 
<www.monitor.net/democracyunlimited>

>> A group of 140 local business 
owners in Boulder, Colorado, has 
sparked an intense examination of 
corporations and democracy. The 
Community Vitality Act proposed by 
the Boulder Independent Business 
Alliance (BIBA) would put a city­
wide cap on the number of chain 
businesses. BIBA director Jeff Mil­
chen says the group is working to 
demolish “the myth of the business 
interest” by showing that indepen­
dent, local, small businesses are 
victims of corporate globalization. 
An initiative of the national Reclaim 
Democracy! group, the Boulder 
coalition is only the first of a growing 
network of IBAs across America. The 
$1,000 attack ads launched against 
BIBA confirm that, yes, the chain 
stores are running scared. Contact: 
Reclaim Democracy! at 
<www.reclaimdemocracy.org>

>> Nine Midwestern states, 
representing 30 percent of America’s 
agricultural income, now forbid large 
corporations from owning farmland. 
In Nebraska and South Dakota, the 
corporate ban is actually written into 
the state constitution. Activists are 
currently working to add 
Pennsylvania to the list, and two 
townships have already barred 
corporations from citizen soil. Says 
Thomas Linzey of the Community 
Environmental Legal Defense Fund: 
“Municipal governments are 
desperately looking for allies, 
because they are being swallowed 
[by corporate interests].” Contact: 
Community Environmental Legal 
Defense Fund, (717) 530­0931;
Dakota Rural Action 
<drural@brookings.net>
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Jan Edwards 
Co­Chair
Redwood  Coast  Alliance  for 
Democracy

In  April,  the  local 
government  of  tiny  Point 
Arena,  California  (pop.  400) 
passed  a  resolution  stating 
that  corporations  are  not 
persons. Ever since a dubious
1886 Supreme Court ruling, US
corporations have enjoyed all
the  “inalienable”  rights  of 
natural persons.

“I  THINK  THE  core  of  this 
issue  is  who  is  to  be  in 
charge.  Since  our 
constitution  says,  ‘we  the 
people,’  then  it  is  very 
important who we consider the
people to be. It’s not just a
semantic  game,  it’s  a 
question of who gets to rule.
And  who  gets  the  protection 
of  the  Bill  of  Rights, 
including free speech.
People  ask  what  would

change if you ended corporate
personhood.  That’s  sort  of 
like  imagining  what  would 
change  if  you  tore  down  the 
Berlin  Wall.  You  could 
prohibit  political  activity 
of  corporations,  stop 
political  donations,  stop 
lobbying.  You  could  prevent 
mergers  or  restrict 
corporations  from  owning 
stock  in  other  corporations. 
You  could  keep  cellular 
towers  out  of  towns. 
Leafletting in malls and free
speech  in  the  work  place 
could  be  allowed.  You  could 
stop advertising of dangerous
products  like  tobacco.  You 
could  enact  anti­chain  store 
laws  to  protect  local 

business,  or  levy 
differential  taxes. 
You  could  revoke 
corporate  charters 
by  popular 
referendum.
Our  little  group 

wanted  to  do 
something  important. 
We  are  so  far  away 
from  everyone  in 
this  small  place. 
Now our hope is that 
another  town,  maybe 
a  little  bigger, 
will  pick  up  the 
ball.  Then  another 
town,  and  another. 
We’ll  be  glad  to 
pass  on  what  we 
know. That’s an open 
offer.”

>> In April, the Corporate 
Responsibility Coalition 
launched an aggressive effort to 
“ground” corporations in 
Canada. With the Canadian 
Business Corporations Act under 
review, the coalition united 25
citizen groups to lobby for 
change. Among other reforms, 
the coalition is de­manding that 
corporations be held liable for 
crimes commit­ted by employees 
on the job, disclose records of 
compliance with rules and 
regulations, protect “whistle­
blowers” who report corporate 
wrongdoing, and permit 
shareholders or other concerned 
citizens to apply to have a 
corporation dissolved if it 
repeatedly breaks the law. 
Contact Duff Conacher, 
<dwatch@web.net>

>> The “Oregon Human 
Rights Initiative” is an ongoing 
effort to require that civic and 

commercial businesses in Oregon 
abide by the United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Hu­man
Rights (signed into inter­national 
law 51 years ago by virtually 
every nation except the US). 
Under the initiative, failure to 
comply with these essential UN 
principles could result in charter 
revocation. Contact: Paul Van De 
Velder, <oneworld@peak.org>

Local rule is a powerful notion. It 
undercuts the whole conceit of 
corporate rule, and raises the 
specter of a grassroots revolt 
against globalization. Town­
ships, municipalities, eventu­ally 
provinces, states and whole 
bioregions, could insist on their 
right to operate by their rules, not 
rules negotiated (without 
consultation) at some World 
Trade Organization meeting of 
business executives and govern­
ment bureaucrats. Here, in a 
showdown between local and 
federal rule, the locals would 
clearly have the upper hand. 
When push comes to shove, 
what could Washington, Ottawa, 
London or Paris do to keep such 
maverick communities in line? 
Send in the army?
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The Legal Front —
Genetically Modifying 
Corporations

ACTIVISTS working in this area want to scale 
back many of the constitutional rights and 
freedoms that corporations have won over the 
past 200 years. They want to get the public, the 
media, and the politicians used to the idea that 
sovereignty resides only with the people, and 
that a corporate charter is a privilege that can 
be with­drawn at any time. The ultimate long­
term goal is to revisit the 1886 Santa Clara 
Supreme Court decision and have it 
overturned.

Another critical goal is to change the 

“limited liability” laws. “Limited 
liability” is currently accepted as 
a given in our business culture. 
It’s seen as one of the “brilliant 
safeguards” of the capitalist 
system. “If shareholders could be 
sued whenever a company made 
a mistake,” wrote mutual­fund 
superstar Peter Lynch in his 
book Learn to Earn, “people like 
you and me would be afraid to 
buy shares.”

But does protecting corporate 
investors with limited respon­
sibility really make sense in an 
age in which a single megacor­
poration is capable of destroy­

ing a whole shoreline (Exxon 
Valdez), or killing thousands of 
people in one accident (Bhopal), 
or persuading a whole genera­
tion of teenagers that cigarette 
smoking is cool (Philip Morris, 
R.J. Reynolds, et. al.)? Legal 
activists are eager to get their 
hands on this part of the corpo­
rate genetic code, and re­engi­
neer it.

At this stage it’s only a wild, 
long­range possibility, but if the
“unlimited liability for corpo­
rations” meme were to catch on, 
if lawyer­activists were able 

to rewrite the rules of incorpo­
ration so that every investor 
assumes partial liability, then 
financial markets would imme­
diately undergo dramatic 
change. Fewer shares would be 
traded. Instead of simply choos­
ing the biggest cash cows, poten­
tial shareholders would care­
fully investigate the back­
grounds of the companies they 
were about to sink their money 
into. They would think twice 
about buying shares in rogue 
corporations like Philip Morris 
Inc. or Monsanto. Too risky. 
They would choose resource 
companies with good 
environmental records and stay 
away from multina­tionals that 
use child workers overseas. In a 
number of ways, investors would 
be grounded — forced to care and 
take respon­sibility. Stock 
markets would cease to be 
gambling casinos. Our whole 
business culture would heave.

One of the more doable, short­
term goals of lawyer­activists is 
to get corporations out of politics 
— to ban all forms of political 
contributions and political 
advocacy by corpora­tions. A 
first step in this direc­tion would 
be to eliminate tax exemptions 
for corporate ex­penditures 
related to lobbying, and civic, 
charitable, and edu­cational 
“donations” of any kind.

Corporate Crime and 
Punishment
UP­TO­DATE data is hard to 
find on this subject, but professor 
Amitai Etzioni of George Wash­
ington University found that 62 
percent of the Fortune 500 corpo­
rations were involved in one or 
more “significant illegalities” in 
the years from 1975 to 1984. 
Nearly half of them, 42 percent, 
were linked to episodes of cor­
rupt behavior and 15 percent of 
them — 75 major corporations —
were involved in five or more 
cases.

A corporation has no heart, no 
soul, no conscience. It cannot feel 
sorrow or remorse. Even though 
it is managed by human beings, 
its sense of morality as an 
organization is not at all hu­man. 
Corporations are “artifi­cial legal 
persons.” They are, in the most 
literal sense, “dispas­sionate.” 
This permits them, in the words 
of long­time General Motors 
executive John De Lorean, “to 
willfully produce ineffective or 
dangerous prod­ucts, deal 
dictatorially and often unfairly 
with suppliers, pay bribes for 
business, abrogate the rights of 
employees by de­manding blind 
loyalty to man­agement or 
tamper with the democratic 
process of govern­ment through 
illegal political contributions.”

Anti­corporate­rule activists want the 
penalties for corporate crime to be every bit as 
harsh as those for individual criminals. They 
want to enact tough new corporate liability 
laws that make convicted corporations 
ineligible to hold government contracts or 
licenses for tele­vision stations, to make polit­
ical contributions, or to lobby Congress. And 
they want three­strikes­and­you’re­out laws 
for repeat offenders. Here are two stories from 
the front:

>> In parts of the US, “three strikes, you’re 
out” legislation is used to lock up repeat felons 
and throw away the key. In 1998, the township 
of Wayne, Penn­sylvania, applied the same 
idea to corporate crime. In Wayne, any 
corporation with three or more regulatory 
viola­tions within seven years is barred from 
setting up shop. The new rules have already 
been put into practice, barring certain hog­
farming operations from moving into town. 
Contact: Thomas Linzey, Community 
Environmental Legal Defense Fund,
(717) 530­0931.

>> Activists in Shasta Lake City, Cali­fornia, 
are applying a “ten strikes” variation on the 
“three strike” system. On November 4, 
residents will vote on whether or not to pull 
the business licence of Knauf Fiberglass, 
known to have committed at least ten regu­
latory infractions in the US. A vote of 50 
percent or more will yank the licence within 
ten days — though a legal challenge is al­ready 
expected. Contact: Heidi Silva (530) 472­1355.
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Eliot 
Spitzer
Attorney General
New York State

During his  election campaign  for 
Attorney  General  in  1998,  Eliot 
Spitzer  issued  this  statement: 
“When a corporation is convicted 

of repeated felonies that harm or 
endanger  the  lives  of  human 
beings  or  destroy  the 
environment,  the  corporation 
should  be  put  to  death,  its 
corporate  existence  ended,  and 
its  assets  taken  and  sold  at 
public auction.”

HE  HAS  YET  to  revoke  a 
corporate  charter,  but  Eliot 
Spitzer has been playing hardball 
with  corporate  criminals.  From 
General  Elec­tric  to  Publishers 

Clearing House, Spitzer has been making sure 
that  corporate  ne’er­do­wells  pay  the price  for 
their transgressions.
Although  Spitzer  has  been  careful  not  to 

develop an “antibusiness” image since he took 
office  a  year  and  a  half  ago,  he  has  re­
confirmed  the  state’s  power  to  revoke  corpo­
rate  charters.  His  platform  was  progressive 
enough  to  earn  the  endorsement  of  anti­
corporate crusader Ralph Nader.
Activists  are  watching  the  Attorney  Gen­

eral’s  office  closely. When corporations  resort 
to crime, Spitzer may be the man to read them 
their last rites.
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The Charter Review 
Front
ONE WAY of forcing corporations 
back under civil control is to grant 
them charters only for a fixed pe­riod 
— say ten years — at the end of 
which their conduct and perform­
ance is reviewed by the attorney 
general’s office before a new charter 
is granted. During the review pro­
cess, citizens can submit complaints, 
employees can voice any discontents 
they might have, suppliers and 
retailers can bring up their concerns. 
The charter renewals of controver­
sial companies like Microsoft and 
Monsanto would be hotly contested 
and debated in the media. Micro­
soft, for example, as a condition of 
renewal, could be asked to change its 
aggressive marketing practices; 

Monsanto to stop intimidating its 
opponents with litigation; Philip 
Morris to come clean on its adver­
tising to teenagers. A corporation 
would stand, numbly one presumes, 
in the public spotlight and ask for an 
extension of its “life” for another 
term. Underlying this whole pro­
cess, of course, is the assumption that 
civil society still has the power and 
legal right to require periodic charter 
reviews and to revoke them when it 
sees fit.

>> In Pennsylvania, a corporate 
review initiative is already on the 
table. An amendment to the state’s 
corporate code has been proposed by 
The Community Environmental 
Defense Fund that would limit the 
charters of every corporation to 30
years. When that time is up, the onus 
would be on the corporation to prove 
that it has been operating in the 
public interest. Contact: Community 
Environmental Legal Defense Fund, 
(717) 530­0931.

The Charter 
Revocation Front
CHARTER REVOCATION is a scary 
business; it’s the equivalent of a 
death sentence for a corporation. But 
for activists, that’s precisely the 
point. Right now there are no 
penalties that CEOs and executives 
of corporations fear. The chances of 
the CEO of a convicted corporation 
ending up in jail are next to zero. The 
corporation loses none of its political 
or legal rights; in fact the fines and 
penalties imposed are often seen as 
the price of doing business. That’s 
why the executives of rogue corpo­
rations like Philip Morris can keep 
lying to people, hiding information 
and otherwise flouting the law with 
impunity year after year after year. 

There is no penalty they fear. The 
aim of charter revocation activists is 
to instill some fear.

During the first years of the 
American Revolution, the charters of 
wayward corporations were rou­
tinely revoked, but for more than 100
years now, charter revocation has 
been just an archaic clause in the law 
books of some states and provinces. 
The American Bar Association has 
removed the clause in many states 
because it is seen as obsolete.

Actually, it may be a lot more 
sinister than this. Corporations 
“invite” the Bar Association to 
“modernize” the laws and bring 
“corporate laws up to the 21st cen­
tury.” This was about to happen in 
British Columbia in 1999, but The 
Citizens Council on Corporate Issues 
was able to lobby the provincial 
government and keep that law on the 
books. Keeping the revocation clause 
on the books and reinstating it in 
states and provinces where it has 
been removed may be the most criti­

cal thing that lawyer­activists can 
now do, because ultimately, this 
clause may be the only weapon civil 
society has left to alter the power 
balance between citizens and corpo­
rations and keep them in line.

Over the past three years there 
have been a flurry of revocation 
actions:

>> Alabama is the only state in 
the union where a private citizen can 
file a legal petition to dissolve a 
corporation. In June 1998, Judge 
William Wynn did just that. Com­
paring his actions to a “citizen’s 
arrest,” Wynn named six tobacco 
companies that he believes have 
broken state child­abuse laws and 
should be shut down. Said Wynn: 
“The grease has been hot for a year 
now, and it’s time to put the chicken 
in.” Following a meeting with Big 
Tobacco’s legal team, the ruling 
judge found a loophole to dismiss 
Wynn’s action.

>> One of the largest American 
corporate charter revocation efforts 
in a century made headlines on 
September 10, 1998. Thirty indi­
viduals and organizations (includ­
ing the National Organization for 
Women, Rainforest Action Network 
and National Lawyers Guild) peti­
tioned California Attorney General 
Dan Lungren to pull the plug on the 
Union Oil Corporation. According to 
the revocation team, Union Oil is 
responsible for environmental dev­
astation, unethical treatment of 
workers and gross human­rights 
violations. In February of this year, 
the petition, endorsed by a further 
160 signatories, was resubmitted to 
the current Attorney General, Bill 
Lockyer. Lockyer has refused to nix 
Union Oil, but has acknowledged 
that charter revocation is within his 
powers. Delighted activists now plan 
to propose a string of potential 
candidates. Contact: Robert Benson, 

There is an opening for a revolution too 
sweeping to define within
current political lines — a revolution by, of, 
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213­736­1094, or <www.heed.net>

>> In May1999, Ohio Assembly­
woman Barbara Pringle requested 
that the state’s attorney general bring 

a charter revocation action against 
the Cleveland Clinic, a non­profit 
corporation that, she says, is closing 
hospitals and reducing service to the 
very citizens who chartered the 

private company. Contact: Barbara 
Pringle, 
216­749­0154.

>> Back in May1998, New 
York’s then­Attorney General 
Dennis Vacco revoked the char­
ters of the Council for Tobacco 
Research and the Tobacco Insti­
tute. Vacco ruled that the two 
agencies were “propaganda 
arms of the industry,” complicit 
in “grave, substantial and con­
tinuing abuse.” In October 1998, 
the New York Supreme Court 
ordered each group to file a 
$500,000 bond and provide a 
statement of assets and liabil­
ities, names of creditors and 
claimants, and all other infor­
mation relevant to charter dis­
solution proceedings. Current 
New York Attorney General 
Eliot Spitzer campaigned on a 
platform of revoking corporate 
charters more frequently, and 
has hired a special counsel, Carl 
Mayer to help control corporate 
power (see “Eliot Spitzer,” page 
45).

In order to take off in the public 
imagination, the charter revo­
cation movement needs one 
prec­edent, one notorious 
corporate criminal 
metaphorically sent to the 
electric chair. Philip Morris has 
been suggested as the ideal 
candidate. Adbusters is now in 
pre­production for the following 
three­pronged strategy:

1. Launch a radio/TV cam­
paign that tells the grim truth 
about Philip Morris’ long crim­
inal record.

2. Simultaneously call for a 
boycott of Philip Morris’ pop­
ular food brands: Kraft, Post, 
Maxwell House, Miller beer.

3. Collect what could be 
millions of cyberpetition 
signatures and send them to 

New York Attorney General 
Eliot Spitzer demanding that he 
proceed with charter dis­
solution.

Will he do it? Let’s find out! 
Contact: 
<killPM@adbusters.org>

The Global Front ­ Citizen 
Rule
ULTIMATELY, the only way to stop corporate 
rule is for civil society to get its act together 
and establish an effective sys­tem of world law 
and world government. This remains a wild 
and woolly idea for most people (and an 
anarchist’s nightmare), but perhaps, in a few 
years or decades, “the United States of Planet 
Earth” will have no stranger a ring to it than 
“the United States of America.” Here’s how it 
could happen:

The world’s richest nations have no reason 
to start thinking co­operatively — unless such 
thinking is forced upon them. A series of 
extreme economic and environmental 
developments may be what it takes. (A grand 
collective alliance doesn’t seem so radical 
when the lives of all citizens are under 
immediate threat.) Each of the following 
developments is possible, and may happen 
much sooner than we care to admit:

The global economy — al­ready alarmingly 
volatile — collapses. Concurrently, global 
warming — already alarmingly advanced —
exceeds its “tipping point” causing further 
economic disruption. The salmon stop run­
ning in the Pacific Northwest. Water tables 
sink. Mass starva­tion spreads across Africa 
and the Indian subcontinent.

Our response? The UN holds emergency 
meetings to formulate an action plan. It creates 
for itself a legislature, an execu­tive, a judiciary 
and a police force. The age­old notion of 
unlimited national sovereignty dies. The first 
world elections are held. The General 
Assembly of the United Nations becomes the 
first parliament of the United States of Planet 
Earth.

In its first session, the world parliament 
votes to revise the veto in the Security Council 
and adopt a weighted voting system for the 
General Assembly. The weighted voting 
system is based not only one­nation­one­vote 
but also on population.
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Zapatista
s
On  Jan.  1,  1994,  Mexico 
entered  the  North  American 
Free  Trade  Agreement.  That 
same  day,  several  thousand 
Mexicans,  mainly  Mayan 
Indians,  took  up  arms  to 
assert sovereignty over their
traditional  1ands.  They  were 
the  Ejército  Zapatista 
Liberación  Nacional  — the 
Zapatistas.

“THE PROBLEM, for us, is not 
seizing power, but who exerts
it.”  With  this  statement, 
Zapatista  subcomandante 
Marcos  cast  light  on  an 
almost  forgotten idea:  that 
we  possess  sovereignty.  It 
can’t be given or taken away,
only  respected  or  disdained. 
Six  years  later,  local 
sovereignty  is  set­tling  at 
the  core  of  the  movement  to 
resist cor­porate rule.
The world’s reaction to the 

Zapatistas  might  best  be 
summed  up  by  the  fact  that, 
in  the  wake  of  the  EZLN 
uprising,  two  Italian  towns 
declared  them­selves 
Zapatista. The Zapatistas had
a  global  im­pact,  but  they 
are  anything  but  globalists. 
They  seized  the  world’s 
attention  as  a  local 
movement, a reminder that we,
each in our place, can reject
the  agenda  of  what  Marcos 
calls “this modern war.”
“Local autonomy is the only 

available  antidote  for  the 
‘Global  Project,’”  write 
Gustavo Esteva and Madhu Suri
Prakash,  authors  of 

“Grassroots  Post­
modernism.” The 
Zapatistas  were  the 
first  global 
expression  of  that 
autonomy.  “Basta!” 
they  shouted. 
“Enough!”

In rapid­fire subsequent 
sessions the Gen­eral Assembly 
outlaws all arms trading between
nations, and sets up:

>> An International Food 
Agency to eradicate hunger

>> A World Environmental 
Agency to stop ecosystem 
collapse

>> An International Criminal 
Court with a broad mandate for 
human rights

It then establishes an 
international code of conduct for 
transnational corporations and a
requirement that every such 
corporation be chartered under 
international law and re­viewed 
yearly for compliance. An 
antitrust regime is designed to 
break the corporate monopolies 
in agribusiness, banking, phar­
maceuticals, and the media.

The tables have turned. The 
population­based voting system 
in the General Assembly now 
favors the G77, not the G7, na­
tions. In the old days, 20 percent 
of the world’s people imposed 
their technological and eco­
nomic will on the remaining 80 
percent. Now the 80 percent 
dictate to the 20 percent. They 
demand immediate cuts in car­
bon emissions and reductions to 
ecological footprints. A radical 
new world democracy is born.

For many people this scenario 
conjures up the specter of an 
Orwellian world state, or at least 
the kind of stultifying world 
bureaucracy familiar from the 
old Soviet Union days. But what 
is the alternative? For activists 
trying to live authen­tic, 
empowered lives, the choice has 
always boiled down to anarchy 
or servitude. If it must be 
servitude, at least let it be 
servitude to a world body that 
we ourselves fought for and cre­
ated. This revolution could do 
for the world what the American 
Revolution did for America, on 
one condition: we relearn how to 
think and act like we’re calling 
the shots.

KalIe Lasn is the author of Culture 
Jam ­ The Uncooling of 
AmericaTM (William Morrow, 
1999)

Tom Liacas is the campaigns 
manager at Adbusters.

The authors wish to thank Richard 
Grossman, Paul Cienfuegos, David 
Korten, Gil Yaron, Camy Matthay 
and Morris Berman whose writings 
and meetings and conversations 
inspired and informed this article.
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The following are some of the major groups 
actively opposing corporate rule:

The Alliance for Democracy is a populist 
movement, intent on end­ing the domination of the 
economy, government, culture, media and the 
environment by large corporations. Contact: 
<peoplesaIl@aol.com>;
<www.afd­online.org>

The American Friends Service Committee has 
worked intensively in Ohio to educate citizens and 
lawmakers on corporate rule is­sues. Contact:
<AFSC0LE@aol.com>

The Citizen’s Council on Corpo­rate Issues
works to educate Canadians on issues of corporate 
power and lobbies for legislation which ensures 
corporate account­ability. Contact: Gil Yaron 
<gil@corporateissues.org>; 
<www.corporateissues.org>

Democracy Unlimited of Humboldt County 
(DUHC) of California initiat­ed “Measure F” in 
Arcata and has created a list of over 30 campaigns 
that are challenging corporate au­thority. Contact: 
Paul Cienfuegos, <cienfuegos@igc.org>; 
<www.monitor.net/democracyunlimited>

The 180 Movement for Democracy and 
Education of Madison, Wis­consin, has been 
organizing annual democracy “teach­ins” at 
hundreds of college campuses stressing 
democratic rather than corporate control over 
college affairs. Con­tact: <cIearinghouse@tao.ca>; 
<http://corporations.org/democracy>

The Program on Corporations, Law and 
Democracy (POCLAD) is a group of activists, 
including Richard Grossman and Ward More­
house, who have spent the last several years 
researching corpo­rate, labor and legal histories. 
Their work has inspired many of the movements 
which now challenge corporate rule. Contact: Mary 
Zepernick, <people@poclad.org>; 
<www.poclad.org>

Reclaim Democracy! started the Boulder 
Independent Business Alliance and is active in 
organizing local citizens to challenge corpo­rate rule 
in their own back yards. Contact: Jeff Milchen, 
<jeff@reclaimdemocracy.org>; 
<www.reclaimdemocracy.org
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Look Who Demands Profits Above All
By ROBERT B. REICH

espite  the populist  rhetoric of 
this  campaign  season,  many 
traditional  Democrats  are 

pushing companies to generate higher 
returns  regardless  of  social 
responsibility.
These Democrats may not mean to

do  it,  but  this  is  the  practical 
consequence  of  how  they’re  saving 
for  retirement.  American  teachers, 
civil  servants,  unionized  workers, 
college  professors  and  similar 
Democratic stalwarts are putting their 
savings  into  giant  funds  like  TIAA­
CREF,  the  $290­billion  teachers’ 
retirement  system,  and  the  $175­
billion  California  Public  Employees 
Retirement System, or CaIPERS. The 
teachers  and  others  want  the  highest 
returns  they  can  get.  So  the  large 
institutional  investors  are  demanding 
that  companies  make  big profits  and 
boost their share prices.
In  recent  years,  institutional 

investors  have  been  active  in  ousting 
chief  executives  at  IBM,  AT&T, 
Sears, General Motors,  Xerox, Coca­
Cola,  Aetna,  Compaq  Computer  and 
other  blue­chip  American 
corporations  that  didn’t boost  share 
prices  enough. TIAA­CREF has even 
ousted  an  entire  board  that  failed  to 
fire an under­performing CEO. While 
the huge severance packages for these 
departing executives makes  it hard  to 
feel  sorry  for  them,  they  are  even 
better  compensated  when  they 
generate high returns.
Not  surprisingly,  these  incentives 

have  been  pushing  CEOs  to  do 
whatever  is  necessary within  the  law 
to boost their share prices, even if that 
means  pandering  to  the  carnal 
appetites  of  teenage  movie­goers, 
messing  up  the  environment,  raising 
oil  prices,  marketing  guns  and 
cigarettes,  using  sweatshops  in  East 
Asia,  laying  off  platoons  of 
employees  and  treating  patients  like 
fast­food drive­in customers.
It’s  called  cognitive  dissonance 

when  a  part  of  your  brain wants  one 
thing  and  another  part  wants 
something different. While the frontal 

lobes  of  traditional  Democrats  are 
delighted  by  the  populist  campaign 
rhetoric  that  scolds  corporations  for 
being  socially  irresponsible,  their 
hypothalami want hefty returns on the 
savings  in  their  pension  plans.  The 
two  aren’t  necessarily  — or  even 
probably — compatible.
The board of directors of CalPERS 

recently rejected a proposal  from one 
board  member  to  dump  shares  of 
tobacco  companies  and  refrain  from 
investing  in  nations  that  didn’t  meet 
some minimally humane political and 
social  criteria.  The  board’s  chairman 
feared  a  slippery  slope.  “Do  we  one 
day  ban  investments  in  alcohol, 
handguns  and  rap  music?”  he  asked 
rhetorically.  (CalPERS’  investment 
staff  noted  that  just  the  sale  of  the 
fund’s  tobacco  stocks  would  cost  it 
upward  of  $56  million  in  transaction 
costs alone.)
Mild­mannered  folk  like 

California’s public  retirees — tens of 
thousands  of  people  who  spent  their 
careers  working  for  the  state  and  are 
improbably cast as rabid promoters of 
free­market  capitalism  — are  also 
quietly  undermining what  remains  of 
European social democracy. They are 
not  alone  in  doing  so,  of  course,  but 
given  the  extensive  holdings  of  their 
retirement  funds  in  European­based 
companies,  their  influence should not 
be underestimated.
When  Alcatel,  a  mostly  French­

owned  telecommunications  company, 
announced that its annual profit would 
be  less  than  had  been  forecast,  its 
management  was  driven  to  the 
distinctly  un­French  solution  of 
restoring  profits  by  laying  off  about 
12,000  employees. CalPERS was  not 
the  sole  instigator,  although  French 
President Jacques Chirac testily noted 
in  his  Bastille  Day  address  last  year 
that  the  layoff  was  triggered  when 
“California  retirees  suddenly  decided 
to sell Alcatel.”
Europe’s  traditional  “stakeholder” 

capitalism  has  made  European 
companies  responsive  to  employees 
and  communities  as  well  as 
shareholders, which  is why  it  doesn’t 

sit  well  with  American  institutional 
investors intent on making companies 
attentive only  to  them. Not  long ago, 
CalPERS  complained  that  a  German 
utility  gave  the  cities  it  served  too 
much  control  over  its  board,  thereby 
diminishing  the  value  of  the  utility’s 
shares owned by CalPERS. The utility 
executives explained that its system of 
city representation maintained a bond 
with the utility’s customers, but when 
CalPERS  threatened  to  dump  its 
shares,  the  utility  promptly  scrapped 
the  system.  The  problem  here  isn’t 
with CalPERS,  TIAA­CREF or  other 
big  institutional  investors.  They’re 
only  doing  their  job,  which  is  to 
maximize the value of their investors’ 
portfolios.

‘Mild­mannered folk like
California’s public retirees…
are also quietly undermining
what remains of European

social democracy.’
The  real  issue  is  that  power  is 

shifting  away  from  governments  to 
investors.  This  means  that  political 
speeches  calling  on  companies  to  be 
more  socially  responsible  are 
meaningless. If we want companies to 
be  more  socially  responsible,  we’ll 
have to pass laws requiring them to be 
so,  and  those  laws  will  have  to  be 
enforced.  And  not  just  national  laws. 
National  governments  are  weakening 
as  highly  mobile  capital  finds  better 
deals  elsewhere  around  the  world, 
where profits are higher because laws 
are meeker. So, ultimately, many such 
laws will have to be international.
That’s  why  a  central  question  for 

the  coming  decade  is  what  sorts  of 
global  agreements  can  be  reached  on 
the environment, energy and labor and
on  the  production  and  marketing  of 
dubious products like guns, cigarettes 
and smut.
Unless Democrats face head­on the 

cognitive  dissonance  in  their  brains, 
they’ll  continue  to  practice  a  politics 
that has little or nothing to do with the 
personal  economic  choices  they’re 
making. And  they’ll  fail  to  insist  that 
their  candidates  talk  realistically 
about  how  to  redress  the  balance 
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between the desires of voters and  the 
demands of investors.

Robert  B.  Reich,  the  former  secretary 
of  Labor,  is  a  professor  at  Brandeis 
University  and  national  editor  of 

American Prospect magazine.
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Challenging Corporate Power, Asserting the People’s 
Rights

Evaluation Form

This evaluation form is distributed to participants at the first study session. 

Participants may fill it out as they go or at the end of the ten sessions.  We 

encourage you to both fill it out on your own and conduct an evaluation session 

as a group.

1.Was the number of sessions:

___ just right

___ too few

___ too many

2.Who facilitated your meetings?

___ the same person each time

___ a different person each time

___ another system (please describe):

How well did your group process work and what would you do differently?

3. In regard to the materials provided for the ten study sessions (use additional 

paper if needed):

Did you find the readings gave you important information and ideas useful to 

your discussions? Can you be specific about which ones worked and which 

ones did not?

Session X, Reading 5, page 1



Did you find the order of the sessions effective for learning and discussing?

Did you find the questions accompanying each session helpful in provoking 

and focusing discussion?

4.How would you describe the overall educational effect of the study group? 

Please check as many as apply:

___ I learned a lot

___ I was already familiar with much of the material

___ I found the discussions to be stimulating and empowering

___ I found the discussions to be mostly a waste of time

___ I don’t believe some of the things I read

___ I was very discouraged to learn this material

___ We are planning to continue our study as a group

___ I am going to continue my study on my own
___ I will encourage others to form study groups

___ I’m interested in helping design a local campaign to put this analysis into 

action
___ Other:

Please provide any other feedback:

Session X, Reading 5, page 2



Preempt This!
Michigan Cities Fight 
Back
What does it take to get a group of polite Midwesterners riled up enough to propose an 

amendment to their state constitution? Michigan legislators can tell you it’s not too difficult: 

just pass a series of laws that weaken local authority. By Daniel Kraker

One year after activists disrupted the Seattle meeting of the World Trade 
Organization with claims that global corporations wield too much power over 
governments, Michiganders lodged their own protest against distant authority.

On the state’s ballot in November was Proposition 2, an amendment to the 
Michigan Constitution that would have required a two-thirds majority to enact 
any law that diminishes local authority. The initiative was backed by residents 
and municipal leaders who were outraged at a series of laws, recently passed by 
the state legislature, that preempted traditional decisionmaking authority at the 
local level. Although the proposition was defeated at the polls, it succeeded in 
bringing issues of local control and state preemption to the forefront of Michigan 
politics.

Which levels of government should exercise what kind of authority? Most 
often the focus of this ongoing debate is the relationship between the federal 
government and the states. This year’s protests against globalization have 
shifted the focus to unelected international economic organizations and their 
increasing willingness and ability to preempt the authority of all levels of 
government.

In Michigan, however, the dispute shifted again, this time to the relationships 
between state and local governments. While it certainly won’t garner the 
headlines of the “Battle in Seattle,” the work of local governments in Michigan is 
arguably even more important because it recognizes the need for rules that 
reclaim our sovereignty and reassert the rights of communities to determine 
their own futures.

The politics of preemption

On the last day before adjourning on December 9, 1999, Michigan legislators 
passed a bill that effectively precludes all local regulation of agriculture, including 
controversial industrial-size feedlots. The misleadingly titled Michigan Right To 
Farm Act even blocks private civil nuisance lawsuits in virtually all cases.
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