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Abstract 
 
Recently, the ownership and governance of the British corporations have attracted contestation and 

critique from civil society and political parties, and they argue that there is a need to transform the current 

shareholder-centric corporate ownership and governance regime in the UK. This thesis seeks to examine 

why the corporation is so heavily criticized and how it can be transformed to accommodate the critique of 

it. The corporation has a history that is full of conflict and tension as it has been mirrored in different 

imaginaries of alternating hegemonic ideological projects. In the thesis it’s being argued that a particular 

economic imaginary of the corporation, which originated during liberal capitalism, has enabled a specific 

understanding of how the corporation should be owned and governed and whose interests it should serve. 

This imaginary contends that the corporation should be owned, governed and managed according to the 

interests of its shareholders and during the neoliberal and financialized capitalist era, this economic 

imaginary has been particularly invoked. Using critical theory to grasp the normative consequences of the 

neoliberal conception of the corporation, the thesis examines the conflict between the economy and the 

polity, which this economic imaginary intensifies. To stabilize this conflict, the thesis further investigates 

how the corporation can be democratized and how a democratization of the corporation can serve as a 

more viable and emancipatory social alternative. 
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Introduction 
 
“Established certainties were breaking down all around us. Crises of finance and ecology were deepening 

before our eyes, becoming subjects of overt contestation throughout the world. At the same time, other 

societal impasses, of family, community, and culture, were churning a bit further below the surface – not yet 

major foci of social struggle, but crises-in-the-making nonetheless, preparing to explode in full view. Finally, 

the accumulated turmoil appeared to coalesce in full-scale crisis of political hegemony in 2016, as voters 

across the globe revolted en masse against neoliberalism, threatening to oust the parties and elites that had 

sponsored it in favor of populist alternatives, Left and Right” (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018: viii).  

The current capitalist system is inherently crisis-prone and unstable according to Nancy Fraser and Rahel 

Jaeggi and it’s therefore essential to contest it and explore avenues for transformative and emancipatory 

social change (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). In a similar vein, Isabelle Ferreras (2017) argues that there is a 

discrepancy between capitalism and democracy as the promise of democracy and democratic participation 

is being obstructed by the capitalist system. We must therefore find alternative ways of organizing as a 

response to the cries for democracy and the longing for a voice in decisions that affect people’s lives 

(Ferreras, 2017).  

 

As argued by Rune Møller Stahl (2019), we find ourselves in what Gramsci would refer to as a period of 

interregnum. In such a period the hegemonic political project is faltering, and other projects seek to 

become hegemonic. Møller Stahl (2019) specifically argues that the neoliberal hegemonic project is being 

challenged by other political ideological projects with different agendas. This is being reflected by the way 

that even mainstream and pro-capitalist media such as The Economist and Financial Times are reporting 

about the flaws of capitalism and the need for social change (The Economist, 2018; Financial Times, 2019). 

The organization of our corporations is at the center stage of such social change. As Ferreras (2017) argues, 

the corporations and not markets organize and structure the capitalist economy. It’s therefore key to 

reconfigure and reorganize the corporation1, if we are to transform or stabilize the current capitalist 

system. In the UK, transforming the control and the ownership of the corporation has recently attracted a 

great deal of attention and civil society organizations, academics and politicians have all engaged with ways 

to transform the corporation. Organizations such as the New Economics Foundation, Common Wealth, 

Mutuo, We Own It, the Democracy Collaborative, Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR), Co-Op UK and 

many others are looking into how one should restructure and democratize the British economy and its 

 
1 Throughout the thesis, I will refer to the corporation as such and when doing so I refer to the private limited and 
public limited corporations i.e. privately owned companies. 
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corporations. Furthermore, it’s being translated into politics by Labour who in their 2019 Manifesto and 

other political agenda-setting reports has devoted themselves to the cause of restructuring the way British 

corporations are governed and owned. It’s these ideas and proposals for reform that I will dwell at in the 

thesis.   

 

“New models of company ownership are needed to reduce inequality and ensure the benefits of growing 

national wealth are widely shared. The aim of ownership reform should be two-fold: to give more people a 

share of capital… and to spread economic power and control in the economy…” (IPPR, 2017b: 2). In the 

empirical literature examined in the thesis, it’s being argued that there is a deep-seated need to transform 

the way that British corporations are owned and governed as the current corporate governance and 

ownership regime leads to resource extraction, rising inequality and falling productivity. At the base of this 

corporate governance and ownership regime are the ideas of shareholder primacy and shareholder value 

theory. It’s thus relevant to ask how these ideas of corporate governance became hegemonic? It’s being 

stressed by academics such as Veldman and Wilmott (2013), Ireland (2017) and Ferreras (2017) that it’s a 

particular economic imaginary of the corporation that has given rise to the ideas of shareholder primacy 

and shareholder value theory. Taking a historical perspective, it’s possible to examine how this economic 

imaginary emerged by engaging with the ideas that have formed the way the corporation has been 

perceived throughout its history. Like Veldman and Wilmott (2013) and Ciepley (2013) I thus understand 

the corporation as an entity that throughout its history has been shaped by different political and 

ideological projects. Specifically, the thesis investigates how the perceptions of the corporation have 

evolved during the ages of mercantilism, liberalism, state-managed capitalism and neoliberalism. In 

neoliberalism, the corporation is permeated by a strong economic logic and this intensifies the tension 

between the economic sphere and political sphere. In a contradictory way the corporation responds strictly 

to the norms of an economic sphere, which undermines the functioning of the political sphere even though 

the corporation needs the political sphere to establish its conditions of possibility.    

 

In order to mitigate this struggle and stabilize the relationship between the economic sphere and the 

political sphere, it’s necessary to look at how the corporation can be organized alternatively and thereby 

challenging the neoliberal hegemonic perception of what it is. Specifically, the thesis seeks to examine how 

the corporation can be organized more democratically. The model that is being examined is a democratic 

ownership model, which challenges the neoliberal conception of how corporations shall be owned and 

controlled. In the literature on democratic corporations, scholars often discuss whether corporations 

should democratize their ownership structure or their governance structure (Gonzalez-Ricoy, 2019). Robert 
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Dahl has for instance claimed that corporations are not democratic if they are not owned democratically. 

Contrary, David Ciepley has argued that the ownership and control of a corporation must remain separated 

(Ibid.). However, like Ferreras and the empirical material of the thesis, I don’t consider the two models as 

antithetical to each other, but rather I see them as complementary.  

 

The objective of the thesis is therefore two-fold, as I firstly want to analyze the problematic role of the 

corporation in neoliberal capitalism and its origins and then secondly discuss how we may find viable 

solutions to this problematic. The question that I pose is therefore; how did the economic and neoliberal 

conception of the corporation emerge and how can this conflictual conception be challenged? Basically, I 

argue that the corporation has come to be perceived as an economic entity and this economic imaginary of 

the corporation is intensifying the social struggle between the economic sphere and the political sphere. 

This social struggle is reflected in the critique and calls for political reforms of corporate governance and 

ownership rights that are coming from both political parties and civil society in the UK. We must therefore 

find social alternatives that can mitigate the social struggle between the economy and polity and it’s thus 

necessary to look at ways to democratize the corporation. At the end of the thesis, I further seek to discuss 

how the proposed model for transforming the corporation can unleash its full democratic potential by 

using a wider conception of democracy than the one used by the literature that I’m engaging with does.  

 

The idea of democratizing the corporation has regained attention during the last couple of decades after 

having been neglected for several years. However, different forms and ideas for democratizing the 

corporation date as far back as the first industrial revolution (Herzog, Frega, & Neuhäuser, 2019). Frega, 

Herzog and Neuhäuser (2019) identify four arguments in support of democratizing the corporation in the 

recent literature on workplace democracy. The four arguments are that (1) corporations should be 

democratized because they are similar to political communities, (2) that democracy can render work 

meaningful, (3) that democracy is needed to avoid domination and gain equality and (4) that democratizing 

the corporation has beneficial effects on political democracy (Ibid: 2). While I’m certainly not dismissing any 

of these arguments my approach, however, is rather different. I look at workplace democracy as 

emancipatory social change related to a historical social struggle between the economic sphere and the 

political sphere. My approach is therefore more linked to a political economic analysis and the role that the 

corporation is conceived to have in capitalist society. This argument is also being reflected in the empirical 

material that is the foundation of the thesis. According to the arguments put forward in there, democracy 

in the corporation is needed in order to structure the capitalist economy differently and more 

democratically. It’s thus a more fundamental critique of the capitalist social order, and the role that the 
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corporation plays in there. This argument, I would argue, resembles the historic experiments with 

workplace democracy that were debated in circles of utopian socialist, anarcho-syndicalists and social 

liberals in the late 19th and early 20th century (Ibid.). The argument in the thesis is thus of a more political 

economic character and looks deeper into the political economic order of neoliberal capitalism arguing that 

the corporation should be democratized to stabilize the relationship between the economic and the 

political sphere.  

 

The thesis is thus structured as follows. After describing the methodological approach and choices, I will 

elaborate the central theoretical concepts of the thesis. Subsequently, I will, in chapter 1, examine the 

corporation from an idea historic perspective. As such I seek to describe the perceptions of the corporation 

from the mercantile era and up until the era of neoliberal and financialized capitalism. Two things can be 

deduced from such a historical investigation. Firstly, it becomes clear that the corporation today is 

perceived rather differently than it was during other periods where different ideological projects were 

hegemonic. Secondly, we can see that throughout history there have been different kinds of social 

struggles over the role of the corporation in society and that these social struggles (labor movements, 

cooperative movements etc.) have been able to bring about change and transform the role of the 

corporation. Today’s demands for transforming the corporation can thus be understood in extension of 

these earlier social struggles. The social struggles over the role of the corporation today relates critically to 

the neoliberal and financialized conception of the corporation, and it’s thus necessary to understand what 

this is. In chapter 2, I will proceed to elaborate and analyze specifically how the political project of 

neoliberalism conceives the corporation and what consequences this has for the way corporations are 

governed and owned today. After this I’m able to analyze and problematize the governing rationality of the 

neoliberal corporation from a normative theoretical viewpoint, which I do in the interlude called 

“Destabilization of the polity”. In chapter 3, I engage with how we can democratize the governance and 

ownership of corporations. Finally, I will in the last chapter, discuss the arguments for democratizing the 

corporation in a different light. I seek to present a Deweyan conception of democracy that may provide a 

more solid and normative argument for how the corporation can be democratized and thus help to unleash 

the full emancipatory potential of democracy within the corporation.    
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Methodology 
 
Examining the corporation the way I do in this thesis was prompted by an engagement with critical 

accounts of the corporation’s role in the British society. These accounts have since become my primary 

literature and engaging with them sparked an interest in the role of the corporation in society and how and 

why it has come to be perceived the way it’s being perceived today. Especially because today’s conception 

of the corporation is attracting much contestation in the form of critique of its governing principles and 

ownership. When engaging with this critique, I started to wonder how the corporation had evolved into 

this profit optimizing and resource extracting entity, which it was being referred as and how it could be 

organized differently. These two questions were the fundamental questions, which formed the research 

design of the thesis. Accordingly, I chose to examine the recent and growing literature on the problems of 

the current corporate governance and ownership regime in the UK and the alternative ways of organizing 

the corporation that were being presented in this literature. As such the thesis is empirically anchored in 

the political reports, manifestos and policy papers that discuss the possibilities of transforming the ways 

that corporations are owned and governed in the UK today. This literature is being pushed to the front of 

the political agenda by the many think tanks, institutes, organizations and political parties that engage with 

it. More precisely I have examined 23 reports, analysis and policy papers totalling around 1000 pages from 

the following organizations: Labour, IPPR, Common Wealth, Mutuo, the New Economics Foundation, We 

Own It, Democracy Collaborative, Employee Ownership Association, Co-Op UK, Demos, the Co-operative 

Party, Centre for Labour and Social Studies and Centre for Local Economic Strategies. 

 

Examining the critical capacities of social actors 

The methodological approach of the thesis follows the tradition of Luc Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology of 

critique. The sociology of critique constitutes a break with Pierre Bourdieu’s critical sociology, as the 

sociology of critique occurs in opposition to the idea that the social sciences must critique and reveal 

society’s hidden power structures and forms of domination (Boltanski, Pragmatisk Sociologi - En 

Tekstsamling, 2011). Instead Boltanski takes a position where all social actors, and not solely the 

intellectual academic, possess the capacities to reflect critically on the social orders of the society. As such 

the critical activities of “ordinary” people or social actors become an empirical object of study with 

Boltanski. A sociology of critique is thus a form of sociology that examines the critical reflections of the 

actors in society. Boltanski’s work is about trying to understand the way people reflect, coordinate their 

opinions and can agree as well as formulate critiques through grand and widely accepted schemes of 

justification. So according to Boltanski one must follow the actors in society and their subjective actions, 

assessments, justifications and perceptions. People’s actions are coordinated according to specific regimes 
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of justifications, which are defined from both personal competencies as well as outer structural 

dispositives. In On Justification, Boltanski and Thévenot identify six different schemes of justification or 

regimes of action that people refer to in order to coordinate their opinions, achieve agreement and express 

critique (Ibid.).  

 

In the tradition of Boltanski, the critical capacities of the actors in society receive much attention in this 

thesis. One may say that this study is an examination of the social and political critique of the current 

British corporation. As such, I seek to follow and examine a selection of the social, political and academic 

critiques of the structure, governance and ownership of British corporations. This is also reflected in the 

way that the examined documents are being treated in the thesis. Three things characterize the approach 

to studying and examining the literature and empirics used in the thesis. Firstly, it’s driven by the empirical 

literature itself and the rhetorical arguments that they present. Secondly, it’s characterized by the 

theoretical concepts that are used to explain, assess and contextualize the empirics. Thirdly, the researcher 

and interpreter himself must acknowledge that his presuppositions, position, former experiences and 

academic biases influence the way that the documents are analyzed and chosen as argued by Atkinson and 

Coffey (2011) and Bowen (2007).  

 

The empirical literature used in this thesis is in its substance critical towards the shareholder governed 

corporation and it’s this critique that I seek to address, contextualize and historicize through theory and 

academic literature. Therefore, I examined the arguments that are presented in the empirical documents 

and tried to detect a pattern in their rhetoric. How was the ownership and governance of the British 

corporation being contested and what were the arguments used to justify this critique? Thus, the thesis 

follows the selected actors’ rhetorical arguments and justifications for critique, which I seek to investigate 

and articulate through theory and academic literature. Very often the problems of capitalism, neoliberalism 

and financialization were invoked when criticizing the rise of the shareholder-controlled corporation. 

Pursuing these arguments and justifications gave rise to studying the corporation in the perspective of 

neoliberal ideology and the academic literature in this field further prompted a deeper idea historical study 

of the corporation as a political project following the works of Veldman, Ciepley, Ireland, Ferreras and 

others. Additionally there is a pattern in the argumentation found in the empirical material, which 

according to Thevenot and Boltanski’s six regimes of justification can be described as a conflict between the 

civic regime (which he derives from Rousseau) and the market regime (derived from Adam Smith). In the 

thesis it’s being articulated as a conflict (in Boltanski’s words) or a social struggle (in Fraser’s words) 

between the economic sphere and the political sphere.   
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Examining the empirical literature as a conflict or a social struggle has further opened up for a reading that 

enables comparisons between the political calls for corporate transformation of today and earlier British 

social movements that struggled to improve working conditions and workers participation in the corporate 

and industrial decision-making process. This reading has furthermore been empowered by the theoretical 

choices made in the thesis. Using a critical theoretical approach that theorizes about current and historical 

social struggles in capitalism is underscored by the rhetorical justifications made in the empirical literature. 

As the empirical literature of the thesis often emphasize the need for larger social changes and contest the 

corporation in the light of a political economic development prompted by the capitalist social order, it 

seems adjacent to reflect on these arguments through critical theory. Furthermore, looking at the 

corporation through this theoretical lens have allowed me to arrive at a deeper and more normative 

critique of the problems that the shareholder-controlled corporation causes than merely arguing that it 

hampers production, leads to environmental degradation or increases economic inequality. Lastly, the 

empirical material has also enabled an assessment and analysis of the alternative governance and 

ownership models that it presents. Again, the theoretical choices have guided the way that these are being 

analyzed and assessed as emancipatory social alternatives, which are to be normatively justified.  

 

This methodological approach naturally comes with limitations. As the thesis looks at the critique, it only 

reflects on one side of the debate. As such it’s only the critical stance that is being pursued and 

investigated. Thus, pros and cons of the economic conception of the corporation are not discussed in the 

thesis. One could have discussed and analyzed whether or not there are significant economic advantages to 

the way that the corporation is governed and owned today or whether it’s more or less efficient from a 

managerial, financial or sustainability point of view. As such the thesis doesn’t take an active stance in this 

debate. It’s thus not a study of whether the critique of the corporation is legitimate or not or whether it’s 

correct or not. The objective of the thesis is instead to follow the justification of the critique and explore it 

in a theoretical context. However, it’s not only the specific reading of the empirical material that has its 

limitations. The deliberate selection of sources also limits the scope of the thesis. The empirical material 

that is chosen belongs to a political field and it could have been relevant to look at arguments coming from 

other fields by trying to investigate the arguments of, for instance, workers or managers. It could 

furthermore have been beneficial to look at how social alternatives and critiques manifest themselves 

more concretely when they are being performed by social actors. Investigating democratic corporations 

such as cooperatives as a case study and examining their motives and justifications for their actions could 

have highlighted this.  
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An interpretive research paradigm 

In praxis, this thesis is using the methods of what Bowen refers to as “speicalised forms of qualitative 

research” (Bowen, 2007: 29). Here written documents are the only necessary source for the conducted 

study as it’s designed within an interpretive paradigm. Within the interpretive paradigm, the researcher 

goes through an iterative process of skimming the documents, examining the documents thoroughly 

through reading and then interpreting them. In this process, the researcher identifies the pertinent 

information and separates it from that which is not pertinent. In this form of hermeneutic inquiry, the 

researcher can’t know ahead of time what he will find in the text and therefore there is an improvisational 

quality to such research according to Yanow (2014). Thus, a discovery in a text might lead the researcher 

onto a new path and to a new set of documents. It’s, as Yanow (2014) describes, about reading and 

rereading and rereading the texts again until the data in the light of prior knowledge or theoretical 

literature makes new sense. Important information may be identified according to thematic analysis, which 

is a form of pattern recognition within the data where emerging research themes become categories for 

analysis (Bowen, 2007). Investigating the texts and their arguments have indeed been subjected to this 

iterative and improvisational process in the thesis where themes have unveiled themselves as the 

documents have been read, analyzed and interpreted. Furthermore, the writing itself has also been an 

important practical method. As Yanow (2014) suggests, it’s an integral part of the researcher’s analytic 

method and in this thesis it has proved to be an important part of the method to interpret the texts. As 

such, the writing has also been an iterative process of writing and rewriting as the theoretical literature, the 

expanding knowledge of the researcher and the continuous engagement with the empirical material has 

shed new light on the research topic.   
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Theory and concepts 
 
The main theoretical concepts, which are applied throughout the thesis, are derived from the third-

generation critical theory of especially Nancy Fraser, but also Rahel Jaeggi and Axel Honneth. These 

scholars seek to revive critical theory as a large-scale social theory and recentre capitalism as the core 

problem of critical theory, which it traditionally was following the traditions of Marx, Lukács, Horkheimer 

and Adorno and up until Habermas (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). According to Fraser, Habermas’s Theory of 

Communicative Action marks a turning point in critical theory, as it was the last great systematic attempt to 

develop a large social theory of capitalism (Ibid.). After this there were, according to Fraser and Jaeggi, no 

more grand attempts to identify capitalism’s deeper structures, driving mechanisms, tensions and 

contradictions, forms of conflict and emancipatory possibilities. This is what Fraser, Jaeggi and Honneth 

seek to challenge in their efforts to reignite the normative critique of capitalism and refocus on its political 

economic order. Political economic inquiries have been neglected as capitalism’s central critiques have 

been put forward by cultural theory, feminist thought and poststructuralism, according to Fraser and 

Jaeggi. As Fraser and Jaeggi argue, we have lost sight of the importance of the economy, which has been 

treated as a “black box” (Ibid.). Fraser and Jaeggi seek to reconnect the critique of capitalism with political 

economy without neglecting the feminist, postcolonial, ecological, cultural and poststructural critiques. 

Instead Fraser and Jaeggi try to encompass these cultural critiques as well as the earlier political economic 

critiques in their theory. 

 

This critical theoretical framework fits rather well with the rhetorical arguments made in the empirical 

literature. The problem of capitalism and its political economy is a recurring theme in the empirical 

material and the justifications for transforming the corporate governance and ownership structure echoes 

the teachings of Marxists and critical theorists. As Jaeggi argues, critical theory and social analysis should 

have a transformative and emancipatory aim contained within it. The argumentation in the examined 

documents often follows a trajectory of criticizing the political economic order and then stressing the need 

for democratizing the economy. However, the arguments made in the empirical literature are often based 

on extrinsic justifications. Therefore, Fraser and Jaeggi’s work allows for a more normative critique than the 

one that is being put forward in the empirics and it also allows for a more normative analysis of the 

proposals to democratize the corporation. This is, in the meantime, where the theoretical approach of the 

thesis falls short. Just like the arguments observed in the empirical material, Fraser and Jaeggi assume that 

democracy is inherently good without conceptualizing it. In the last chapter, I try to make up for this by 

discussing the conception of democracy (or the lack thereof) that appears in the proposals for 

democratizing the corporation used in the thesis by turning to the philosophy of John Dewey.   
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Capitalism as a social order 

According to Nancy Fraser, capitalism is an institutionalized social order which structures and defines the 

societal topography. Capitalism is, according to Fraser, not a single all-pervasive logic in the Lukáscian 

sense, but rather it consists of a plurality of distinct but interrelated social ontologies (Fraser & Jaeggi, 

2018). Fraser identifies four different institutional spheres which interact and relate to each other, however 

they each have different orientations, normativities and logics. The four spheres are polity, social 

reproduction, non-human nature and economy. The heirlooms of liberal thinking have enabled us to 

understand society, as being comprised of different social spheres that each has their own logics, norms 

and practices. Ideas of a functional differentiation between the different social spheres were shaped by the 

thinking of Hobbes, Locke and Hume. They acknowledged the differences in practice and logic between the 

private sphere of “society” and the public sphere of the “state” and such thinking allowed private matters 

to be lifted out of the sphere of the public and common and into a distinct private sphere. Along with the 

functional differentiation between private and public, the political economy advanced the separation of 

economy and the public “society” to prevent political intervention in the free market economy that was 

believed to set Man free (Honneth, 2017). Compared to archaic societies, capitalist society differs by this 

institutional separation of the economic sphere from the other social spheres and from the separation of 

private matters and public matters as Karl Polanyi also argued in the Great Transformation. 

 

There are divisions or boundaries between each of the social spheres, which demarcate and separate the 

spheres from each other. In capitalism, the demarcation between economy and the other spheres is 

especially important, as there is a “colonizing” logic in the way that the economic sphere operates in 

capitalism. According to Honneth (2017), the four spheres should be characterized by social freedom and 

coercion-free interaction. This means that the four social spheres should relate to each other like the 

organs of a body like Hegel and Durkheim also argued. In this sense the social spheres should work as a 

harmonious whole connected to each other, but still retain room to pursue their own norms. They should 

thus in interaction with each other ensure the reproduction of the totality and the reproduction of the 

norms and logics of each of the social spheres. However, the problem is that capitalist society undermines 

this functional differentiation, as it doesn’t give room to the non-economic social spheres. As such the 

other social spheres are not exempt from being subjugated to economic imperatives, which affects the 

ideal of allowing each social sphere to pursue their own norms and logics and work together in a 

harmonious and coercion-free synergy characterized by social freedom (Ibid.).          
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Karl Polanyi (1957 [1944]) can be used to clarify what happens, when the social spheres are subjugated to 

the contradictory forces of the economy. According to Polanyi, a complete separation between economy 

and society is the condition for the self-regulating markets that liberal economics adores. Liberal thinkers 

believed that this functional differentiation would enhance the individual freedom. However, the ideas of 

Polanyi can be used to illustrate the problems of functional differentiation between the social spheres. It 

requires a separation of economy and society and the major problem, according to Polanyi, is that the 

practices and the logics of the economy come to dominate the social spheres of “society”. Polanyi was very 

critical about the (self-regulating) market economy as it seeks to commodify and subjugate ever more parts 

of human life to the logic of the market. With the expansion of the laws and logics of the self-regulating 

market, an increasing number of different spheres of human life will be commodified and thus be 

subjugated to market-logic. So, if constraining forces don’t hold market expansion back, the viability of 

capitalist society will consequently undermine itself (Streeck, 2014). 

 

Contrary to Polanyi, Fraser doesn’t see the non-economic spheres of polity, social reproduction and nature 

as something “outside” capitalism or as something that is inherently opposed to it, but instead they are 

integral parts of the capitalist society. The divisions and distinctions between economy and the non-

economic spheres are thus inherent to how capitalist society functions, according to Fraser. Historically the 

divisions of the institutional spheres have been demarcated differently in different capitalist societies, but 

when a division is perceived to be located “wrongly” conflict arises. Social struggles arise at the divisions 

between economy and the non-economic spheres when the economy in a “colonizing” manner tries to 

transcend the boundaries of the non-economic spheres (Ibid.). Nancy Fraser therefore refers to the social 

struggles of capitalism as “boundary struggles”. These arise when capitalism simultaneously needs and 

destabilises its own non-economic conditions of possibility. She argues that potentially disruptive crisis 

tendencies e.g. political, ecological, economic and social-reproductive are inherent in capitalism. Systemic 

crises are inherent in capitalism because the economy relies on and exploits the non-economic social 

spheres, which it’s dependent on. To illustrate very briefly: social reproductive and affective work such as 

child care, community building, eldercare and the like is exploited for waged work to function as a system, 

non-human nature is exploited as a resource providing capitalism with production factors and lastly 

capitalism also exploits political and public power to establish its constitutive norms such as the free 

movement of capital (Fraser and Jaeggi, 2018: 31-39). Capitalism needs these background conditions but at 

the same time it destabilises them and this causes tensions between its economic foreground and its non-

economic background conditions; between economy and society, economy and polity and economy and 

nature. Capitalist society needs the non-economic social spheres to function in their own logic, but when 
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economic rationality and logic of ever-expanding accumulation is extended deep beyond the boundaries 

into the non-economic spheres, they become destabilized (Ibid.).   

 

The double movement and the triple movement 

When this process of commodification and marketization intensifies, social actors react. This process is also 

referred to as a double movement by Polanyi and it happens when the market is expanding so much and 

the situation is so unviable that institutions must step in and regulate the market (Polanyi, 1957 [1944]). 

When tensions grow to a point where one or multiple systemic crises burst into flames people react. Nancy 

Fraser (2018) elaborates on Karl Polanyi’s double movement, which she turns in to a triple movement. 

When the process of marketization and economization of society is pushed too far and the economy comes 

to dominate society, social actors and institutions will try to defend society from the extension of the 

market logic through measures of social protection (Polanyi, 1957 [1944]). A critique of Polanyi is that he 

allows for an over-simplified and dualistic view between economy and society and he uses a too stable and 

narrow conception of “society” as he doesn’t take the liberal differentiation between different social 

spheres into account. In his terminology there are only two possibilities of either extending the market 

logic deep into society or to defend the inherently good society from a pervasive and disintegrative 

economy. So, Polanyi ignores the great variety and complexity of different forms of social struggles and 

different visions for social action at the different spheres (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018).  

 

Nancy Fraser’s triple movement concept is built on her expanded and more dynamic conception of 

capitalism as an institutionalized social order and that gives room to a functional differentiation between 

the social spheres. With Fraser’s framework we thus have three distinct sites (polity, non-human nature 

and social reproduction) for boundary struggles, which can “attract contestation in the form of a triple 

movement” (Ibid: 191). At each site there are social struggles over where the boundary between economy 

and the non-economic spheres shall be drawn, as forces are seeking to extend economic logic across the 

boundary and into the non-economic spheres of polity, non-human nature and social reproduction. Fraser 

furthermore introduces a third emancipatory axis of social struggle to Polanyi’s original two of 

marketization and social protection. When boundary struggles arise because of the contradictory forces 

inherent in capitalism that simultaneously needs and destabilizes its conditions of possibility social actors 

react, but they don’t only defend the social spheres from the intrusion of economic forces. In many 

instances social actors seek to emancipate themselves from domination. In this sense, it’s not simply a 

defensive or regressive action of trying to protect the social spheres from being colonized, but rather 
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emancipation is about envisioning social alternatives that are normatively desirable and viable to the 

current institutional demarcations (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018).    

 

Addressing the boundary struggles via social alternatives 

It’s important to have normative and analytic criteria to assess such emancipatory alternatives, as there are 

many different varieties of regressive social action and social struggle that tries to resist the extension of 

economic logic into non-economic spheres according to Fraser (Ibid.). There are several regressive and 

defensive responses that challenge the ideology and political project of neoliberal hegemony, which can be 

found among Donald Trump supporters, Brexit voters and across the far-right movements that have gained 

substantial support the last 10 years in Germany, France, Greece, Sweden and Denmark etc. To distinguish 

between regressive and emancipatory movements, Nancy Fraser lists three normative criteria. The three 

normative criteria are non-domination, functional sustainability and democracy (Ibid: 178). Non-domination 

refers to the way that proposals must address the relations of domination, which Fraser argues are 

inherent in capitalism. These can be gender, ethnic and class related relations of domination. Proposals to 

tackle boundary struggles must thus not reinforce or institutionalize subordination of designated groups or 

social actors. Functional sustainability means that proposals have to become institutionalized in a social 

order that has the capacity to stabilize itself over time. This means that the proposed reform is not 

desirable if it generates constant turmoil and if it’s based on dynamics that lead it to destabilize its own 

conditions of possibility and existence. Democracy means that any proposal must be institutionalized in a 

way where social actors remain able to reflect on it, question it and decide whether it’s working for them 

and change it if it’s not. According to Fraser, all three criteria must be met if proposed structural 

transformation should be considered acceptable (Ibid.). So, Fraser’s criteria serve as a toolkit to analytically 

assess proposed structural transformation. Additionally, Erik Olin Wright (2010) outlines three criteria to 

evaluate social alternatives. These criteria are based on whether social transformation is desirable, 

achievable and viable (Olin Wright, 2010). So, based on the frameworks of Olin Wright and Nancy Fraser, 

emancipatory transformation must be evaluated on its ability to be achieved, its normative desirability of 

democracy and non-domination and its ability to sustain itself. 

 

In response to the boundary struggles that capitalism generates there has been a renewed surge in 

critically questioning the capitalist system in the US and Western Europe as Richard D. Wolff argues (Wolff, 

2013). Social actors are trying to explore the avenues for social alternatives to a crisis prone capitalist 

system. For these actors it’s a matter of “taking back the economy” as Gibson-Graham has formulated it 

(Parker, Cheney, Fournier, & Land, 2017) and envisioning ways to come up with “core organizing principles 
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of alternatives to existing institutions, the principles that would guide the pragmatic trial-and-error task of 

institution building” (Wright, 2010: 6). These alternatives are, according to Fraser, boundary revisions that 

seek to mitigate domination, enhance freedom and promote social security (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). The 

corporation is an institution that historically has been subject to visions of alternative organization and 

recently the organization of the corporation has once again become a hot political topic in the UK. In 

Fraser’s language the quest is to envision emancipatory ways of redrawing the boundaries between 

economy and the non-economic spheres, or completely re-embedding the economy within the non-

economic spheres of society. I will in the first two chapters try to examine the corporation as a site for 

social struggle between economy and polity and in the third chapter I will describe how ideas about 

democratic corporations relate to this struggle as a social alternative. Therefore, I argue that the quest to 

democratize the corporation can be examined as a social struggle that arises from the tensions at the 

boundary between economy and polity. 
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Chapter 1 
 
The corporation and its origins - from medieval times to the 1970’s.   

The corporation has a long and very turbulent and complex history in Europe as well as in the US. It was 

conceived during the Roman Empire and spread through medieval Christianity. Throughout history, the 

form and agency of the corporation has changed significantly. Pope Innocentius IV first granted corporate 

admission in the 13th century. It was public organizations like abbeys, towns, monasteries, churches, 

hospitals, universities and orphanages that were enabled to deal with issues of debt, possessions and 

financial matters. To do so they were given an external grant by the sovereign church to undertake 

obligations through incorporation and representation of individuals. Grant and control of the corporate 

form remained strictly subordinate to a sovereign, so the corporation was a political and societal entity 

working in extension of the sovereign through concession (Veldman, 2013). Through a charter it was 

enabled to undertake very specific activities that had a societal or public purpose. Incorporation allowed 

individuals to come together to form a collectivity that could act independently of its individual members 

as well as allowing its members to pool their capital and appoint some sort of management, which surely 

made it possible for the corporate organization to engage in its activities in a more efficient manner. The 

medieval corporation was granted further protection through insulation and immunity from civil law and 

was authorized with some degree of self-governance. As such, the corporate organization began to 

resemble a “body politic” that acted as an entity of its own beyond the individual members that had 

formed it. It’s important to emphasize that the early premodern corporation was most often not made for 

conducting commercial business but rather it was used to constitute public organizations. Incorporation 

was thus more about securing collective ownership, rights and privileges that gave the incorporated 

members legal capacities and advantages that they never could have individually (Stern, 2017).  

 

Where the corporation for many years primarily served as a way to organize individuals into a collective 

body that retained certain legal privileges, which enabled the institutionalizing of social, economic and civic 

life — it soon began to become very useful for the coordination of commercial life in the 16th century. 

Indeed, it’s possible that merchants found the organizational structure of the corporate form very useful 

for their commercial purposes and thus used it as such (Ibid.). The joint stock company was created on the 

backbone of the corporate traits found in guilds, towns, universities and other similar institutions such as 

the pooling of capital, the construction of a single legal entity distinct from its individual members and 

creation of social practices, rituals and behaviours that would produce an institutional identity for the 

corporation. However, the joint stock company differed from guilds, partnerships and other companies, as 

they would pool capital from other sources than its individual members. Furthermore, they also installed a 
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professional management structure consisting of directors, assistants, governors, committees and the like, 

which would act on behalf of the collectivity (Stern, 2017: 25). With its structures, the joint stock company 

enabled corporations to undertake risky trading endeavours oversees and harness the capacities of the 

corporation for commercial purposes.  

 

The corporation and the modern nation state 

As noted earlier, the corporation was very closely linked to a sovereign as it derived its legal privileges and 

its own sovereignty from a sovereign. Nation states and corporations are thus inextricably linked and the 

formation of the modern European nation states in the 16th and 17th century can be mirrored in the 

imaginary of corporate sovereignty. National political sovereignty at that time was in many ways formed in 

the image of the sovereignty of the corporate form (Barkan, 2013). A community or collective body 

consisting of individuals that come together to form a self-governing sovereign entity is a foundation for 

both the sovereign nation state and the corporation. The rise of the early modern British nation state is 

thus very much intertwined with the rise of corporate institutions such as the British East India Company. 

The corporation was an important technique of government for the state and was indeed important for 

regulating industry and commerce in national interest (Ibid.). As the joint stock companies like trading 

companies were still externally mandated and controlled by the sovereign their purpose was tied to the 

sovereign nation state even though the corporations had gained expanding capacities and properties. 

These expanding capacities and properties could be seen in the colonization projects, which corporations 

such as the East India Company, The Levant Company and South Sea Company undertook. They thus came 

to operate outside national domain and therefore began to act as “supra-individual” actors when 

completing military and administrative tasks for the sovereign (Veldman, 2013: 20).  

 

The joint stock company was conceived to have strong responsibilities to its constituents such as 

shareholders, employees, customers and the public (Veldman and Willmott, 2013). It was established as a 

strong sovereign corporate body endowed with strong rights to own and govern and together with their 

limited liability capacity they had vast economic and political power. In many ways the reception of these 

expanded privileges of the joint stock company also sparked criticism of it. The trading companies became 

extremely powerful through their monopoly privileges and their ability to self-govern. However, the 

corporation was heavily dependent on the polity of the sovereign and it was acknowledged that the 

corporation both was a political entity and an economic entity. Despite this, Hobbes and Jean Bodin were 

both worried about corporate power, which could weaken the power and sovereignty of the state, and 

they argued that the state should keep holding supremacy over corporations (Barkan, 2013). The 
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merchants and the joint stock companies was indeed an important governmental instrument for the British 

state, but through their privileges granted to them by the sovereign state they gained tremendous and 

almost state-like power.  

 

The corporation in liberal capitalism 

Like Hobbes and Bodin, Adam Smith was also rather sceptical about the power of corporations although he 

didn’t share the same concern for the weakening of state sovereignty. Smith was critical of the monopoly 

powers that the joint stock companies had in the market. Their state backed monopoly rights were seen as 

an unfair advantage in the market. Moreover, Smith didn’t like the structure of the joint stock companies as 

it separated the management of the company from its capital investors. Management wouldn’t be as 

careful and efficient in a joint stock company as in a partnership as they would be managing other people’s 

money (Stern, 2017). We can thus see how the accountability, ownership structure and the power of 

corporations already in the 17th and 18th century were much debated and liberal thinkers remained critical 

and sceptical of the structuring of the trading companies. As the mercantile era gave way to the liberal era, 

corporations were transformed to fit the imaginary of liberalism. As David Ciepley writes, the corporations 

were stripped of “their grosser privileges and sovereign powers” (Ciepley, 2013: 139). However, the 

interpretation of the corporation through the lens of liberalism, gave the corporation different advantages. 

Corporations came to be interpreted as private matters established through private contract, which was a 

major shift, as one understood corporations to be dependent of government charter until then. Nancy 

Fraser refers to the 19th century as a regime of liberal capitalism. In this regime it’s characteristic that 

European states including the British no longer used vast public power to regulate internal commerce. 

Instead production economies were constructed where exchange appeared to be working freely through 

supply and demand outside of political control. A new way of perceiving the economic matters was needed 

to sustain this construction. This came through a new legal order where private contract, private property, 

price-setting markets and the associated subjective rights of “free individuals” looking to maximize utility 

were becoming fundamental. The idea was to establish a sharp division between public power of states and 

the private power of capital (Fraser in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018: 74). The liberal division between the spheres 

of the public state and private society enabled the corporation to gradually move into the private economic 

sphere where economic laws and logics rule.  

 

Therefore, around the 19th century, the corporate form became more and more tied with private purposes 

as incorporation increasingly became a “voluntary, private and contractual agreement” and the external 

control by a sovereign as the ability to withdraw concessions was gradually removed (Veldman, 2013: 20). 
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Corporations were still formed and made by people incorporating themselves. So, the ownership, control 

and mandate over the artificial legal representation, which is the corporation, were no longer held 

externally by a sovereign, but instead internally by the group of people that had formed the corporation 

through private contract. Legal theory had a hard time grasping the development of the new corporate 

form, but it was acknowledged that the corporation was important for economic growth and for efficient 

organization of the economy (Ibid.). The corporation increasingly came to be perceived as a creature of the 

market rather than a creature of government and polity as Ciepley (2013) notes. In liberal economic theory, 

liberty is understood through market transactions. Smith argued for a self-sufficient and self-regulating civil 

society (read market) that consisted of free economic transactions and contract in a private economic 

sphere between free individuals. As such free markets and economic transactions were, according to Smith, 

the provider of freedom in contrast to the evils of the public and political sphere. Modern Man should 

simply be free to conduct private economic affairs (Ferreras, 2017). This ideological work led to a major 

shift in the perception of the corporation. Roughly before the 19th century, corporations were not 

considered to be private economic entities. Considering corporations to be private entities moved their 

accountability from a public domain and into a more private and economic domain. However corporate 

ownership remained to be interpreted along the lines of that of partnerships, which meant that the 

shareholders were interpreted as the owners of the corporation and its assets. As such the corporation was 

conceived, as described earlier, as a distinct legal entity that its members had merged into through 

incorporation. Consequently, shareholders were directly liable for the losses of the corporation and 

depreciation of the corporation’s assets. Incentives to be closely involved with production and be an active 

investor were thus very much present.  

 

However, in 1862 the Companies Act truly reified the corporation as it became an object external to its 

members and thus the corporation was completely separated from its members or incorporators (Ireland, 

1996). Important pieces of legislation in 1844 and 1855 additionally enabled incorporation upon mere 

registration as well as general limited liability, which meant that incorporation with limited liability was 

made freely available as the British state sought to support the formation of joint stock companies (Ireland, 

2017). Shareholder ownership also changed, as shares became forms of property distinct from the assets of 

the corporation. Assets of the corporation were now owned solely by the corporation, completely 

separating the shareholders from the ownership of corporate assets. Ireland (1999) further notes that 

shareholders transformed from active participants and into passive investors. This new legal interpretation 

of share ownership and the rise of early share markets which meant that share owners held rights to 
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dividends and could trade their shares in the marketplace led to the slow rise of the rentier capitalist 

(Ireland, 1996: 69).  

 

As a consequence of the reification of the corporation, it’s important to grasp who controls the corporation 

i.e. which group that is given rights to control it. For instance, Ciepley (2013), Veldman and Wilmott (2013) 

and Ireland (1999), have all described the myth of shareholder ownership. The corporation is not owned by 

its shareholders and it’s a fundamental fallacy of economic theory to treat shareholders as owners and 

principals. Legally separating shareholder ownership from corporate ownership has actually been rather 

useful for the shareholders. As Paddy Ireland writes; “By the end of the 19th century, not only did 

shareholding no longer entail ownership of the corporate assets, in an era of general limited liability, fully 

paid-up shares and diversified holdings, it had ceased to be especially risky.” Shares were to be seen as 

steady sources of income streams rather than risky investments (Ireland, 1999: 14). Thus, shareholders 

were enabled to speculate for profits without being liable for the assets of the corporation. Furthermore, 

due to the rise of the reified “private company”, corporations became private market actors operating as 

private entities, which must have made them great tools for pursuing private interests such as obtaining 

profits. Corporations changed from being perceived as institutions of government to become private 

corporations within a liberal capitalist economy (Barkan, 2013). The corporation had throughout the 19th 

century transformed radically and had come to resemble the corporation of today.  

 

These changes didn’t occur in response to forces of production or technology but rather to ensure that 

rentier investors could find profitable outlets for their capital investments (Veldman & Wilmott, 2013). 

Rentier investors did retain their control rights and still enjoyed key privileges that usually are linked to 

owners. This way shareholder ownership came to look like it does today “comprising ownership of an 

unencumbered, free-standing right to revenue, external to the process of production and entailing no 

particular obligations, contractual or otherwise, either to the company itself or to outsides” (Ireland, 2017: 

242). Shareholding had become extremely beneficial as it was a great instrument for profit which entailed 

little responsibility and obligation and their retention of control rights made them look like owners of the 

fully reified corporation and accordingly the interests of the shareholders became intertwined with the 

interests of the corporation (Ireland, 2017). In the early years of the late 19th century, the number of joint 

stock companies began to increase, but soon large joint stock companies began to be formed through 

mergers in response to overproduction, price-cutting and falling profits. Between the 1890’s and the 

1920’s, the Anglo-American economy became increasingly oligopolistic with the occurrence of big 

corporate monopolies and the increasing rentier capitalism (Veldman, 2013). Joshua Barkan (2013) notes 



 23 

that monopolies no longer were due to privilege granted by the state, but instead something that was 

generated in the market. These economic developments, which are exemplified and criticized in the works 

of Thorstein Veblen and Rudolf Hilferding, led to instability both economically and politically.  

 

Defying corporate power 

Periodic depressions, crashes and intense class struggles underlines that liberal capitalism was fuelled with 

instability (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). Boundary struggles between the polity and an expanding economy that 

had expelled the political agenda as a result of the increasing room for private economic transaction, were 

taking shape. Resistance against the way the industrial economy was structured began to be organised 

around the labour movements in the late 19th century. Deliberately liberal economics had tried to 

decouple citizenship from economic life as the public or political life was seen as corrupted and a place of 

tyranny where despots ruled. The market and the private sphere were perceived to be free, but 

unfortunately the political despot was replaced by an economic despot (Ferreras, 2017). Horrific working 

conditions in the factories in England in the second half of the 19th century led to uprising among workers. 

As Marx wrote, workers in the factories became aware of class struggles and when such struggles 

deepened it would eventually lead to a transformation of the established order through revolution. 

Workers did indeed become politically active by trying to improve their working conditions and worker 

organization became a way to participate politically (Ibid.).  

 

In England, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, also known as the Webbs, were engaged in advocating for worker 

representation and worker involvement. Preceding the Webbs, social reformers such as Robert Owen and 

the Rochdale Pioneers had sought to reform and improve the conditions of the workers in England through 

experimenting with the organization of labor. Among these experiments, was the early development of 

cooperative principles. The Webb’s idea of industrial democracy was built around the right of workers to 

bargain collectively, which was granted to workers in Western Europe around the end of the 19th century. 

Quoted in Ferreras (2017: 34), the Webbs wrote in 1902 that “industrial democracy results from the 

combination of direct democracy within unions, which are in charge of worker representation, and collective 

bargaining between these organizations and employers.” Industrial democracy came to be understood in 

broader terms to cover employee involvement in corporate decisions and employees’ right to information, 

representation and protection. Collective bargaining is a fundamental concept for understanding labor 

movements as becoming a part of the political realm. What the idea of industrial democracy demonstrated 

was that the labor market and the corporation didn’t have to be understood through individual contractual 

and private economic relations. Moreover, it showed that parliamentary democratic representation is not 
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the only democratic feature in society and lastly that the economy can be governed outside of the 

parliament. As such it contested and illustrated the shortcomings of liberal economics (Ferreras, 2017). The 

labor movement gave rise to social democracy and the trend of social dialogue, which were key features in 

the Western European and the American democracy in the early 20th century. Workers had owed the right 

to join unions and bargain collectively and they had also witnessed the creation of employment contracts 

through newly established labor laws as such they were given the rights to participate democratically in the 

decision-making structures of the corporation (Ibid.). 

 

The social role of the corporation in an era of state managed capitalism 

On the background of the labor movements and the idea of social dialogue between social partners and 

industrial democracy it was argued in the 1930’s, that the corporation should be subject to a social 

contract. The social contract of the corporation, which was part of the New Deal, demanded that “the 

modern corporation serves not alone the owners or the control but all society” as Berle and Means 

formulated it (quoted in Veldman, 2013: 22). Corporations should thus be accountable to the wider society 

and its members and care for economic stability and providing jobs and job security. As Duménil and Lévy 

and Carl Kaysen have noted, this period saw a rise in responsible corporations with wide social agendas and 

this was seen as a way to end crises and poverty (Veldman, 2013). At this time, corporations came to be 

seen as a central partner in the social dialogue. After WW II, in the so-called Trente Glorieuses, social 

compromises and social pacts between workers, governments and corporations continued to be the trend. 

Capital investors still maintained power and control over the corporation, but it was clear that there was a 

need for securing the long-term interests of the employees (Ferreras, 2017). J.K. Galbraith argued that 

managers should have a strong voice in the governance of the corporation. When managers governed the 

corporation, they would pursue organic growth and market consolidation rather than profit maximization, 

and Galbraith saw this managerial model as a more responsible way of organizing capitalism as it ensured a 

high level of employment and a steady production of goods and services. It was seen as a compromise 

between workers and management that would ensure the long-term success of the corporation and 

satisfactory levels of wages for the workers (Ingham, 2008). Whether managerialist-oriented visions 

(Galbraith), state-oriented visions or shareholder-oriented visions (Berle and Means) of corporate control, 

people tended to agree that corporations should be governed through social compromise. 

 

Fraser describes the post WW II period as a period of state managed capitalism. In state managed 

capitalism, the Western societies tried to reaffirm the relation between economy and polity. They did so 

using public power within their own territories to mitigate crises. The Western states invested heavily in 
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infrastructure, nationalized ownership of corporations and by seeking to promote full employment, 

spreading consumer goods to the working class and allowing workers to bargain collectively through labor 

unions, they succeeded in diffusing the goods of society. Economic development was steered actively by 

the state and capital was disciplined by the states, for instance through Bretton Woods which ensured an 

international system of capital control (Fraser and Jaeggi, 2018: 75). Møller Stahl (2019) has noted that the 

period of state managed capitalism was a period of Keynesian political hegemony where labor and capital 

compromised to share the benefits of the productivity gains through rising wages and rising profits. As such 

it was acknowledged that the corporation was not primarily an instrument for capital investors or an entity 

that should be confined to an insulated private economic domain free of political and democratic control as 

liberal economics prescribed. State managed capitalism to some extent enabled social actors of society to 

participate politically in the economic sphere and within the corporation. However, the rise of a new 

political economic regime enabled the capital investors to reassert their power and in the next chapter I 

will seek to analyze what consequences this has had for the understanding of the corporation.    
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Chapter 2 
 
Neoliberal hegemony and the modern corporation 

After the 1970’s the Keynesian welfare state began to dismantle. The rise of a new political economy that 

reasserted the power of finance capital and established a second financial hegemony (Ireland, 2009) has 

been crucial for the imaginary of the modern corporation. Capital investors who in the state managed 

regime of capitalism had been fragmented began to reunite and reassert their power through financial 

institutions, which allowed shareholders to utilize their control rights and their perceived ownership rights 

more effectively (Ibid.). This was to some extent made possible as governments around the world, led by 

the Americans and the British, came to pursue neoliberal policies that were dominated by the concerns of 

generating economic growth, economic efficiency and competitiveness through trade liberalizations, 

deregulation of global financial markets, liberalization of labor-market policies and lowering tax rates for 

corporations (Davies, 2014). In this chapter, I will try to elaborate on this development. I will first describe 

the rise of a financialized political economy, which has been pursued deliberately by states through policies 

that were created from 1970’s and onwards. Secondly, I will describe the theoretical underpinnings of 

neoliberalism to illustrate how neoliberal normativity has informed these political choices. Lastly, I will try 

to analyze how the altering of the political economy and neoliberal normativity has become consequential 

for how most private corporations are owned, governed and to whom they are accountable today.   

   

The rise of a new political economy 

In the following section, I want to give a very brief and rough account of the transition from a state 

managed capitalism to what Nancy Fraser and Rahel Jaeggi (2018) refer to as a regime of neoliberal, 

financialized and global capitalism. For Wolfgang Streeck, neoliberal financialized capitalism is a political 

economic consequence resulting from the end of high economic growth in the Western world in the late 

1960’s. Decreasing productivity and falling economic growth combined with redistributive wage 

settlements and a goal of full employment through expansive monetary policy meant that inflation had to 

rise as the economy was overly stimulated – a key defect of the Keynesian demand management. During 

the state managed capitalism, Western governments sought to maintain full employment and rising living 

standards by stimulating the economy as they sought to accommodate the demands of the unions and the 

workers to maintain the stability of post WW II social compromises (Streeck, 2011). Crises and shocks such 

as the oil crises, the Bretton Woods collapse and general economic turbulence meant that the social 

compromise came under pressure (Møller Stahl, 2019). In the end, inflation spiraled out of control and 

governments came under pressure to cease the policies of redistributive income policy and full 

employment while restoring monetary discipline to end the phenomenon known as stagflation.  



 27 

 

The structure of social dialogue was now being challenged heavily as governments led by the British and 

the American sought to restore monetary discipline. Very briefly, this meant that inflation rates would be 

kept low while unemployment steadily increased (Streeck, 2011), as depicted in figure 1 and 2. 

Figure 1: Unemployment rates 1970-20102 

 
Figure 2: Inflation rates 1970-20103 

 
 
In the UK and the US, the governments under Reagan and Thatcher alongside employers, actively tried to 

disrupt the social pact by attacking unions and tightening monetary policy in the 1980’s (Streeck, 2011). As 

 
2 Source: OECD Economic Outlook Database No. 87. Retrieved from: Streeck (2011). 
3 Source: OECD Economic Outlook Database No. 87. Retrieved from Streeck (2011). 
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Inflation was kept low, the public debt instead began to rise. Automatic tax increases came to an end and 

the continuous devaluation of public debt through weakening national currencies was also ended. On the 

other hand, expenditures rose due to the rising unemployment, which increased the expenditures for social 

assistance. Public debt turned out to be a “functional equivalent” of inflation, as instead of inflating the 

national currencies, governments borrowed to meet demands for public benefits and services. The rising 

public debts of the 1980’s was just like the rising inflation rates of the 1970’s rather problematic because 

public deficit spending would lead to less private investment and cause high interest rates and low growth. 

However, interest rates were kept low by deregulating financial markets to promote growth. As the debt 

levels rose an ever-larger share of public spending had to be used to service the debts. Problems of public 

debts were dealt with by fiscal consolidation and a steep increase in private-sector indebtedness in the 

1990’s. This strategy involved austerity politics and a continued deregulation of financial markets. In effect 

private indebtedness increased drastically as it was now individual citizens and corporations instead of the 

government that had to borrow in order to fund housing and other aspects of their existence. Financial 

liberalization, which enabled the private borrowing thus compensated for an era of fiscal consolidation and 

public austerity as Streeck (2011) writes.  

 

According to Streeck this development has to some extent continued. Regressive tax rates on corporations 

and top incomes have lowered the tax revenues of the states and increased inequality and public debt 

levels as depicted in figure 3 and 4.  

Figure 1: Total tax revenue as percentage of GDP, 1970-20114 

 
 
 

 
4 Source: Comparative tables, OECD Tax Statistics Database. Retrieved from Streeck (2014).  
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Figure 2: Government debt as percentage of GDP, 1970-20115 

 
 

Rising public debt levels is additionally used to argue for cutbacks in spending and more privatization. The 

financial economy is being stimulated by the central banks and the private extension of credit and debt by 

private banks in failed attempts to restore economic growth (Ibid.). According to Streeck there is a 

persistent rise in overall indebtedness among governments, private households and corporations, and 

economic inequality in both income and wealth has been rising sharply since the 1980’s (Streeck, 2014). 

Finance is at the very heart of this current type of capitalist regime as finance capital is used to discipline 

and organize states, corporations and publics in the short-term interests of private investors (Fraser & 

Jaeggi, 2018). These policies, used by states and transnational organizations to combat the problems that 

were faced within the Keynesian framework, were built on ideas of neoliberal economic governance 

(Møller Stahl, 2019). In the following section, I will briefly examine the rationality and normativity that 

pertains to these neoliberal policies. The origins of neoliberalism are often traced back to German 

Ordoliberalism, the Mont Pelerin Society, Austrian economics, the Chicago School of Economics and the 

Virginia School of public choice theory (Davies, 2014). I will not go further into detail about how 

neoliberalism originated and how it spread through these powerful networks. Instead I will focus on the 

consequences of neoliberal thought and its relation to financialization and the conception of the 

corporation dominated by economic shareholder theory.  

 

Neoliberal rationality 

Rahel Jaeggi argues that neoliberalism doesn’t mean the absence of the state, but instead is a new form of 

political configuration that remakes state, society and subject. Neoliberal society is a form of market 

society, and in such society, subjectivities are formed according to what Wendy Brown (2015) calls an 

 
5 Source: OECD Economic Outlook: Statistics and Projections. Retrieved from Streeck (2014). 
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“economization” logic. We are moving away from being “homo politicus” to become “homo oecnomicus” 

which means that workers are seen as human capital (an object for investment), people are seen as 

competitive and self-optimizing entrepreneurial enterprises and nations, cities and corporations should 

focus on competitiveness and economic growth. Neoliberalism is a normative mode of reason that 

becomes a governing rationality, which means that it becomes a reasoned way for how to govern best. It 

comes in many varieties from Bush to Obama and from Reagan and Thatcher to Clinton and Blair. Foucault 

argues that in neoliberalism the market principles become the form and model for the state and for all life. 

Quoted in Brown (2015: 61), Foucault claims that neoliberalism “generalizes the economic form of the 

market” and “generalizes the ‘enterprise’ form within the social body” and thus it creates an 

“economization of the entire social field”. The question that neoliberals are concerned with is thus how far 

the rationality of the market form can be extended. William Davies (2014: 5) defines neoliberalism as an 

“elevation of market-based principles and techniques of evaluation to the level of state-endorsed norms”. 

So, the governing rationality is about regulating society by the market and for the market (Brown, 2015). 

 

As such, neoliberalism differs crucially from classic liberalism and a neoliberal market society differs 

crucially from the self-regulating liberal laissez-faire market society of Adam Smith. Classic liberalism is, as 

described above, about freeing the economic, political or civil subject through allowing the individual to 

participate in free economic transaction by bartering. It’s about leaving the market alone as the market is 

perceived to be a place where individuals can obtain their freedom. The market is, in classic liberalism, 

something natural and the state shall not intervene in it. On the contrary, neoliberalism (especially Chicago 

School neoliberalism) is not about leaving the market alone. Instead the market becomes the model for 

state conduct, it becomes the primary object of state policy and lastly the state seeks to spread market 

principles to every sphere of its affairs. Consequently, the market needs to be supported by the state for 

instance through state oversight of market-contracts (Birch, 2016). Ontologically the market loses its 

natural state and its liberal status in neoliberal thought. Markets are inherently good in neoliberalism, just 

as in classic liberalism, but they operate through competition and competition is not seen as pre-existing or 

natural, so it must be supported and maintained by the state and so promoting competition offers the state 

a crucial role in neoliberalism. Ensuring economic growth through competition is the main political goal for 

the neoliberal state. Thus, competition becomes a means to achieve the ends for the neoliberal state in 

every aspect of its affairs from social policy to foreign policy. So, the neoliberal state or the “competition 

state” seeks to disseminate the logics of competition and market principles to all of its domains. To do so 

the government must constantly intervene to ensure that economic rationality spreads out everywhere 

(Brown, 2015: 59-69). However, the states’ interventions to protect and promote markets don’t mean that 
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the markets become embedded in democratic institutions, as they to some extent were within 

Keynesianism, rather it’s the contrary as political and judicial judgement is replaced by economic evaluation 

and evaluation based on market principles (Davies, 2014). Actually, it’s an ultimate way of extending 

economic logics and replacing political language.   

 

Foucault says, “it’s a matter of making the market, competition, and so the enterprise, into what could be 

called the formative power of society” (quoted in Brown, 2015: 66). Naturally this has consequences for the 

formations of state, corporation, subject and society. The economy, the logics of the market form and 

competition come to dominate the political realm and the public when political and legal reason is replaced 

by economic reason (Brown, 2015). Economic rationality spreads to all spheres of society and is installed in 

the institutions that govern our lives, the corporation being one of them, and this encloses the political and 

democratic realms. It’s an economization of political and democratic values, which disenchants the political 

realm through the neoliberal obsession with economic efficiency, economic growth, and extension of 

economic rationality (Davies, 2014). Gerald Epstein argues that there is an increasing role for financial 

motives, financial markets, financial actors and financial institutions in the governance of international 

economies (Ireland, 2009: 4) and according to van der Zwan, a result from the last four decades of 

economic developments is that global finance is altering the fundamental workings of democratic society 

(van der Zwan, 2014). The states have moved from a post war period of promoting economic growth 

through social compromise, redistribution, public spending and full employment to a period of trying to 

promote growth through regressive taxation, financial and labour market deregulation, trade liberalization 

and cutbacks in public spending (Streeck, 2014; Møller Stahl, 2018). What Streeck calls a redistributive 

democratic intervention in the capitalist economy has been replaced by an institutional protection of the 

market economy from democratic interference. In Streeck’s words, capitalism has been de-democratized 

(Streeck, 2014).  

 

I have now tried to show that the financialization of economy, state, society and subject can be interpreted 

as a consequence of the raison d’état of the neoliberal state. In the following section, I will try to sharpen 

the focus on the corporation once again. Here, I will examine how the corporation is conceived under 

neoliberalism, which has enabled the corporation to become a great means for the capital investors and 

their governing powers.   
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The neoliberal corporation 

Since the 1990’s the Anglo-American conception of the corporation has been hailed around the world as 

being economically superior (Ireland, 2009). Establishing Anglo-American, stock market based and 

shareholder-oriented corporations around the world became important for the neoliberal policies of the 

IMF, OECD and the World Bank (Ibid.) and this way, the neoliberal, economized and financialized 

conception of the corporation has been dispersed around the Globe. Modern corporate governance rests 

on the neoliberal ideas that “free markets – private, contractual economic ordering and the unregulated 

forces of supply and demand – are the best way to maximize not only freedom but also growth, wealth and 

welfare” (Ireland, 2009: 23). The deregulation and globalization of financial markets have altered the 

governance of corporations and finance capital has been a main driver in the reassertion of shareholder 

power and control and the weakening of workers and managers’ power in the corporation (Ingham, 2008). 

Policies that have liberalized international financial markets, as governments have sought to ensure 

economic growth and increase their competitiveness, have enabled the increasing financialization of 

society, which has spread to the governing of corporations. In the following section, I will try to analyze the 

specific consequences that this has had for the control and ownership of today’s corporations. 

 

Corporations as markets 

The neoliberal economic theory of the firm is to a high degree resting on the assumptions about the 

corporation that Berle and Means, Coase and Alfred Chandler made. For them the most important trait of 

the capitalist corporation is its economic efficiency. According to Coase and Williamson corporations exist 

because they can organize activities more efficiently than markets. Transaction cost theory suggests that 

corporations will organize activities internally through hierarchical organization if it’s more efficient and 

transaction costs are lower than by dealing directly through the market. Corporations are assumed to be 

rational actors that seek to maximize their utility and they are therefore able to calculate the benefits of 

organizing activities either through the market or internally (Davies, 2014). Economies of scale enable big 

corporations to enjoy efficiency advantages and therefore they may tend to organize activities through 

their hierarchy, as it will allow them to minimize transaction costs. The idea of transaction costs and the 

efficiency of the large capitalist corporation became entangled with the neoliberal political project in the 

1950’s through the Chicago School. 

 

It’s rather paradoxical that the free markets and the big capitalist corporations became enmeshed in 

neoliberal theory. As Robert van Horn (2018) argues, the interests of big corporations and neoliberalism 

became aligned because of beneficial relationships between big American corporations and the Chicago 
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School. As big corporations and monopolies were not tolerated in the early stage of neoliberalism, early 

neoliberal scholars advocated for government to intervene and use anti-trust laws to break up monopolies. 

However, theoretical adjustments in the 1950’s changed the neoliberal view on large corporations and 

their concentration of power in the markets, which neoliberals have come to be very comfortable with 

(Birch, 2016). Chicago School economists and legal scholars began to oppose anti-trust regulation and 

reversed the idea of early neoliberalism that favored markets where many small corporations competed 

against each other. Monopolies and big corporations were to be accepted and perhaps even preferred in 

Chicago School neoliberalism on the basis of higher efficiency. Competitive activity was according to Coase, 

any activity that would maximize efficiency, so competition could be promoted even though monopolies 

were created. If monopolies through their higher efficiency could provide higher aggregate welfare and 

utility in monetary terms (equal distribution of the welfare was not an issue) they were considered 

beneficial. Furthermore, there were arguments about the effectiveness of competition in highly 

concentrated markets, as it was claimed that there could be aggressive competition between small 

numbers of big corporations. A last important assumption about competition was made by Joseph 

Schumpeter who argued that monopolies could be justified, as they are a reward to the entrepreneurial 

activity that Schumpeter envisioned as crucial for the survival of capitalism. Additionally, monopolies were 

assumed to be superseded as new competitors would arrive and outperform them (Crouch, 2011 and 

Davies, 2014).  

 

So, when neoliberalism started to enter the chambers of the Western governments, neoliberals were in 

fact directing policy towards corporations rather than of free markets (Crouch, 2011). A certain perception 

of the corporation could allow this. According to the highly influential theoretical work of Jensen and 

Meckling (1976), the corporation should be perceived as a legal fiction that “serves as a nexus for a set of 

contracting relationships among individuals” (Jensen and Meckling, 1976: 310). A corporation is thus not 

perceived to be an entity, but a collection of market actors who are contracting with one another. The 

corporation is therefore framed as a market in itself consisting of individuals that come into contract with 

each other (Birch, 2016). Jensen and Meckling (1976) argue that the behaviour of a corporation is like the 

behaviour of a market where decisions are outcomes of equilibrium processes. Decisions of the corporation 

both in internal and external relations thus come down to pure economic market-based evaluation when 

the corporation is being framed as a market. 

 

Here price is not necessarily defining for a market, as Friedrich Hayek would argue. Instead market-

contracts such as employment contracts, partnership contracts and supplier contracts have become the 
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ordering mechanism in the corporate world. Standardized contracts serve as a convenient way to extend 

market-like relations as everything can be turned into a market-contract (Birch, 2016). This way market 

principles and market-based techniques for evaluation can be extended to all spheres of life without the 

price mechanism. Through management techniques and corporate governance ideas, corporations have 

been able to install principles of competition and markets in their branches and among their workers. 

Workers and departments have to compete and are constantly measured according to economic 

performance indicators. They are disciplined and managed as economic agents that are considered to be 

self-optimizing, rational and pursuing self-interest. Justification of management decisions becomes 

economized and the logic of managing is grounded in questions of utility maximization and getting more 

“value for money”. Through new public management such ideas have also entered governments and the 

management of public organizations (Davies, 2014). Everything is to be justified and evaluated by economic 

measures, utility and market principles and so the logic of economization and marketization transcends to 

corporate governance. It rests on the assumption made by Milton Friedman and Gary Becker that all action 

principally is economic action. This way market principles and principles of competition come to be 

installed in spheres beyond the mere marketplace (Ibid.). Market principles pursued trough contractual 

relations thus come to inform corporate culture and governance.   

 

The rise of the shareholder value maximizing corporation 

In this economic imaginary of the corporation, the corporation is reduced to an instrument to pursue and 

maximize profits. Pursuing self-interest, maximum utility and personal profit become the rationality of the 

corporation (Ferreras, 2017) in neoliberal financialized capitalism. Agency theory and transaction cost 

theory argue on this basis that shareholders have incentives and rights to enforce their will in the 

contractual relations that govern the corporation. Corporations are thus perceived to be private entities 

made up by private contractual relations (Ciepley, 2013) wherein capital investors are granted the rights to 

assert their power. It’s a fundamental mistake in the economic neoliberal theory of the firm to treat 

shareholders as owners, and it’s a fallacy that can be dated back to Berle and Means (Ciepley, 2013) and 

which has been passed on to the transaction cost theory of Coase and Williamson and the agency theory of 

Meckling and Jensen and Eugene Fama (Ferreras, 2017). A consequence of these theoretical claims is the 

rise of shareholder value theory. Transaction cost theory has justified the rise of the large corporation due 

to its claimed efficiency and competitiveness and has together with agency theory posited that serving the 

shareholders is the most efficient corporate governance strategy. Furthermore, the two theories assume 

that the residual claims of the corporation belong to the shareholders, as they have no guarantee for 

rewards on their investments. Agency theory and transaction cost theory enable the shareholders to exert 
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their influence by disciplining management through shareholder activism. Through paying management 

based on financial performance, they argue that ownership and control of the corporation is rightfully 

reunited in the hands of the shareholders. Shareholders and capital investors have thus come to be the 

most powerful constituents of the corporation and good and efficient corporate performance has come to 

be linked with maximizing the returns for them as Fligstein has argued (Fligstein, 1990). Accordingly, 

Friedman argued in his famous 1970 article in The New York Times and his 1962 book Capitalism and 

freedom that the social responsibility of a corporation is to increase its profits. And a corporate manager is 

the employee of the “owners” of the corporation namely the shareholders. The only responsibility of the 

managers is to serve the shareholders by generating as much money as possible for them while conforming 

to the rules of society (Friedman, 1970).  

 

As a consequence capital investors have leveraged their holdings in corporations and they have used their 

perceived control rights to restructure the corporations and exert pressure on management to adopt 

business practices that promote shareholder value (van der Zwan, 2014). As power has shifted towards 

capital investors, corporations have become increasingly financialized and the justification of managerial 

decisions has become economized as described above. Theoretical assumptions about the corporation 

have furthermore installed a normativity that has influenced policies about the governance of the 

corporate organization. For instance, neoliberal normativity has inspired governance codes such as the UK 

corporate governance code from 2006, which legitimates principles of shareholder primacy (Jansson et al, 

2016). For this financial conception of the corporation the governing imperatives are maximizing dividends 

and keeping stock prices high according to van der Zwan (2014). Introduction of financial performance 

measures such as ROI (return on investment), return on equity, adoption of international accounting 

standards and a short-term business outlook are consequences of this conception of the corporation. 

Moreover, corporations will focus on their core competencies and try to sell off underperforming branches 

of the corporation. Additionally, mergers and acquisitions, hostile takeovers, leveraged buyouts and 

outsourcing of activities can be linked to strategies of the financialized corporation. As Lazonick and 

O’Sullivan have showed, the profits gained from these strategies are not reinvested in the corporations’ 

productive activities, but instead dispersed to the shareholders (van der Zwan, 2014). As the corporation 

distributes more to its shareholders they invest less. Bank of England reported in 2016 that only 25% of the 

finance capital that is raised by corporations in the UK is spent on investment. Most of the raised finance 

capital is spent on purchasing financial assets, capital distribution to shareholders and increasing cash 

holdings (IPPR, 2017a).  
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The long-term focus on productivity and securing stable employment that was an imperative for the 

corporation in Keynesian state-managed capitalism has been replaced by short-termism and an almost 

purely financial outlook for the corporation in neolieral financialized capitalism, which is more concerned 

with generating wealth for its investors. The short-termism is in the large publicly listed corporations 

intensified as the ownership of shares also changes. Ownership of shares in the publicly listed corporations 

in the UK has evolved from being owned primarily by individuals, pension funds and insurance companies 

to being owned by investment funds and foreign investors focused on short-term performance as depicted 

in figure 5 (Ibid.). 

Figure 5: Ownership of share capital in UK6 

 

 

Additionally, shares are on average being held for six months in the UK today whereas they were held for 

six years in 1950 as reported by Andrew Haldane (Ibid.). Stock markets today discipline the large publicly 

listed corporations in an almost anonymous fashion from the outside through liquidating and buying its 

assets and they further exert their influence from the inside through their holding of voting rights to 

appoint managing directors and approve strategic decisions in general meetings (Ibid.). In the private (non-

public) limited corporations investors are also able, through direct ownership, to insert goals for 

management that favor financial returns in form of dividends (Erturk, 2020). This has extended the 

influence of investors to midsized and small family firms (Deutschmann, 2020). Additionally many of these 

non-public corporations find themselves exposed to language and rhetoric of management that is fused 

 
6 Source: ONS: Ownership of UK quoted shares https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/ 
investmentspensionsandtrusts/bulletins/ownershipofukquotedshares/2015-09-02. Retrieved from IPPR (2017a). 
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with financial performance terms as well as business practices and strategies that are linked to an 

economic understanding of the corporation (Ibid.).   

 

Ireland (2009) notes that the legal conception of the corporation has not changed since the 1970’s, so the 

corporate form and the type of corporate governance that we see today come down to a neoliberal 

regulation of the political economy, theoretical assumptions (which are prevalent in Business School 

teaching), and as argued by David Harvey and Duménil and Lévy it’s an example of modern class struggle 

that the capital investors are winning (Veldman, 2013). The corporation has a vital role in organizing and 

structuring finance capital (Ferreras, 2017) and I would add that finance capital plays a vital role in 

structuring and organizing the corporation. The neoliberal rationality of governing to the benefit of finance 

capital (Brown, 2015) is extended into the halls of the corporation. Even though they are governing and 

organizing a great part of our lives as workers, consumers and citizens, those groups that don’t hold shares 

or sit in the executive management have very little to say in the governance and control of corporations. As 

such corporations are insulated from democratic interference. It’s an example of how the economy 

dominates and insists itself and its values upon society. Political and social values become subordinated to 

the economic rationality that is ascribed to the corporate form and its governance. In the following 

interlude, I will try to elaborate this point. 
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Interlude 
 
The destabilization of the polity 

Several problems arise from the shareholder-centric way of governing the corporation. It’s widely argued 

that economic disorders such as economic inequality and decreasing productivity, to some extent, can be 

linked to the current corporate governance regime prevalent in the UK (IPPR, 2017a; New Economics 

Foundation, 2018). Moreover, it has also been argued that ecological disorders and resource extraction are 

intensified by a globalized and financialized corporate regime that is deeply entrenched in strategies of 

profit maximization and cost reduction (Common Wealth, 2020). Lastly, some scholars have also seen that 

this corporate regime leads to psychological disorders and pathologies among the employees such as 

stress, depression and alienation (Davies, 2017). These critiques are indeed valid, but I will rather focus on 

the way the corporation undermines democratic norms in society. In the terminology used in the paper so 

far, one may talk of an undermining of the polity. 

 

I will argue that there are two ways that the corporation encloses the polity, which both has been 

intensified by the political economy of neoliberal and financialized capitalism. The first has to do with the 

way the corporation governs our lives despite being politically unaccountable to its constituents. As 

Elizabeth Anderson (2017) has depicted, corporations have come to be forms of private government that 

rule our lives. She argues that private government exists when people are subject to arbitrary power of 

authorities that interfere and can govern them and impose sanctions for non-compliance while the power 

of the governing authorities remains unaccountable (Anderson, 2017). She argues that the superiors 

(shareholders and managers) in the corporation are unaccountable to those (workers) they order around. 

They are neither elected nor removable by the workers, and behavior, dress code, language and 

communication can be dictated and sanctioned. It decreases personal autonomy and as Anderson argues, 

the subjects (workers) in the corporation are in an unfree position (Ibid.). In the Keynesian state managed 

capitalism, governments sought to increase public ownership of corporations through nationalizations, 

which was a way to ensure indirect accountability within the corporation. Under neoliberal and 

financialized capitalism, distant shareholders and private capital investors have been enabled to impose 

their authority on workers through management. Basically, the unaccountable authority of shareholders 

and the C-suite is being justified by principal-agency theory, transactions cost theory and the idea that the 

corporation is an entity of economic efficiency more than anything else.  

 

The other way that the corporation has been enclosing the polity has to do with the extension of 

instrumental and economic rationality. According to Max Weber, instrumental rationality means the 



 39 

attainment of a social actor’s rationally pursued and calculated ends. The pursuit of ends and goals must 

here be rationalized according to a calculative ethos. Pursuit of an end must therefore be justified by 

calculating the means of its attainment. Weber argued that economic action often follows such 

instrumental rationality where ends are pursued according to their calculative qualities (Weber, 1978 

[1922]). So, if the end of an action can’t be calculated and justified on the background of its calculative or 

economic value then it’s not something that should be pursued according to an instrumental rationality. 

One could argue that this type of rationality has gained more and more ground following transaction cost 

theory, agency theory and shareholder value theory. Economic and instrumental rationality and economic 

logic have thus become the main rationalities for the governance and ownership of the modern 

corporation and neoliberalism and financialization has indeed intensified this formation. When the only 

legitimate ways of governing are to follow an economic and instrumental rationality then other rationalities 

suffer. As Herbert Marcuse argued: ”Closing of the political universe – the erasure of intelligible, legitimate 

alternatives to economic rationality” (Quoted in Brown, 2015: 68). The extension of economic rationality 

and justification at the expense of political language and reason thus closes off the political universe within 

the corporation.  

 

I will therefore argue that the neoliberal financial imaginary of the corporation increases the tension and 

the social struggle between economy and polity. It confines the corporation to the economic sphere and 

undermines its affiliation to the sphere of the polity and the other social spheres even though the 

corporation needs these spheres to establish its conditions of possibility. As Joshua Barkan argues, the 

corporation and the state (polity) has a relationship that is full of tension as its one of both conflict and 

union (Barkan, 2013). Neoliberal and financialized capitalism actively tries to disembed the corporation 

from the political sphere and locate it in an economic sphere that becomes more and more dominant of 

the polity. Corporations depend on political and democratic institutions to establish their powers and 

possibilities, but at the same time they insulate themselves from democratic control and they impose their 

power on publics and citizens without being democratically accountable to the inferiors that they order 

around. Political and democratic action has thus been increasingly excluded from the economic sphere and 

the domain of the corporation. Using Nancy Fraser, we can argue that democracy and the polity is being 

compromised therefore as we are being denied the capacity to participate in decisions about who we are 

and who we want to be (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). She argues that decisions that evolve around what our 

form of life is and should be, should be organized democratically. Instead the political realm is restricted 

and closed as capitalism treats political matters as “economic” and thus, democratic participation and 

collective decision-making is being compromised (Ibid.). The boundary between economy and polity is thus 
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moving in favor of the economy which logics are expanded while the room of the polity is being limited. 

This tension is being addressed by social actors that seek to extend democratic participation and political 

reason within the corporation. In the next chapter I will examine how these struggles translate into social 

alternatives to democratize the corporation.   
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Chapter 3 
 
Alternative democratic corporate models 

At the second half and the end of the 19th century, people witnessed how social movements and social 

activism formed around the social struggles of workers. People like the Rochdale Pioneers and Robert 

Owen and later the Webbs, GDH Cole and many others experimented with progressive ideas of cooperative 

work, workers’ rights, worker ownership and collective bargaining to foster better ways of working and 

living in the UK. Together with progressive politicians they sought to confront the governing powers of the 

large private corporations that had evolved throughout liberal capitalism. The demands for improved 

working conditions, fair wages and the right to collective bargaining were listened to and social 

compromises became an important component in the Keynesian welfare hegemony (Møller Stahl, 2019). In 

similar fashion, activist responses to the governance and ownership of private corporations in neoliberal 

and financialized capitalism are taking form today. Through a triple movement, these responses seek to 

challenge the neoliberal imaginary of the corporation by expanding the room for political norms and 

emancipating the workers from shareholder domination. As Andrew Cumbers has argued in a policy paper 

for the Centre for Labour and Social Studies, the UK needs to rethink its approach to ownership and control 

of the economy and foster new forms of public and collective ownership in a response to the marketization 

policies, which have been pursued since 1979 (CLASS, 2017). 

 

This chapter dwells at these civil society responses and political proposals for democratizing the British 

corporations. The argument that is being put forward is that there is a deep structural and multifaceted 

crisis in the UK and there is therefore a need to make the economy more democratic as Matthew Lawrence 

has argued in reports for Common Wealth, IPPR and New Economics Foundation (IPPR, 2017a; New 

Economics Foundation, 2018; Common Wealth, 2019). I want to examine what I refer to as an activist 

response by civil society and political actors through Nancy Fraser’s idea of how it’s possible to mitigate the 

boundary struggles that arise as a consequence of the capitalist social order. Having already described how 

the economic imaginary of the corporation encloses the polity and excludes political action from it, I will 

now proceed to engage with a political imaginary of the corporation that may stabilize the relationship 

between the economy and the polity. In the following section, I will examine how the corporation can be 

democratized, according to the literature that I have engaged with. The cooperative model links ownership 

and control and requires that these should be viewed as being inseparable as it seeks to spread the 

ownership and control of the corporation across its constituents. As such this model is a social alternative 

as it seeks to break with the separation of control and ownership, which has been a key feature of the 



 42 

corporation since the liberal capitalist era. In the following section, I will describe the model and then 

analyze it as an emancipatory social alternative in Fraser and Olin Wright’s framework for social change.  

 

Democratic ownership 

In the literature on democratic corporations there is an ongoing debate between those who argue that the 

ownership and control must remain separated and those who argue that they must be bundled together 

(González-Ricoy, 2019). Like Ferreras (2017), I don’t consider the two models as antithetical to each other 

and I will as such not engage in the debate about whether ownership and control should be separated or 

not. There are a variety of scholars that have engaged with the questions of how the control and the 

governing capacities of the corporation can be democratized. Ferreras has in her book Firms as Political 

Entities argued for a bicameral governance system, which would allow the workers to participate in the 

corporation’s decision-making process on an equal footing with the shareholders and the top management. 

Mulvad, Larsen and Ellersgaard (2017) have, in a Danish context, explored how corporations can be 

governed according to citizen democratic principles where both workers and stakeholders are given a 

weighted voice in the governance and in similar vein Sikka et al (2018) have, in a report directed to Labor, 

argued for stakeholder oversight of corporate boards. These models are expanded versions of the German 

“Mitbestimmung” system, which according to Ferreras (2017), currently is the most extensive democratic 

co-governance system. Both the co-governance model and the cooperative model are born out of the 

social activism of the labor movements and other social movements (Ferreras, 2017). However, I choose to 

engage with the cooperative model. This choice is prompted by the empirical literature that I have engaged 

with, which considers and envisions a larger transformation of the British economy and the ownership of 

the economic assets including corporations.  

 

Cooperatives in the UK 

The model that I will engage with is thus focused on spreading both ownership and control across the 

constituents of the corporation and thus eliminating the separation between the two. Member-owned 

corporations such as cooperatives and municipally owned corporations are types of corporations where 

ownership and control remain inseparable. There are a whole variety of member-owned corporations 

ranging from consumer cooperatives, to producer cooperatives, worker cooperatives, mutual building 

societies, credit unions, mutual insurance companies etc. These can be owned by one group of constituents 

such as workers, consumers or producers or they can be organized through a multi-stakeholder ownership 

(Michie, Blasi, & Borzaga, 2017). UK currently has approximately 6.815 cooperatives, which employ 

approximately 226.300 people (Co-operatives UK, 2017). The entire cooperative sector in the UK accounts 
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for about 2% of GDP (New Economics Foundation, 2018), so it’s a relatively small sector in the British 

economy. In their manifesto from 2019, Labour committed themselves to the expansion of ownership of 

corporations through a promotion of the cooperative sector (Labour Manifesto, 2019). To do so it’s 

necessary to re-establish the governmental support for cooperatives and other alternative ownership 

models as a report to Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer argues (Labour Report, 2017). Labour has 

previously been very supportive of cooperative development and in 1976 they adopted an Industrial 

Common Ownership Act, which provided an institutional framework for the promotion of cooperatives. A 

similar framework might be needed to ensure the expansion of the cooperative sector (Ibid.).  

 

Actors from civil society along with political actors argue increasingly that a cooperative economy should be 

promoted to make the economy more democratic. It’s thus being argued by political actors in the UK 

including the Labour Party and the Co-Operative Party and civil society organizations such as IPPR, Common 

Wealth, Democracy Collaborative, New Economics Foundation, Centre for Local Economic Strategies (CLES), 

We Own It, Mutuo, Co-Operatives UK and many others that there is a deep-seated need for a 

transformation of how corporations are being owned today. Additionally, there are visionary cooperatives 

like Suma, Co-Tech and Green City that experiment with how to build and run democratic and cooperative 

enterprises. According to these organizations, radical change of ownership can’t be avoided when 

embarking on a collective and democratic project to build a democratic and sustainable economy. 

According to Common Wealth democratic ownership equals a radical expansion of ownership rights to 

ensure that we all share in the wealth that is created in common. Democratizing the corporation thus 

means to transform ownership and control, to give people a stake in the wealth of the commons. “The 

corporation should be an institution of the commons and not an engine of wealth generation for its 

shareholders… We should recognize how we can organize the firm and for what ends. The guiding principles 

should be redesigning it in ways that deepen solidarity, capability, creativity and sustainability. Democratic 

ownership models can do this by expanding who the company is for, who has a voice and who reaps the 

rewards” (Common Wealth, 2019: 10-14).  

 

As I have described earlier, cooperatives have historically been seen as a way to democratize the industry 

and economy. Cooperatives have thus throughout their history been viewed as an answer to the working 

classes demand for freedom and demand for control over an industry and economy that govern their lives. 

Naturally cooperatives share close ties with the labor movements, trade unionism and different anarchist 

and communist movements and it has since its inception been an important part of the working class 

organizations struggling to regain control of economic life and challenging the capital owning classes as 
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GDH Cole argues (Cole, 1920). Accordingly he writes; “it is a natural and legitimate conclusion that, if we 

want democracy, that is, if we want every man’s voice to count for as much as it is intrinsically worth, 

irrespective of any extraneous consideration, we must abolish class distinctions by doing away with the 

huge inequalities of wealth and economic power of which they really depend” (Ibid: 16). In its core the 

cooperative movement is thus an egalitarian project that seeks to challenge the unequal distribution of 

economic power and influence that the capital investors enjoy. The significance and size of the cooperative 

sector have ebbed and flowed since the early days of the Rochdale Pioneers but has usually been growing 

when certain political economic conditions have been prevalent (Cole G. , 1940). Since the 1980’s there has 

been an inclination towards shareholder owned business and this has damaged the mutual and cooperative 

sector and the way that it’s being perceived (Mutuo, 2020). The current resurge in democratic ownership 

models can therefore be situated as a historical longing for influence and voice in the economy, which has 

been deprived during neoliberal and fincancialized capitalism. As the Co-Operative Party writes in their 

policy text for building a “fairer economy”; “Consumers, workers and communities have a declining share in 

an economy which doesn’t work in their interests. Co-operation provides an antidote to the many of the 

economy’s failings. The original co-operative and mutual societies were created as a way for ordinary 

people to come together to provide mutual self-help for their members” (Co-Operative Party, 2019: 3). 

 

Ownership as the key difference 

The principles to which British cooperatives are organized and defined stem from the Rochdale Pioneers 

and this original definition has more or less remained unchanged to this day. Today the definition of 

cooperatives has been translated into national laws and standards as well as international standards (Bajo 

& Roelants, 2011). In the UK, it’s the Co-operative and Community Benefit Societies Act from 2014, which 

regulates the functioning of British cooperatives (Co-operatives UK, 2015). National laws and international 

standards thus define the rationality and organization of the cooperatives and in 1995 the International 

Cooperative Alliance defined the international standards for cooperatives. These have since been 

enshrined in policy texts in the UN, the EU and in the International Labour Organisation (Bajo & Roelants, 

2011). From these standards and legal definitions, we can begin to grasp the functioning of cooperatives 

today.  

 

The International Co-operative Alliance defines a cooperative corporation as “an autonomous association 

of persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations 

through a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled enterprise” (ICA quoted in New Economics 

Foundation, 2018: 8). Thus, a cooperative corporation is owned, controlled and democratically governed by 
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its members and beneficiaries. Unlike conventional corporations, cooperatives are an “association of 

persons” and not “an association of capital” meaning that decision-making structures are not based on 

capital share (Bajo & Roelants, 2011). Or as the New Economics Foundation puts it: “they are owned and 

democratically run by the people who work and use them. Their ownership structure aims to ensure people 

– whether producers or consumers – have a genuine democratic stake in their enterprise and share in the 

wealth they create” (New Economics Foundation, 2018: 8). The decisive factor is the structure of 

ownership, which is democratic, and membership based, as stated in the second cooperative principle. We 

can further read that the members of a cooperative mutually strive to meet their needs through economic 

enterprise, which arguably isn’t that different from a definition of a conventional corporation. Furthermore, 

democratic control is not restricted to the cooperative model, but can definitely be extended to 

corporations where control and ownership is separated. The major difference between a cooperative 

corporation and a conventional corporation is therefore that the members of the cooperative (producers, 

consumers or members of a community) own the corporation together and have a mutual claim on its 

profits without interference from any capital investors.  

 

Olin Wright refers to such ownership as a social and common form of ownership where the members 

collectively have the right to decide on the purposes to which the means of production are used and to 

which purposes the social surpluses are allocated. He writes; “Social ownership of the means of production 

means that income-generating property is owned in common by everyone in a ‘society’, and thus everyone 

has the collective right to the net income generated by the use of those means of production and the 

collective right to dispose of the property which generates this income” (Wright, 2010: 76). Members thus 

equally and collectively share the rewards, the risks and the rights associated with their common 

ownership of the cooperative. It’s a social empowerment over ownership, use and control of the economic 

resources, and it enables civil society to control the production and distribution of goods and services 

(Wright, 2010). This contrasts private ownership, which removes the decision-making structure from the 

collective and as Olin Wright argues private decisions by shareholders often have massive collective 

consequences. Excluding decision-making from any form of collective or public deliberation or control thus 

reduces democracy, according to him (Ibid.). 

 

The guiding principles and their interpretation 

Having outlined the difference in ownership structure between a cooperative and a conventional 

corporation, I will now try to further elaborate other areas of the cooperative organization. My elaboration 

will take its outset from the guiding principles of the cooperatives. Through these principles, it will be 
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possible to condition the internal organization of the cooperative, the relation to the surrounding 

environment and its system of financial accumulation and distribution (Bajo & Roelants, 2011). There are 

seven general and foundational guiding principles for the cooperative movement, which serve as a practical 

guideline for realizing the social potential of a cooperative. These seven principles that cooperatives should 

adhere to are: voluntary and open ownership; democratic owner control; economic participation of 

owners; autonomy and independence; training, education and information; co-operation among 

cooperatives; and concern for community (New Economics Foundation, 2018). These principles frame the 

organizing rationality of the cooperatives. Following the guiding principles, cooperative membership must 

be open to everyone, function on a voluntary basis and democratic control of the cooperative must be held 

by its members based on one member one vote, regardless of capital contribution or seniority. Without 

distinction to the amount of capital that a member provides, all members will have an equal share and 

stake in the ownership of the cooperative (Labour Report, 2017). 

 

Accordingly, all members are equal and able to propose and determine the policies of the cooperative. 

Members are thus encouraged and enabled to participate through democratic procedures to the strategic 

development and decision-making of the corporation (New Economics Foundation, 2018). These can be 

held on a weekly, monthly or yearly basis and the layout of the decision-making structure can resemble the 

ones known from co-governance models or be based on more direct participation. Some cooperatives, 

especially larger ones, are organized through more traditional forms of hierarchy. Here appointed 

managers will oversee employees of their departments and be in charge of day-to-day management. These 

managers can either be elected by a board or be directly elected by the members. Other large cooperatives 

choose to organize through self-managing teams where the work in each team is managed democratically. 

A coordinating body, which could be the board, will then usually ensure that the teams are following an 

aligned strategy. Lastly, others and usually smaller cooperatives are organized with a flat structure where 

all the members participate in all aspects of the decision-making (Co-operatives UK, 2019). To ensure that 

democratic control is carried out effectively, members should receive training and education and be 

provided with full information, so that they are able to participate in the decision-making process on an 

equal footing (Bajo & Roelants, 2011). 

   

In reality many cooperatives employ non-members who may or may not share a voice in the governance 

and in many worker cooperatives it’s only half of the workers who are members (Michie, Blasi & Borzaga, 

2017). Furthermore, the openness of a cooperative may be constrained, as they in many cases only take 

new workers onboard if they have the required skills even though they share the same aspirations and 
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needs as those which the cooperative serve (Bajo & Roelants, 2011). As such the operational principles may 

be bent and interpreted rather broadly. This also goes for the fourth principle of independence and 

autonomy, which means that cooperatives must enjoy complete autonomy and independence from the 

state or any other third party like investors (Ibid.). However, one may argue that they in reality do not enjoy 

complete autonomy as they, like conventional corporations, rely on the state’s sovereignty and moreover 

some cooperatives may invite investors onboard to help with financing (Michie, Blasi & Borzaga, 2017). To 

strengthen their relation to their surrounding environment cooperative corporations moreover seek to 

deepen the cooperative culture and its values through deliberately working together with other 

cooperatives and the local community, as stated in the sixth and seventh principles.  

 

The third cooperative principle, which involves economic participation of members means that each 

member must subscribe a certain amount of capital. This amount can be small or substantial and it can be 

an equal amount or differ among the members (Bajo & Roelants, 2011). In some cases, a buy-in can be 

financed through loans or through ownership funds (Democracy Collaborative, 2019). Shares can’t be 

traded outside nor inside the cooperative and the release of shares is not a commercial transaction but is 

something that is to be democratically decided through the given decision-making bodies of the 

cooperative. Members usually receive a limited compensation on the capital they subscribe, and the rate of 

interest is normally not larger than the rate paid on an ordinary deposit account in a bank, so there is a 

limited financial motivation to join a cooperative. Furthermore a part of the capital reserves of a 

cooperative remain locked and is indivisible, meaning that these assets can’t be redistributed to the 

members of the cooperative and this certainly intensifies the idea of common ownership where private 

concerns must give way to a common ideal of property ownership (Bajo & Roelants, 2011). A given amount 

of the surpluses can be returned to the members of the cooperative in the form of dividends or price 

reductions, they can be invested in the operating capacities of the corporation, they can be held as 

liquidity, or be reinvested in a social or local context, depending on what the members decide 

democratically. As such the cooperatives are in their construction and their purpose radically distinct from 

the capitalist investor-led corporation. They are owned differently, they have a different purpose, their 

risks are shared differently, and the rewards are distributed differently. Cooperatives at their core thus 

have differing values, purposes and incentives compared to the capitalist corporation (New Economics 

Foundation, 2018). 

 

When the democratic, collective and common control and ownership, which the cooperatives are 

envisioning, is carried out effectively, cooperatives can develop non-market relationships by enhancing 
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non-market instruments, culture and ethics (Davies, 2017). Governance and ownership of the corporation 

is then being treated as a social, common and political problem, which is solved by processes of social 

dialogue and democratic constitution and participation. It’s not problems that are to be solved by 

institutionalizing market relations and economic logics (Ibid.). Azzellini argues that democratic and 

collective self-management and collective ownership with social purpose is a social process that can 

transform the social relations of production. It can change the subjectivities of the members and their 

relations to each other and to the surrounding environment through processes of decommodification, 

alternative value production, democratization and overcoming alienation of work (Azzellini, 2018). Through 

the social empowerment over the means of production and the democratic and collective control over 

corporate decision-making, cooperatives can change the members’ relation to their work, consumption, 

their needs, to themselves and to their community. They are empowered to be citizens who participate in 

the democratic dialogue to decide on matters that have great influence on their lives, and they are enabled 

to do so by using different forms of justification and not only the justification of profit and economic 

performance. Instead of values of competition and marketization cooperatives enable values of reciprocity, 

mutual aid and collaboration to be invoked. Other logics than a purely economic logic can thus be brought 

forward.    

 

However, there is a tendency in many cooperatives, especially when they grow large, of lessening on the 

democratic ideals and increasing the technocracy and installing capitalistic forms of vertical governance. 

Many cooperatives at some point find it difficult to adapt to the economic realities of capitalist society 

(Bajo & Roelants, 2011). As Gar Alperovitz argues, cooperatives face the same constraints in a capitalist 

economy as conventional corporations do (Democracy Collaborative, 2019). Operating within 

capitalistically organized markets make them vulnerable to the same market mechanisms that conventional 

corporations are vulnerable to. Therefore, reducing costs, maximizing profits and securing market share 

might as well be goals pursued by member owned corporations. I will argue that cooperatives certainly can 

be governed by such instrumental rationality and economic logic even though they in their ideal form 

constitute a real alternative. Cooperatives in reality may circumvent the guiding principles and come to 

share a closer resemblance to the capitalist corporation. To ensure the radical and transformative traits of 

cooperatives they must be embedded in a larger cooperative network as Olin Wright argues (Wright, 2010).   

 

Promoting a cooperative market economy 

When cooperatives are rare occurrences in the economy, they are on their own and represent a social form 

of capitalism as Olin Wright argues. However, if they were embedded within markets dominated by 
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cooperatives, the situation would be quite different (Wright, 2010). Olin Wright refers to this as a 

cooperative market economy where individual cooperatives join together in larger associations of 

cooperatives that can provide finance, training and different kinds of support and problem-solving services 

to each other (Ibid.). A cooperative market economy would perhaps resemble the utopian visions of Guild 

Socialism or Anarcho Syndicalism promoted by the likes of GDH Cole, Bertrand Russell, RH Tawney, Karl 

Polanyi and John Dewey. Worker cooperatives, producer cooperatives, consumer cooperatives, 

cooperatively owned banks and insurance companies, mutual building societies, credit unions etc. would 

then form a multi-stakeholder network of member owned corporations organizing the economic activity of 

people. This would be a path towards creating the conditions for active participation and social 

empowerment of people in civil society to exert direct democratic influence over the economy (Ibid.). 

There is a need for a new legal and financial eco-system to reach the state of a cooperative market 

economy.  

 

I will only briefly touch upon some of the needed legal and financial framework that needs to be developed 

to give an overview of the changes that must be implemented to promote a cooperative economy. The 

Democracy Collaborative, the New Economics Foundations, Mutuo, Cooperatives UK and other civil society 

organizations have developed detailed policy frameworks that would enable the establishment of more 

cooperatives to move closer to a cooperative market economy. Today’s legal and financial system is heavily 

biased towards the shareholder-centric model of ownership and there are thus several barriers to the 

expansion of cooperatively owned corporations, according to New Economics Foundation (2018). In a Right 

to Own – A Policy Framework to Catalyze Worker Ownership Transitions, Peter Gowan of the Democracy 

Collaborative has neatly tried to describe the institutional and legal framework that needs to be created in 

order to promote worker ownership. And in Co-operatives Unleashed – Doubling the Size of UK’s Co-

operative Sector, the New Economics Foundation has published a similar report describing the policies that 

need to be adopted to ensure that there is a favorable legal eco-system for cooperatives. Furthermore, 

Labour’s Manifesto of 2019 and the Labour report to the Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer both, in less 

detailed fashion, look into the legal and financial framework that need to be put in place to promote 

cooperative corporations. Already in the 1970’s Jaroslav Vanek (1975), suggested that the cooperative 

movement needed the right kind of “sheltering” institutions to flourish. In Spain, Italy and France where 

there are friendlier legal frameworks towards cooperatives, they also represent a bigger share of the 

economic sector (Labour Report, 2017).  
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It’s broadly argued that cooperatives are in need of an improved access to finance as they are often 

suffering from a limited access to finance as conventional financial institutions are less likely to invest in a 

corporation that they can’t get control of and this can lead to underinvestment in cooperative corporations 

(Ibid.). Institutions such as special investment banks with a mandate to provide cooperatives with access to 

finance could be one of the solutions to this problem (Labor Report, 2017; New Economics Foundation, 

2018). Many organizations also agitates for providing workers with a “a right to first refusal” – if the owner 

of the corporation in which they work is about to sell the corporation or receives an offer, this policy would 

give the workers an option to buy and a right to raise funds and match the offer to take over the 

corporation and form a cooperative (New Economics Foundation, 2018; Democracy Collaborative, 2019). 

Furthermore, when owners are about to retire and begin considering passing on the corporation, the 

workers, the community or other beneficiaries should be consulted to take steps to co-operatizing the 

corporation. This would simply enable that business transitions lead to more cooperatively owned 

corporations. Introducing a right to own would further support worker buyouts and the co-operatizing of 

existing corporations, through providing employees of corporations with a statutory “right to request” 

ownership and make an offer if a corporation is in financial turmoil. Employees would thus be legally 

enabled to purchase their corporation in the phase of business transition or recuperate it if it’s closing. 

Providing economic funding through inclusive ownership funds would be preferred to financially 

supplement the workers’ legal rights to make a buy-out. To support the promotion of cooperatives, 

politicians need to look at how to implement these legal and financial frameworks. The question of 

corporate ownership has now been pushed to the front of the political agenda by Labour, the Ownership 

Commission, the Co-Operative Party and civil society.  

 

Cooperatives as emancipatory social alternatives 

One may, as Olin Wright, divide the cooperative movement into two stages when assessing its 

emancipatory potential. The first stage is the ideal form as part of a cooperative market economy and the 

second stage is the “stand-alone” cooperative. In their ideal form and when they are embedded in markets 

dominated by cooperatives, they serve as a radical and emancipatory transformation of the relation 

between economy and polity. I will argue that cooperatives in this ideal form can be related to what Jaeggi 

argues; “it’s democratic control over the social surplus. This posits a deep internal relation between 

economy and democracy. It doesn’t simply mean democratic control of the capitalist tiger, or the 

democratic taming of the tiger; instead it’s actually ‘within’ the tiger itself. In other words, if we are 

involved in decisions about what we produce, how we produce, and where we invest the social surplus, then 

we are no longer just regulating the economy from the outside but transforming the economy from within” 
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(Jaeggi in Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018: 184). Transformative and radical change is according to Fraser for instance 

when property relations and the process by which surplus value is being created and distributed are altered 

(Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). A cooperative market economy would not only change the location and the 

significance of the boundary between the economy and polity, it would abolish the boundary all together. 

In Polanyi’s words this would re-embed the economy within society completely. As such it would change 

the functional ontology of the capitalist social order. The economy would not be operating in its own 

differentiated functional sphere as economic logic wouldn’t function as a rationality of its own, but always 

be confined to social or political rationalities. It’s thus an abolition of the category of independent and 

differentiated economic logics and measures of valorization. In Immanuel Wallerstein’s words, I would 

argue that a cooperative market economy could be a part of the long process of eliminating the category of 

profit (Azzellini, 2018). Throughout the history, we have seen how this, in fact, is possible. During the 

1930’s, several parts of Spain experimented with local and community-based cooperative market 

economies where categories such as profit, personal enrichment and private ownership were abandoned 

for values of mutual aid, reciprocity and common ownership as depicted in the documentary Vivir Utopia.  

 

However, when cooperatives are not embedded in markets dominated by other cooperatives, I would 

argue that they are an affirmative way of mitigating the boundary struggle between economy and polity. 

An affirmative way of mitigating boundary struggles is when the proponents of change “assume that a 

given institutional boundary should exist in more or less its present form, while insisting that it is currently 

situated in the wrong place. They want only to change its location” (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018: 174). Nancy 

Fraser compares affirmative claims to workers seeking shorter hours and higher wages and finance reform 

(Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). In this case a cooperative represents a form of corporation that, in its 

organizational structure, is more democratic and mitigates domination from shareholders. Therefore, it 

constitutes a more normatively desirable alternative according to Fraser. However, in reality, we see that 

many cooperatives are employing non-members who don’t share the democratic powers of members and 

furthermore stakeholders that are not members are not guaranteed to have their voice heard by a 

cooperative. As such many cooperatives share similar democratic challenges and dilemmas as conventional 

corporations. “Stand-alone” cooperatives can be seen as an affirmative and more achievable alternative 

where a differentiation or division between economy and the polity will remain. The cooperative 

corporation would here be located at the thresholds of the economy and the other social spheres trying to 

balance their different imperatives and norms. Struggles and conflicts may arise over what logics and 

imperatives, the “stand-alone” cooperative should be governed according to. If this can be balanced the 

right way it might ensure that democracy and non-domination is extended within the corporation. As such 
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it can be an emancipatory form of industrial regulation that seeks to mitigate the domination of 

shareholders, increase the democratic influence of the corporation’s constituents, decrease the inequality 

between capital investors and non-owners of capital and ensures that the corporation remains a viable and 

sustainable organizer of economic activity.  

 

Following Andre Gorz, it can be argued that modest and affirmative reforms which are aimed at conquering 

ground for more democratic politics can start a snowball effect and lead to a democratizing logic that picks 

up speed and eventually leads to major democratic and social transformations (Ibid.). Reforms of corporate 

ownership, which initially opens up for the creation of more “stand-alone” cooperatives, may thus enable a 

larger transformation of the corporate landscape. “Stand-alone cooperatives” are a more achievable 

alternative, and they might enable a larger democratic and social transformation that can constitute the 

break with the neoliberal politics, which Fraser sees as necessary (Ibid.). As Fraser argues, we will prolong 

the current interregnum if transformative politics are not pursued. The contradictory ways that the 

economic sphere and the neoliberal corporation simultaneously need the polity and destabilizes it must 

thus be challenged. Through democratizing the corporation, it’s possible to redirect it towards a more 

normatively desirable and viable social and economic outcome and resituate it with respect to the 

functioning of the polity. It can emancipate the constituents of the corporation from the domination of the 

shareholders and change its underlying instrumental rationality of economic efficiency and profit. However, 

it also represents a utopian vision that is very difficult to achieve even though it’s possible. Under the 

Keynesian welfare regime, it was the state, which sought to increase political control over the economy 

through state ownership and public oversight of selected corporations. The cooperatives are a more 

decentralized form of alternative that springs from civil society and can constitute a new emancipatory 

project, which enables Fraser’s triple movement of protecting and emancipating social actors from the 

process of marketization.  

 

Cooperatives have the potential to function as a political entity as much as an economic entity and this can 

ensure the harmonious and coercion-free interaction between the economy and polity. It allows the 

corporation to be conceived differently and not solely as an economic and private entity, which Barkan 

(2013), Veldman (2013) and others have labeled it. In this sense it has the potential to be an institution of 

the commons, which Common Wealth has argued that a corporation ought to be (Common Wealth, 2019). 

Cooperatives can allow people to participate in the fundamental decisions about who they want to be and 

what life should be. They can allow people to be “the joint authors of our collective life process” (Fraser in 

Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018: 131). This would be a strengthening of personal and public autonomy and individual 
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and collective freedom, which, according to Fraser, are the prerequisites of democracy. Democracy as such 

requires that people can participate together with others in consequential decision-making about the 

design of one’s social order and retaining autonomy without being deprived the right to participate by 

social forces (Ibid.). A cooperative economy can enable collective decision-making and participation, which 

would enable Fraser and Jaeggi’s idea of democracy and freedom. However, as I will discuss in the 

following chapter, it’s not as straightforward to ensure that the cooperative lives up to these ideals of 

emancipating its members from economic reason and arbitrary domination. Political language and ideals 

may not simply follow from spreading ownership and control among the members. This is also reflected by 

the fact that many cooperatives degenerate to forms of governance that resembles that of conventional 

corporations. Unfortunately, Fraser and Jaeggi don’t theorize about how their idea of democracy, which 

rests on the ideas of participation, autonomy and freedom, can be achieved and neither do they consider 

why democracy is something that we should strive for. Instead they take it for granted that democracy is 

inherently good. I will therefore, in the next chapter, engage with how we may arrive at an argument for 

why the corporation should be democratized and how it may be achieved. 
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Chapter 4 

Democracy as a way of life            

So far, I have looked at the corporation as a site for social struggle and a place for emancipatory social 

change. I have argued that the corporation can and ought to be organized democratically to become a 

viable, emancipatory and desirable social alternative to the economic and neoliberal conception of it. 

Scholars that engage with the democratic organization of the corporation tend to highlight the extrinsic 

benefits that democratic corporations can bring about (Frega, 2020). For instance, scholars such as 

(Perotin, 2015) have focused on how democratic corporations such as cooperatives are more competitive 

and others have focused on how democratic corporations can improve working conditions (see for example 

Davies, 2017). In the literature that I have engaged with it’s clear that political actors and civil society 

organizations in the UK often emphasize such extrinsic goods too. Arguments about economic equality, 

ecological sustainability and productivity are often hailed as justifications for why the corporation should 

be democratized. These extrinsic justifications for workplace democracy have the advantage of giving 

concrete reasons for why the corporation should be democratized. However, they also expose themselves 

to objection and to arguments claiming that other organizing principles are better at promoting these 

extrinsic goods (Frega, 2020). A strong focus on economic output and on equality measured strictly in 

economic terms may arguably also be neoliberal reasons for democratizing the control and ownership of 

the corporation. If the extension of democratic principles is justified strictly by neoliberal reason of 

economic efficiency, the question remains whether it’s another example of economic logic creeping up on 

political and democratic values. Judging democratic corporations solely through economic measures of 

valorization constrains the argument for democratizing the corporation to market logic and to a market 

lexicon of competition and economic growth.  

I will, using Wendy Brown, argue that neoliberal economic reason may continue to flourish even though the 

corporation is organized and structured democratically. According to Brown, strong bank regulation, public 

reinvestment, finance reform and high wealth redistribution can coexist with an economization of political 

life (Brown, 2013). While it’s not an argument that is exposed to a neoliberal logic, the argument put 

forward in the thesis is still an extrinsic one, which is prompted by an interpretation of Fraser and Jaeggi’s 

idea of emancipation and how it can be advanced within the corporation to mitigate the boundary struggle 

between economy and polity. So here democracy, non-domination and functional sustainability come to 

have extrinsic qualities as they can serve to emancipate the sphere of the polity. How may we then 

advance an intrinsic argument for democratic corporations to avoid objectification of democracy as an 

organizing principle? In this chapter I will discuss how we may understand democracy as an intrinsic norm 
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for the corporation and how we can unleash its full emancipatory potential. To do so we need a wider 

conception of democracy than the one that is usually put forward. Most recent literature on democracy in 

the corporation follows a neo-republican tradition (Anderson, 2017; Petit, 2012), which suffers from a 

conception of democracy that has historically been used to theorize about the legitimacy of formal political 

institutions (Frega, 2020). This conception of democracy, which resembles Fraser and Jaeggi’s, refers to the 

setup of political settings such as procedures for decision-making, participation, rule of law, separation of 

powers, and granting constituents of the corporation the rights of citizens (Ibid.). We need a wider 

conception of democratic organization to understand how the emancipatory potential of democracy can be 

extended to the corporation and to avoid making extrinsic arguments to why democracy should be an 

organizing principle for the corporation.     

Democracy as a life in community                                                                                                                                

To do this I will try to bring forward the ideas of democracy that the father of the pragmatist tradition John 

Dewey developed. Dewey tried to develop a philosophy about the realization of democracy and it’s this 

philosophy that I want to use to better understand how the corporation can become an ideal democratic 

and common association in Dewey’s words. For Dewey, democracy is not just a form of government or 

political form but rather it’s a form of life. More accurately democracy is the idea of a life in community and 

as such Dewey connects democracy to community. Democracy is not an alternative principle to how 

associated life should be organized but it’s the only way that associated life in community can take place. 

He thus identifies democracy with community and living together in common. So, to grasp his idea of 

democracy, we must also understand how Dewey thinks of community. According to Dewey, a community 

exists when every individual who are engaged in given interactions appreciates the consequences of these 

interactions as being good. Furthermore, the appreciation of the good must generate a willingness to 

ensure the continued existence of the good merely because it’s a good shared by everyone (Dewey, 2017 

[1927]).  

The consequences of interacting must be appreciated by everyone in the community and people in the 

community will then strive together to ensure the existence of the common goods because they are shared 

and enjoyed by everyone. His idea is that everyone and everything is connected and is being affected by 

these connections. Interaction is thus a trait shared by everyone and everything and every form of 

interaction has some type of consequence that can be felt. These consequences must be learned, 

acknowledged and appreciated by everyone who is directly or indirectly involved in the interaction. In what 

Dewey calls a face-to-face community people share close and direct interactions and it’s thus easier to 
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learn, acknowledge and control the consequences of such interactions (Ibid.). Dewey argued in Liberalism 

and Social Action (1935) that freedom, autonomy and self-realization are best served through social action 

by thinking, working and pursuing our social and political ideals together (Morris & Shapiro, 1993). 

Democracy and freedom must thus be achieved collectively and can only be achieved in community where 

people share intimate relations where they are able to grasp and control how social interactions affect 

them.   

The problem that Dewey saw was that people in the highly complex, technical and industrialized society 

that he lived in were not able to express their opinions with authority and clarity. He called this an eclipse 

of the public and he saw the public as underdeveloped and unorganized. Industrialization, political 

individualism and instrumental rationality did, according to Dewey, invade and dissolve the small 

traditional face-to-face communities without establishing a One Big Community. Contrary Dewey called the 

society he was living in a Big Society. I would argue that this development has intensified in the last four 

decades and that we indeed also live in a Big Society where human associations are dissolved in atomistic 

intentions and organizations are organized as big impersonal entities. What Dewey argued was that people 

simply were not able to acknowledge or control the consequences of the interactions that they were 

involved in and affected by directly or indirectly. They were merely able to experience the consequences 

because of the highly complex and technical properties of industrial society. As such people in the public 

were not conscious about how their lives were affected by different interactions and therefore, they were 

not able to express their opinion clearly and authoritatively (Ibid.). 

If the public can’t assert and express its interest in such a way that activities or interactions which affect the 

public can be regulated to the benefit of everyone then Dewey’s idea of a democratic community is 

compromised. I will argue that the modern corporation indeed is more of a simple association than a local 

community. One may even speak of an eclipse of the corporations’ public where the constituents of the 

corporation that take part in its activities and are affected directly or indirectly don’t have much influence 

on the consequences of these activities. The constituents of the corporation are more than often not able 

to express their opinions with clarity and authority to ensure a continued retention and reproduction of the 

goods that are enjoyed and shared by everyone. Dewey writes that local communities have been invaded 

by distant and complex powers that appear as unknown for the members of social entities (Ibid.). This 

could very well have been a description of the way shareholders and an unaccountable C-suite have been 

able to set the agenda in the modern corporation shielded from the influence of employees and other 
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constituents. To challenge this, we must then learn how to engage with the corporation in the perspective 

of Dewey’s local face-to-face community.  

Democracy must here be understood as a specific form of life and human association, which can replace 

other ways of organizing collective life (Frega, 2017). Democracy must permeate all the ways that we 

organize our collective life, as it’s the very idea of a community itself. We can thus, using Dewey, make the 

argument that life in community is democratic in itself and if human associations are not organized 

democratically then they don’t qualify as a community but merely remain simple interactions or 

connections - hence why I argue that the corporation has become nothing more than a simple association. 

Democratizing the corporation is for Dewey only one part of the multi-faceted quest of building a life in 

community where individual habits, social interaction and social institutions are organized by democratic 

ideals. There is thus an intrinsic value to democratizing the corporation in this argument, as it’s simply one 

branch of the many institutions that we should organize according to democratic principles to reach 

Dewey’s idea of the One Big Community. It’s not a means to some other justified goal, but instead it’s the 

ultimate goal itself as it’s the ultimate way of organizing our collective life. 

The corporation as a community                                                                                                                                  

So, if the corporation is merely a simple association where the constituents (its public) can’t influence the 

management or the ownership, then the question of how the corporation can become a form of local 

community arises. Roberto Frega (2020) argues that it’s insufficient to limit the goal of democratizing the 

corporation to political issues such as giving constituents the right to participate in decision-making or to 

spread ownership, power and accountability across the constituents as I have argued for earlier. As such he 

calls it a too narrow conception of democracy that may fail to grasp other types of democratic deficit that 

exists in corporations even in those that are organized democratically (Ibid.). I believe that Dewey would 

agree with this view as he argues that the democratic rights of the public don’t necessarily lead to a 

democratic rule. More than often, the public can’t use its political rights and powers in any effective way 

and Dewey writes that the individual political rights that were given to people in the liberal age didn’t lead 

to the establishment of an ideal democratic community (Dewey, 2017 [1927]). Undemocratic habits and 

norms of social interaction can thus continue to exist in a liberal democracy. According to Dewey the public 

instead needs a common democratic formation of will developed through democratic patterns of social 

interaction, democratic habits and democratic social organization (Frega, 2017). What Dewey and Frega 

both argue is that democracy as a social norm requires more than the existence of democratic rights and 

participative and deliberative structures of decision-making (Ibid). It certainly also requires this, but to 
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Frega and Dewey it’s not enough. Democracy as a life in community needs not only the establishment of 

democratic social organization, but also a development of democratic patterns of social interaction and 

social action. Democratic habits of thought and action and the presence of democratic principles in all 

forms of social relationships is the key to deal with collective problems in all aspects of social life in Dewey’s 

view (Frega, 2017). There is a need for an overarching democratic social organization of the corporation, 

which I have accounted for in chapter 3, but to unleash its full potential we must dig deeper into the social 

relationships and interactions within the corporation. 

Living together in community and thus achieving democracy and social freedom requires firstly that the 

public be consulted. There must be considerable “freedom of social inquiry and of distribution of its 

conclusions” (quoted in Morris & Shapiro, 1993: xiii) as he wrote in The Public and Its Problems (1927). The 

needs and desires of the public is thus of severe importance and a community must be organized in such a 

way that the public can express its desires with authority and be consulted. Additionally, there must be free 

communication among the individuals of the public as “free social inquiry is indissolubly wedded to the art 

of full and moving communication” (Dewey, 1927 quoted in Morris and Shapiro, 1993: xiii). Along with 

being consulted, the public thus has to inquire in uninhibited debate and communication, according to 

Dewey (Morris & Shapiro, 1993). It’s the unlimited communication between individuals in a community 

that can ensure its reproduction, according to him (Honneth, 2017). So, it’s through communication and 

dialogue that we can create a community that can uncover the social needs and desires of its actors. The 

prerequisite for a thriving community is thus that there is free dialogue and communication among all the 

members of the public. People in a community do have common interests, but there is a need for 

discussion and debate to find out what these interests are (Dewey, 2017 [1927]). An “expert” in Dewey’s 

words, such as a manager or shareholder, can’t necessarily know about the public’s common interests and 

in many instances his knowledge and interests are to be characterized as private. It’s thus through social 

action and communication that we can discover and expose the desires and interests of the community 

(Ibid.). 

We must then try to develop an idea of how we can expand Dewey’s idea of free and full communication 

and democratic social action within the context of the corporation. I will, using Frega (2020), argue that 

there are three principles of “social structuration” that are necessary to ensure that Dewey’s ideas of social 

freedom and free and social inquiry through full communication can be made possible and these are 

individual habits, patterns of social interaction and forms of institutional organization. I will here focus on 

the first two, as I have already (in chapter 3) described a model for organizing the corporation that in a 

formal way would enable the consultation of the public (constituents of the corporation) and 
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communication between actors within the community that is the corporation. The importance of individual 

democratic habits in a democratic society was before Dewey described thoroughly by John Stuart Mill 

(Frega, 2017). Habits are learned dispositions to act in certain ways according to the given circumstances. In 

short, habits guide human conduct and behavior and routinize human responses to life situations, and it’s 

argued, by Dewey and others that social order and culture rely on such routinized behavior. So, habits of 

openness to dialogue, critical thinking and cooperation are required to promote constructive social 

interactions and it provides the basis for how a democratic community can exist. Democratic habits are 

thus a prerequisite for the possibility of ensuring free social inquiry and deliberation. As Frega (2017) 

argues, employees and managers must learn how to deliberate together and articulate their opinions in 

constructive ways and how to accept and offer criticism to ensure a full flowing communication. All this 

starts at the level of individual habits that much be learned and trained.   

As such it must be understood that introducing democratic ways of governing or owning doesn’t 

necessarily lead to democratic ways of interacting right away. It’s rather something that must be learned, 

trained, exercised and developed into habits and forms of routinized behavior (Ibid.). Habits and routinized 

behavior may then over time become a system of embedded norms or a pattern of social interaction as 

Frega refers to it. These patterns define the overall framework for social encounters and determine how 

individuals relate to each other and treat each other (Ibid: 34). They shape the way that individuals engage 

in social life by establishing roles and codes within social relations. As examples of how our social relations 

are formed into patterns, Frega mentions the spatial segregation in a racialized society or relations of 

subordination in capitalist society (Ibid.). Such social patterns define the limits of what individuals expect 

and how they act in a given social interaction. So, in a corporation, the interactions between employees, 

managers and shareholders are characterized and shaped by the forms of hierarchy and authority that are 

installed as norms throughout the organization. (Ibid.). An employee would then presumably not expect to 

be involved in the decision-making and would expect relational inequality towards the manager as well as 

expecting the kind of unaccountable authority from management and board that Elizabeth Anderson has 

depicted. Likewise, the manager and perhaps also the shareholders would act according to the authority 

that they are expected to have, and they may not feel obliged or inclined to involve their employees to any 

great extent. In this way, the embedded norms and patterns of social interaction can become an obstacle 

to the free and open communication and dialogue that is essential in a Deweyan community.  

The corporation as a community is an institution where all its social members can inquire, express 

themselves and participate in the ongoing dialogue through free and full communication. Additionally, all 
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the constituents of the corporation must strive collectively to engage in the reproduction of the goods that 

are shared and enjoyed by everyone. Democracy must be installed at a macro level (organizational 

structure), a meso level (social interactions) and a micro level (individual habits and behavior) to be 

applicable with Dewey and Frega’s conception of democracy. In this sense democracy as understood 

through community within the corporation is more of a system of relations based on democratic principles 

such as social involvement, inclusive authority and relational parity (Ibid.). To formalize and embed these 

norms and forms of social interaction, I would argue that they must firstly be institutionalized through the 

organizational structure of the corporation. Afterwards a democratic ethos permeating all social action 

must follow. Such a democratic ethos is resting on the individual habits and the patterns of social 

interaction, which must be guided by democratic principles. This is a very difficult quest, which must be 

guided by a longue durée trial and error approach, as Dewey argued (Dewey, 2017 [1927]). It’s also a 

development, which character is not only confined to the corporation, but involves all parts of society.  

I would argue that the idea of the cooperative market economy would come close to Dewey’s vision of life 

lived in a big interrelated community. In the cooperative market economy, which I described in chapter 3, 

the whole economy is organized according to communitarian and democratic principles. The cooperative 

market economy is, as Olin Wright describes it, an economic form of organizing that resembles Dewey’s 

visions of the One Big Community as all the actors in the cooperative market economy would resemble 

small independent communities that were bound together in an overarching communitarian or associative 

structure. In this structure, the relations between and within the cooperatives would be characterized by 

cooperation, social dialogue, mutuality and reciprocity. To organize as such, a democratic ethos must 

penetrate all social actions and relations. People would be able to inquire and express themselves as 

members in each of their cooperatives and each cooperative would be able to clarify and assert the 

opinions of their members in overarching cooperative associations. Interactions within a single cooperative 

and interactions cooperatives in between and their following consequences could thus be controlled 

through democratic deliberation and communication in an overarching form of multi-stakeholder 

association. Using Azzelini (2018), we may argue that this can change peoples’ way of relating to their work, 

to themselves and to others. Accordingly, habits, behavior and social interactions might be altered and 

come to correspond with the communitarian and democratic ideals, which should permeate the 

organizational structures of society. Dewey argues in a similar vein as he sees the small and local 

communities as essential to a democratic way of life as they give people the possibility to experience, 

acknowledge and have control with the matters that influence their lives (Dewey, 2017 [1927]). Thus, a 



 61 

democratic way of life starts by relishing the powers of the small and local communities, which must be re-

established and further developed through social experimentation.    
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Conclusion 
 
In the thesis I argue that different political and ideological projects have influenced the conception of the 

corporation since its origins. Since the early stages of liberal capitalism, the corporation has gradually been 

moved into the private economic sphere, as it became a means of private and economic interest. However, 

social movements fought to change this conception of the corporation and to some extent succeeded by 

winning workers a share in the decision-making processes and a right to participate in some of the 

important matters that influenced their lives. In state-managed capitalism, the corporation and the 

economic life were organized according to grander social compromises between workers, the state, 

managers and the shareholders. For several years under state-managed capitalism, there was a stable 

relationship between the economic sphere and the political sphere. However, as the economic situation 

worsened during the 1970’s, the grand social compromise between the economic sphere and the political 

sphere was abruptly put to an end.  

 

A new ideological project was on the rise and launched a complete transformation of the way the economy 

and all social life should be governed. As I seek to illustrate, this changed the dynamics of the functional 

interaction between the economy and the other social spheres. Under neoliberalism, everything ideally has 

to be governed according to economic logics and rationalities. So, I argue that the corporation indeed came 

to be perceived exclusively as an economic entity that should be controlled by its shareholders and govern 

according to their narrow economic interests under neoliberalism. The consequences of this are that the 

neoliberal conception of the corporation strictly responds to the norms and rationalities of the economic 

sphere and it undermines and destabilizes the sphere of the polity even though it needs this sphere to 

establish its conditions of possibility. Under neoliberalism the social struggle between the economy and the 

polity has thus, once again, been intensified and critical voices demand a bigger say in the decisions that 

influence and structure their lives. They seek to break with today’s shareholder-centric principles of 

corporate governance and ownership and the perception that corporate decisions belong to the economic 

sphere.   

 

A central claim of the thesis is that in order to stabilize the relationship between the economy and the 

polity, so that they can function in coercion-free interaction, we must look at how the corporation can be 

democratized. Democratizing the corporation thus becomes a way to mitigate the social struggle between 

the economy and polity. I argue that workplace democracy is a social alternative and an emancipatory 

project that can challenge the neoliberal capitalist social order and its organization of its social ontologies. 

Therefore, it’s necessary to assess the democratic reform of corporate ownership and governance as 
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emancipatory social change to grasp if it can serve as a desirable form of social change. In the thesis a 

democratic ownership model is being described, analyzed and assessed. It’s argued that this model 

represents an achievable and emancipatory way of redrawing the boundary between economy and polity. 

However, it’s not necessarily transformative in its core. A slow and partial dissemination of cooperatives 

represent affirmative social change, which gradually may lead to larger transformative social changes such 

as Erik Olin Wright’s idea of the cooperative market economy.  

 

It requires a pragmatic approach of social experimentation to achieve such emancipatory social change as 

Honneth (2017) argues and there are indeed pitfalls and challenges, which may hamper the effect of the 

democratic reforms. The democratic ownership model can be exposed to a strict economic reason, which 

may impair its democratic language and ideals. Therefore, I believe that it’s certainly not a given that the 

arrangement of democratic ownership and control rights will lead to what Frega and Dewey would 

characterize as a democratic way of life. Instead it’s a long process of installing democratic organizational 

structures and shaping individual habits and patterns of social interaction according to democratic norms. 

By conceptualizing democracy as a life in community, it may be possible to grasp the conditions that are 

required for a democratic way of life to be flourishing. According to this conception it’s essential that 

people can experience, acknowledge and control the consequences of interactions and furthermore the 

consequences of these interactions must also be appreciated so that people will strive together to retain 

the common goods that they can bring about. It requires free and full communication among the members 

of a community to achieve this ideal and for democratic corporations it would be relevant to engage with 

how a free and full communication among their members can be ensured through the establishment of 

democratic organizational structures and the continued development of social skills, individual habits and 

patterns of social interaction.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 64 

Bibliography 
 
Anderson, E. (2017). Private Government: How Employers Rule Our Lives (And Why We Don't Talk About 

It). Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Atkinson, P., & Coffey, A. (2011). Analysing Documentary Realities. I D. Silverman, Qualitative Research. 

London: Sage Publications. 
 
Azzellini, D. (2018). Labour as a Commons: The Example of Worker-Recuperated Companies. Critical 

Sociology(44), s. 763-776. 
 
Bajo, C. S., & Roelants, B. (2011). Capital and the Debt Trap: Learning from Cooperatives in the Global 

Crisis. Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Barkan, J. (2013). Corporate Sovereignty: Law and Government under Capitalism. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press. 
 
Birch, K. (2016). Market vs. contract? The implications of contractual theories of corporate governance 

to the analysis of neoliberalism. Ephemera, s. 107-133. 
 
Boltanski, L. (2011). Pragmatisk Sociologi - En Tekstsamling (1. ed.). (L. Held, Ed., & P. F. Bundgaard, 

Trans.) København: Hans Reitzels Forlag. 
 
Boltanski, L., & Thevenot, L. (2006). On Justification: Economies of Worth. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press. 
 
Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document Analysis as a Qualitative Research Method. Qualitative Research 

Jorunal(2), s. 27-40. 
 
Brown, W. (2015). Undoing the Demos - Neoliberalism's Stealth Revolution. New York: Zone Books. 
 
Centre for Local Economic Strategies & The Democracy Collaborative. (2020). Owning the Future - 

After Covid-19, a New Era of Community Wealth Building. (J. Guinan, J. Leibowitz, N. McInroy, 
& S. McKinley, Red.) Centre for Local Economic Strategies & The Democracy Collaborative. 
Hentet fra https://cles.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Owning-the-future-FINAL.pdf 

 
Ciepley, D. (2013). Beyond Public and Private: Toward a Political Theory of the Corporation. American 

Political Science Review. 
 
Cole, G. (1920). Guild Socialism Restated. London: Leonard Parsons. 
 
Cole, G. (1940). A Century of Co-Operation. George Allen & Unwin Ltd. 
 
Common Wealth. (2019). Owning the Future: Toward the Democratic Economy. (M. Lawrence, Ed.) 

Common Wealth. Retrieved from https://uploads-
ssl.webflow.com/5e2191f00868d778b89ff85/5e3ab6fffba2c82fca736aa1_Common_Wealth_-
_Owning%20the%future_-_toward_the_democratic_economy.pdf 

 
Common Wealth. (2020). Commoning the Company. (M. Lawrence, Ed.) Common Wealth. Retrieved 

from https://uploads-



 65 

ssl.webflow.com/5e2191f00f868d778b89ff85/5e98856284fcbfe6ad28bb58_CW_Commoning
%20the%20Company.pdf 

 
Co-operative Party. (2019). Building a Fairer Future: The Co-operative Plan for Britain. Co-operative 

Party. Retrieved from https://party.coop/wp-
content/blogs.dir/5/files/2019/11/BuildingAFairerFuture.pdf 

 
Co-operatives UK. (2015). Co-operative and Community Benefit Societies Act 2014. Retrieved June 19, 

2020, from Co-operatives UK: https://www.uk.coop/developing-co-ops/grow-your-co-
op/understanding-co-operative-and-community-benefit-societies-act 

 
Co-operatives UK. (2017). The Co-Operative Economy Report 2017. Co-operatives UK. Retrieved from 

reports.uk.coop/economy2017/ 
 
Co-operatives UK. (2019). Your Organisational Structure. Retrieved June 21, 2020, from UK Coop: 

https://www.uk.coop/the-hive/co-operative-business-planning/your-business-
plan/organisational-structure#examples 

 
Crouch, C. (2011). The Strange Non-Death of Neoliberalism. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Cumbers, A. (2017). Renewing Public Ownership: Constructing a Democratic Economy in the Twenty-

First Century. Centre for Labour and Social Studies. Retrieved from 
classonline.org.uk/docs/Andrew_Cumbers_Public_Ownership_Finall.pdf 

 
Davies, W. (2009). Reinventing the Firm. London: Demos. 
 
Davies, W. (2011). All of Our Business: Why Britain Needs More Private Sector Employee Ownership. 

Employee Ownership Association. 
 
Davies, W. (2014). The Limits of Neoliberarlism: Authority, Sovereignty and the Logic of Competition. 

London: Sage Publications. 
 
Davies, W. (2017). Corporate Governance Beyond Neoliberalism: Agency, Democracy and Co-

operation. In J. Michie, J. Blasi, & C. Borzaga, The Oxford Handbook of Mutual, Co-Operative, and 
Co-Owned Business. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 
Davies, W. (2017). The Psychological Crisis of the Corporation: Employee-Owned Alternatives and 

Futures. In G. Baars, & A. Spicer, The Corporation: A Critical, Multi-Disciplinary Handbook (pp. 
527-537). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 
Democracy Collaborative. (2019). Right to Own: A Policy Framework to Catalyze Worker Ownership 

Transitions. (P. Gowan, Ed.) Democracy Collaborative. Retrieved from 
https://thenextsystem.org/sites/default/files/2019-04/righttoown_web_80.pdf 

 
Deutschmann, C. (2020). Entrepreneurship, Finance and Social Stratification. In P. Mader, N. van der 

Zwan, & D. Mertens, The Routledge International Handbook of Financialization (pp. 31-42). 
London: Routledge. 

 
Dewey, J. (2017 [1927]). Offentligheden og dens problemer. (M. E. Christensen, Trans.) København: 

Hans Reitzels Forlag. 



 66 

Erturk, I. (2020). Shareholder Primacy and Corporate Financialization. In P. Mader, N. van der Zwan, & 
D. Mertens, The Routledge International Handbook of Financialization (pp. 43-55). London: 
Routledge. 

 
Ferreras, I. (2017). Firms as Political Entities. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Financial Times. (2019, September 18). Why Rigged Capitalism Is Damaging Liberal Democracy. 

Financial Times. Financial Times. Retrieved February 22, 2020, from 
https://www.ft.com/content/5a8ab27e-d470-11e9-8367-807e...ab77?segmentId=04966486-
48b5-4fa9-9be6-8dceb601aaeb 

 
Fligstein, N. (1990). The Transformation of Corporate Control. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Fraser, N., & Jaeggi, R. (2018). Capitalism: A Conversation in Critical Theory. (B. Milstein, Ed.) 

Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Frega, R. (2017). The wide view of democracy. Thesis Eleven, s. 3-21. 
 
Frega, R. (2020). Democratic Patterns of Interaction as a Norm for the Workplace. Journal of Social 

Philosophy, s. 27-53. 
 
Friedman, M. (1962). Capitalism and Freedom. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 
 
Friedman, M. (1970). The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits. The New York 

Times Magazine, 6. 
 
Gamero, J. (Director). (1997). Vivir la Utopia [Motion Picture]. 
 
Gonzalez-Ricoy, I. (2019). Ownership and Control Rights in Democratic Firms - A Republican 

Approach. Review of Social Economy. 
 
Herzog, L., Frega, R., & Neuhäuser, C. (2019). Workplace Democracy - the recent debate. Philosophy 

Compass. 
 
Honneth, A. (2017). Socialismens Idé. København: Hans Reitzels Forlag. 
 
Horn, R. v. (2018). Corporations and the Rise of Chicago Law and Economics. Economy and Society, 

47(3), pp. 477-499. 
 
Ingham, G. (2008). Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
IPPR. (2017a). Corporate Governance Reform: Turning Business Towards Long-Term Success. (M. 

Lawrence, Ed.) IPPR. Retrieved from http://www.ippr.org.corporategovernancereform 
 
IPPR. (2017b). Capital Gains: Broadening Company Ownership in the UK Economy. (M. Lawrence, & N. 

Mason, Eds.) IPPR. Retrieved from http://www.ippr.org/publications/CEJ-capital-gains 
 
IPPR. (2018). Prosperity and Justice: A Plan for the New Economy. Cambridge: Polity Press & IPPR. 

Retrieved from https://www.ippr.org/files/2018-08/1535639099_prosperity-and-justice-
ippr-2018.pdf 

 



 67 

Ireland, P. (1996). Capitalism without the capitalist: The joint stock company share and the emergence 
of the modern doctrine of separate corporate personality. The Journal of Legal History, pp. 40-
72. 

 
Ireland, P. (1999). Company Law and the Myth of Shareholder Ownership. Modern Law Review, s. 32-

57. 
 
Ireland, P. (2017). Finance and the Origins of Modern Company Law. In G. Baars, & A. Spicer, The 

Corporation: A Critical, Multi-Disciplinary Handbook (pp. 238-246). Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

 
Jansson, A., Larsson-Olaisson, U., Veldman, J., & Beverungen, A. (2016). The political economy of 

corporate governance. Ephemera, pp. 1-17. 
 
Jensen, M., & Meckling, W. (1976). Theory of the Firm: Managerial Behavior, Agency Costs and 

Ownership Structure. Journal of Financial Economics, pp. 305-360. 
 
Labour. (2017). Alternative Models of Ownership. Report to Shadow Cabinet. Labour. Retrieved from 

https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/2017/10/Alternative-Models-of-Ownership.pdf 
 
Labour. (2019). It's Time for Real Change: The Labour Party Manifesto 2019. Labour. Retrieved from 

https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Large-Print-Manifesto-2019-pdf.pdf 
 
Michie, J., Blasi, J. R., & Borzaga, C. (2017). Introduction and Overview. In J. Michie, J. R. Blasi, & C. 

Borzaga, The Oxford Handbook of Mutual, Co-Operative, and Co-Owned Business. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

 
Morris, D., & Shapiro, I. (1993). John Dewey: The Political Writings. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 

Company. 
 
Mulvad, A. M., Larsen, A. G., & Ellersgaard, C. H. (2017). Tæm Eliten - fra magtelite til borgerdemokrati. 

København: Informations Forlag. 
 
Mutuo. (2020). Who Owns Europe? and Why it Matters for Progressives. (C. Mills, S. Kippin, P. Hunt, & 

M. Willets, Eds.) Mutuo. Retrieved from http://www.mutuo.coop.wp-
content/uploads/2020/Who-Owns-Europe.pdf 

 
Møller Stahl, R. (2019). Ruling the Interregnum: Politics and Ideology in Nonhegemonic Times. Politics 

& Society, pp. 333-360. 
 
New Economics Foundation. (2018). Co-Operatives Unleashed: Doubling the Size of the UK's Co-

Operative Sector. (M. Lawrence, A. Pendleton, & S. Mahmoud, Eds.) New Economics 
Foundation. Retrieved from https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/co-ops-unleashed.pdf 

 
New Economics Foundation. (2020). Change the Rules: New Rules for the Economy. New Economics 

Foundation. Retrieved from https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/newrules2020.pdf 
 
Olin Wright, E. (2010). Envisioning Real Utopias. London: Verso. 
 
Parker, M., Cheney, G., Fournier, V., & Land, C. (2017). Organization Is Politics Made Durable: Principles 

and Alternatives. In G. Baars, & A. Spicer, The Corporation: A Critical Multidisciplinary 
Handbook (pp. 538-545). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



 68 

Pérotin, V. (2015). What Do We Really Know About Workers' Cooperatives? In L. S.-R. Tony Webster, A 
Business Model for the 21st Century. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 

 
Pettit, P. (2012). On the People's Terms: A Republican Theory and Model of Democracy. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
 
Polanyi, K. (1957 [1944]). The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time. 

Boston: Beacon Press. 
 
Sikka, P., Hudson, A., Hadden, T., Willmott, H., Christensen, J., Cooper, C., . . . Veldman, J. (2018). A Better 

Future for Corporate Governance: Democratising Corporations for their Long-Term Success.  
 
Stern, P. J. (2017). The Corporation in History. In G. Baars, & A. Spicer, The Corporation: A Critical 

Multidisciplinary Handbook (pp. 21-46). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Streeck, W. (2011). The Crisis of Democratic Capitalism. New Left Review, pp. 5-29. 
 
Streeck, W. (2014). How Will Capitalism End? New Left Review, pp. 35-64. 
 
The Economist. (2018, 15 November). The Next Capitalist Revolution. The Economist. The Economist. 

Retrieved February 22, 2020, from https://www.economist.com/leaders/2018/11/15/the-
next-capitalist-revolution 

 
The Next System Project & Common Wealth. (2019). Democratic Ownership Funds. Creating Shared 

Wealth and Power. (P. Gowan, & M. Lawrence, Eds.) The Next System Project & Common 
Wealth. Retrieved from https://uploads-
ssl.webflow.com/5e2191f00f868d778b89ff85/5e3ab872fba2c8bc96744959_Democratic-
Ownership-Funds.pdf 

 
The Ownership Commision. (2012). Plurality, Stewardship and Engagement. Mutuo. Retrieved from 

www.mutuo.coop.wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Ownership-commission-2012.pdf 
 
van der Zwan, N. (2014). Making sense of financialization. Socio-Economic Review(12), pp. 99-129. 
 
Vanek, J. (1975). Self-management: Economic Liberation of Man: Selected Readings. Hammondsworth: 

Penguin Education. 
 
Veldman, J. (2013). Politics of the Corporation. British Journal of Management(24), pp. 18-30. 
 
Veldman, J., & Willmott, H. (2013). What is the corporation and why does it matter? Management, pp. 

605-620. 
 
We Own It. (2019). When We Own It: A Model for Public Ownership in the 21st Century. W Own It. 

Retrieved from 
https://weownit.org.uk/sites/default/files/attachments/When%20We%20Own%20It%20-
%20A%20model%20for%20public%20ownership%20in%20the%2021st%20century.pdf 

 
Weber, M. (1978 [1922]). Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. (G. Roth, & C. 

Wittich, Red.) University of California Press. 
 
Wolff, R. D. (2013). Alternatives to Capitalism. Critical Sociology, 4(39), pp. 487-490. 



 69 

Yanow, D. (2014). Neither Rigorous nor Objective? Interrogating Criteria for Knowledge Claims in 
Interpretive Science. In D. Yanow, & P. Schwartz-Shea, Interpretation and Method. Empirical 
Research Methods and the Interpretive Turn (Second Edition ed.). M.E. Sharpe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 70 

 
 

 


