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Acknowledgment of Country 

Living, loving and working across this country, we respectfully acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the land and 

their continuing connection to land, waters and community.  We pay respect to elders both past and present. 

OZ OMNIUM REX ET REGINA 2008 

Gold Female 

Silver Female 

Bronze Female 

 

Artist’s Statement 

Plato’s Republic promulgates hierarchical separa-

tion and division between the social classes in 

order to maintain a pure and ‘Just’ republic.  Pla-

to uses Gold, Silver and Bronze as an allegory for 

each of the classes. 

The side profile of Queen Elizabeth 11 adorns 

coins of countries belonging to the Common-

wealth.  According to Plato (and still perhaps a 

vast majority of Western society) she is Gold 

Class: incapable of making ‘Unjust’ decisions. 

Adversely a side profile (a mug shot) is taken of 

those convinced of a criminal activity. Such pro-

files often elicit certain mental images among 

society in general; some races or cultural minori-

ties are more susceptible to such thoughts.  

My questions are firstly can we entertain the idea 

that a Gold Class member could act unjustly? 

Secondly, can we entertain the notion that mar-

ginalised groups, cultures and classes could be 

elevated to a class above, and be thought of in a 

different light? 

In this body of work I aim to elicit imagination 

and dialogue (whether fictitious or not) regarding 

justice and injustice, particularly in relation to 

social classes.  

Furthermore, I am interested in eliciting dialogue 

regarding the rigidity of people of any class or 

cultural group to go beyond their boundaries to 

allow their imagination to explore new thoughts 

and ideas. 

Artist: Darren Siwes 

An Australian artist of Indigenous and Dutch 

descent - b.1965 lives and works in Adelaide 
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PREAMBLE 

& 

DISCLAIMER! 

unravelling 
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Cleaners celebrating on the steps of parliament house 

Less successfully trying to move a recalcitrant corporation at its AGM! 
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Dear All 

I am incredibly excited at the idea of coming together with 

you all at our Kangaroo Valley retreat - people I know or hear 

to be amazing individuals and sharp-sharp thinkers. But I also 

confess to a fair degree of nervousness.   

Not about our collective good will and capacities but by the 

somewhat immodest mission we have before us - to boldly 

rethink our way into remaking the future! 

Working for a better future is not new to any of us – that is 

what unites our disparate group. 

But digging, digging soul-deep into the murkiness of the sys-

tem that creates our day to day - to unearth the levers, the 

values, the systemic drivers we need to understand to shift – 

that is challenging, messy and I’m the first to admit, 

daunting.   

So many of us live and fight on the surface. It is where our 

values naturally take us – it is where the injustice is most 

stark.  It is where our tactical bag of tricks sits comfortably.   

And it is where we can win tangible gains or stop awful loss-

es. 

Going deep means engaging beyond the heart and the obvi-

ous, it can mean a more complex story, a harder fight and a 

longer engagement. 

I spent my working life engaged in many struggles in the un-

ion movement. My first conscious battle was as a very young 

and raw union delegate working at the International Manual 

Telephone Exchange in the old GPO Martin Place Building in 

Sydney (a now very swanky 6 star hotel).  We were advised 

that the ship-to-shore service we provided was to end.  Ap-

parently, some new-fangled thing called a satellite was going 

to do our job for us!  We were outraged and I remember 

being flown to Melbourne to meet with ‘the bosses’. We 

went armed with moral indignation and a petition but not 

much else.  Needless to say it was a pretty short and demor-

alising meeting.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t the only campaign I 

was to be involved with over many years that was strong on 

passionate collective purpose and short on strategic analysis 

or a winning strategy. 

The reasons for this are of themselves interesting, contested 

and for another conversation – the loss of an ideological 

lodestar (the notion of a class struggle), capture by a very 

deliberate institutional straight jacket (workplace bargaining 

and legalistic limits), the singular reliance on a party political 

saviour (the ALP) and shrinking numbers and economic clout 

(due largely to state sponsored and employer facilitated de-

unionisation).  

FIRST - THE DISCLAIMER 

 

But whatever the drivers our horizons shrunk to simply 

trying to make the system work for us.  Our ambitions 

were fettered. Our understanding of power withered. And 

surprise, surprise? Workers hold of the wages-profit share 

began to slip irrevocably and inequality trended up after 

decades of settlement. 

But fortunately the story doesn’t end there. 

Workers in my little corner of the world got they were 

being screwed and they were sick of fighting losing battles 

or fighting just to hold on.  So we started to rethink how 

power worked in our industries. We started to think and 

learn about who were the price takers and who were the 

price makers? Very quickly we realised that in industries 

like cleaning our members employers (the cleaning con-

tractors) had no market power at all – they were entirely 

price takers and pretty disorganised ones at that.  Not 

surprisingly, us trying to wring any decent outcomes out 

of them wasn’t going to work.  We needed to organise the 

people who contracted the contractors – the money 

source, the real decision-makers.   

Easier said than done!   

We had to learn a whole new way of thinking and  

strategising.   

We had to develop totally new capacities like deep re-

search and we had to think very differently about tactics 

and leverage.  The details aren’t important here, suffice to 

say we had to shift how we thought about the world.   

We no longer operated on the surface by bargaining with 

the cleaning contractor.   

Rather we dug deep, we amassed data, we followed the 
money, we looked at the web of ownerships, relationships 
and contracts and identified a handful of mega corpora-
tions that unwittingly controlled our members lives.   

Suddenly we were taking on the big end of town and ulti-

mately negotiating with the Property Council of Australia.   

We had found where power lie and understood trans-

forming cleaners lives would come not from the 2% wage 

rise from a cleaning contractor (who would then respond 

by cutting hours by the amount of the rise) but by creating 

a whole new negotiating base, where deeper pockets and 

brand sensibilities could be tapped.   

For cleaners, the power of understanding the murky 

depths was key to transformation - not just continued 

amelioration. 
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But in this journey we also stumbled across the recalci-

trant corporation – in our case Westfield.  They refused 

for years to budge and as the fight dragged on our need 

to intervene at every level taught us just how deep the 

systems were that we were engaging with.  We spoke at 

shareholder Annual General Meetings (AGMs), we meet 

regularly with investment analysists, we spent time with 

the big North American pension funds like CalPERS, had 

US teachers campaigning against Westfield’s US tax mini-

misation activities and we researched and campaigned 

around Westfield’s use of tax havens and we spent many 

noisy hours in and out of their shopping centres. 

The intransigence of the Lowey’s meant we couldn’t shift 

Westfield.  But with hindsight we were facing a much 

bigger issue than just a cleaning contract.  We were 

hitting hard against the wall of a neoliberal capitalist sys-

tem that valorises shareholders and executives over 

workforce and community. We were not only trying to 

take on a singular fight rooted in a singular power analy-

sis we were actually railing against a whole-of-system 

ideology and framework.  And even then, with all our 

tools of analysis and insight I think we underestimated 

the transformational change we actually needed for us to 

win. 

Fast-forward to today and the challenges we all face in 

our own spheres of work are metastasising, the 

timeframes of crisis shortening, the fronts doubling and 

the overarching existential threat from our climate clos-

ing in. The time for transformational change is well and 

truly on us. 

In thinking about how we take our Australia reMADE vi-

sion and begin to step out the changes and processes 

required to realise its beauty and promise I am very con-

scious of the need to ‘understand deeply’. And that is 

both daunting because of the breadth and complexity of 

understanding required but also pretty confronting be-

cause it requires us to try and ‘know what we don’t 

know’ and talk about things for which we don’t have a 

ready lexicon. 

Imagine my discomfort when I realised I’d offered with 

Millie to prepare some background analysis for our re-

treat. Suddenly I had to expose how little I fully under-

stand all this ‘systems shit’, I had to try and work out just 

where you start to unravel the onion in unpacking sys-

temic drivers and I had to acknowledge very publicly how 

confusing I found all the ‘systems change’ theories. 

My brief was twofold: 

Explain how we got to here 

And describe what here looks like 

Wow! No pressure!! 

In this endeavour I am particularly stuck by some advice 

from the doyen of systems thinking Donella Meadows in 

her wonderful piece ‘Dancing with Systems’ in which she 

advises us to: 

“Expose our mental models to the open 

air… get your model out there where it 

can be shot at. Invite others to challenge 

your assumptions and add their own….. 

The thing to do, when you don’t know, is 

not to bluff and not to freeze, but to 

learn”. 

So together, let’s learn, challenge and add to. 

I am not an expert in any of this.  But that is what Millie, 

Ann, Lily and I as a working collective on this project have 

taken as our badge of honour… to realise that being awk-

ward, and uncomfortable and exposed is part of the 

learning, part of the journey to creating a better-but-

never-perfect-nor-completed future.  

So please accept these thoughts as a faltering but well-

meaning contribution to our shared conversation…. open 

to gracious challenge and yes even mirth!  But hopefully 

one more spark for the conversational bonfire I hope we 

light in the beauty of our Kangaroo Valley company and 

surrounds. 

Best wishes, Louise 
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Reading Guide 

When I was a kid at school we used books with one ruled page for writing and the opposing page blank… 

I assumed for doodling… but perhaps not… 

I’ve mentally approached this document in the same way.  Right hand page is the story and the left hand 

page is well… for doodlings.... errant thoughts, feelings, visual delights…. 

The good news is therefore that the document is only half as long as it looks! And depending on how you 

process ideas you can either read the left pages or the right… 

PART ONE 

PULLING THE THREADS 

STUDYING THE PATTERN 

 

unravelling 

 



8 



9 

INTRODUCTION 

In preparing for this retreat I fool-

ishly volunteered to work on a piece 

that would consider “How we got to 

Here” and what “Here” looked like, 

on the basis that it could back-

ground our discussion of “Where to 

next” and “How”. 

Easier said than done! 

So I was guided by the wise musings 

of Kelly OShannasy, who always in 

our Australia reMADE discussions, 

brings us back to the two big levers 

impacting all 9 pillars of our vision - 

democracy and the economy. 

And knowing how the concentration 

of money and wealth defines the 

effectiveness of democracy I felt 

starting with the economy made 

sense. 

There’s something in this quote by 

one of the early influencers of ne-

oliberal thought. I’m pretty sure 

there are no flying pigeons in Aus-

tralia reMADE but I think it’s true 

that many of us do feel inadequate 

when it comes to discussing eco-

nomics.   

From the outside as a discipline it 

looks impenetrable (and if I’m hon-

est, boring!) so the more we can do 

to learn and demystify, the greater 

the chance we can participate in 

these debates—on our terms. 

 

 

“Economics, as such, figures all 
too sparsely in the glamorous 
pictures painted by the Utopians. 
They invariably explain how, in 
the cloud-cuckoo lands of their 
fancy, roast pigeons will in some 
way fly into the mouths of the 
comrades, but they omit to show 
how this will take place.” {1} 

Ludwig von Mises 

 

LOOKING BELOW THE SURFACE 

So we’ve narrowed our enquiry to the economy – great! I just need to unpack 

how capitalism works in 3 easy steps – how neoliberalism is its current paradigm 

of operation – oh, but hang-on, it is breaking down and oh yeh, we still have ves-

tiges of the previous Keynesian paradigm still floating around.. well, that should 

be easy… not! 

The other constraint is that a descriptive piece isn’t really what we need.  As men-

tioned in the covering letter to this paper we need to get beyond the surface – to 

understand the scaffolding that holds these paradigms in place.   

I use two, admittedly very simplistic, examples to try and illustrate why this is 

worth doing: 

Or the future of work 

For many workers there is a 

real and reasonable fear of a 

workless future. One of the 

responses being debated is a 

Universal Basic Income (UBI).  

On the surface it may well be 

an appropriate response but if 

we dig further and start to look 

at how wealth is currently gen-

erated, and regenerated, we 

see that ownership of capital is 

key (variously thru home own-

ership, savings, shares etc).  In 

particular we see from Piketty’s 

analysis that capital-will-beget-

capital and  if that is not curbed 

in some way then a state coor-

dinated income distribution 

system will be insufficient to 

prevent widening inequality 

and runs the risk of creating a 

permanent ‘frozen out’ under-

class because people are effec-

tively excluded from capital 

accumulation. 

Let’s take the health of our democracy 

There’s a lot of discussion at the moment about 

how to improve our democracy with particular 

focus on getting ‘big money’ out of politics—

through expenditure transparency, constraints 

and bans.  

But then I come across some research {2} from 

the US that looks at how corporations are using 

tax advantaged philanthropy to effectively buy 

influence in particular congressional seats, par-

ticularly “when its representative obtains seats 

on committees that are of policy relevance to 

the firm associated with the foundation.”  

The result means that “7.1 percent of total U.S. 

corporate charitable giving is politically motivat-

ed, an amount that is economically significant: 

it is 280 percent larger than annual PAC 

[Political Action Committee] contributions and 

about 40 percent of total federal lobbying ex-

penditures.”  

So it’s outside normal political reporting chan-

nels and getting a tax advantage to boot!  

What it speaks to though is how fungible mon-

ey can be in politics and how we need to also 

address underlying issues of wealth concentra-

tion if democracy is to have a real chance.   

It’s not that these polices are necessarily bad but they may not have the full im-

pact sought if the underlying drivers are not understood and addressed.   

Which is why this project has consciously sought to have a transformational fo-

cus, to try and identify and address those underlying drivers – but that’s also why 

it’s so hard! 
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LOVE AS THE PRACTICE OF FREEDOM 

Excerpts from an essay by bell hooks 

“The absence of a sustained focus on love in progressive circles arises from a collective failure to acknowledge 

the needs of the spirit and an overdetermined emphasis on material concerns. Without love, our efforts to 

liberate ourselves and our world community from oppression and exploitation are doomed. As long as we 

refuse to address fully the place of love in struggles for liberation we will not be able to create a culture of 

conversion where there is a mass turning away from an ethic of domination. 

Without an ethic of love shaping the direction of our political vision and our radical aspirations, 

we are often seduced, in one way or the other, into continued allegiance to systems of domina-

tion—imperialism, sexism, racism, classism.  

The civil rights movement transformed society in the United States because it was fundamentally rooted in a 

love ethic. No leader has emphasized this ethic more than Martin Luther King, jr…. King testified that he had 

"decided to love" because he believed deeply that if we are "seeking the highest good" we "find it through 

love"… we struggle for justice, all the while realizing that we are always more than our race, class, or sex. 

When I look back at the civil rights movement which was in many ways limited because it was a reformist 

effort, I see that it had the power to move masses of people to act in the interest of racial justice… because it 

was profoundly rooted in a love ethic… 

A culture of domination is anti-love. It requires violence to sustain itself. To choose love is to go against the 

prevailing values of the culture….  

In progressive political circles, to speak of love is to guarantee that one will be dismissed or considered naive.  

Often [people] are too trapped by paralysing despair to be able to engage effectively in any movement for 

social change. However, if the leaders of such movements refuse to address the anguish and pain of their 

lives, they will never be motivated to consider personal and political recovery. Any political movement that 

can effectively address these needs of the spirit in the context of liberation struggle will succeed… 

Folks want to know how to begin the practice of loving. For me that is where education for critical conscious-

ness has to enter. When I look at my life, searching it for a blueprint that aided me in the process of decoloni-

zation, of personal and political self-recovery, I know that it was learning the truth about how systems of dom-

ination operate that helped, learning to look both inward and outward with a critical eye.  

Awareness is central to the process of love as the practice of freedom.  

Whenever those of us who are members of exploited and oppressed groups dare to critically interrogate our 

locations, the identities and allegiances that inform how we live our lives, we begin the process of decoloniza-

tion. If we discover in ourselves self-hatred, low self-esteem, or internalized white supremacist thinking and 

we face it, we can begin to heal. Acknowledging the truth of our reality, both individual and collective, is a 

necessary stage for personal and political growth.  

When masses of black folks starting thinking solely in terms of "us and them," internalizing the value system of 

white supremacist capitalist patriarchy, blind spots developed, the capacity for empathy needed for the build-

ing of community was diminished. To heal our wounded body politic we must reaffirm our commitment to a 

vision of what King referred to … as a genuine commitment to "freedom and justice for all." My heart is uplift-

ed when I read King's essay; I am reminded where true liberation leads us. It leads us beyond resistance to 

transformation… 

The moment we choose to love we begin to move against domination, against oppression. The 

moment we choose to love we begin to move towards freedom, to act in ways that liberate our-

selves and others. That action is the testimony of love as the practice of freedom.” 

Note: bell hooks is an acclaimed intellectual, feminist theorist, cultural critic, artist, and writer. 
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MAKING THIS A SHARED ENDEAVOUR 

 

And struggle there was a-plenty. But for all the 

clashes and arguments, they were “relatively 

unified in critique”, and held together by a sin-

gular focus as “true believers in the cause of 

free-market reconstruction”. 

 

And although neoliberalism has not been mon-

olithic in its form – playing out differently over 

time and region - it has some unifying features 

and I am curious for us to distil those as they 

are key to us understanding, I think, what sits 

behind many of the manifestations of the sys-

tem we see on the surface.   

This is where Hayek – the granddaddy of ne-

oliberalism - had something really useful to 

say. He talked about the intellectual apparatus-

es of neoliberalism: 

‘operat[ing] as a sieve through 

which all new  

conceptions must pass’. 

It is a great metaphor and a good insight into 

why our thinking processes need to be trans-

parent.   

I jokingly talk about how our work needs to be 

annotated in ‘mental track mode’ – trying to 

bring to light how we unpack issues, how we 

question, how we learn – and in so doing, value 

‘the how’ of getting to solutions, as much as 

the descriptive detail of the solution itself. The 

idea of a metaphorical ideas/values sieve is 

very useful to both ‘unravelling’ and 

‘remaking’. 

Birthing new thinking 

Envisioning a different future—different in values 

and focus to where we live now is hard.  Even 

though all around us there are pockets of what we 

desire — either vestiges of past belief systems or 

green shoots of the new—it still takes imagination 

and boldness to think anew and a willingness to be 

both vulnerable and resilient in the discussion that 

births that vision and program. We need to chal-

lenge and push but do so respectfully and with 

common purpose.  So I thought I’d begin this paper 

with some insights into the beginnings of the ne-

oliberal story—the belief system that has substan-

tially shaped our world since the 1970s onwards. 

As scholar Jamie Peck {3} reminds us:  “the neolib-

eral project, qua project, did not begin life as a pris-

tine blueprint” but rather it was a “messy hybrid”, 

“right from the start it never represented a singular 

vision free of doubt and dispute”, it had “zigzagging 

prehistories” and overall there was a “jerrybuilt 

nature” to its program. 

Living with uncertainty & difference 

In summary Peck explains: “Neoliberalism was a 

mix of prejudice, practice and principle from the get

-go. It did not rest on a set of immutable laws, but a 

matrix of overlapping convictions, orientations and 

aversions, draped in the unifying rhetoric of market 

liberalism.” 

 

 

But what was particularly powerful about those 

early days of the Mont Pelerin Society (the ideas 

collective where lots of the early neolibs gathered 

to learn and debate) was that “it established an 

institutional problem space and a zone of ideational 

struggle”. 

Lesson #1 

Messy is OK.  

We don’t have to have all the  

answers up front. 

Lesson #3 

Be clear on our own ‘sieve’! 

Lesson #2 

Ideas matter and contestation can be 

good. But finding what binds us and 

overarches our differences  

is important too. 
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AUSTRALIA reMADE 

PILLAR 3: an economy for the people  

Australia’s economy serves our people and the planet 

Our government makes decisions that put people first: 

decisions that are good for nature, lift people out of pov-

erty and fairly share our country’s wealth.  

Everyone contributes taxes so we can have the country 

we want.  

The system is fair and there are no loopholes;  

corporations give back to our common wealth too.  

We all play by the same set of rules, contributing 

according to our means.  

Our governments deliver the things ordinary people care 

most about. We have peace of mind knowing that all our 

children can receive a quality education from the local 

public school. Our universities and TAFEs are there for all 

students, not just the fortunate. We trust that our health, 

transport and other essential services are well funded 

and up to the task. 

Those running our essential services are accountable to 

the public. We respect the role of business, but do not 

allow government to shirk its responsibility to provide for 

the common good. Private corporations contribute to our 

country, they do not own it, or insert a profit motive 

where none belongs.  

Here, everyone has the right to a roof over their heads 

and food on the table. Strong, respected and well-funded 

public support systems enforce this right. It is a comfort 

to know that in good times and in hard times, we can 

have the essential things we need. People and families 

struggling to make ends meet are not degraded, dimin-

ished, demonised or driven into poverty.  

We support each other.  

It is who we are as a nation  
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RECOGNISING OUR VALUES ‘SIEVE’ 

That sounds right!  

After all, corporations benefit from all the things 

society has created and invested in – our education 

and health systems, our transport, legal, welfare and 

research infrastructures, our cultural cohesion and 

diversity as a community, our democratic norms and 

stability, our NBN (ok so maybe not everything!) as 

well as direct business subsidies and tax breaks. 

Those things grease the wheels of market activity 

but actually came, and continue to come, from our 

common wealth. 

And that’s not all – there’s our planet earth that has 

given of its land, its waters and its elements. Riches 

that get mined, farmed, fished and harvested for 

commercial gain – sometimes renewing and some-

times depleting but cumulatively impacting our com-

mon wealth.   

And then there’s lands and their traditional owners 

with a culture many millennia older than the present 

that have yet to be truly recognised and given fair 

recompense and voice – they are a key part of our 

common wealth. 

So give back?  

Yeh, that sounds reasonable.  

 

In working out where to start thinking about the economy I went to the core values or beliefs from which an exercise like this 

should start. For Australia reMADE the starting point is ‘people & planet’ and in particular the guidance of Pillar 3—but always 

understanding that no one pillar stands independent or in isolation from all the others. 

You start to see why we end up in such different places when you compare this to the following characterisation of Milton 

Friedman’s world view based on: 

‘a theory of how to re-engineer the state in order to guarantee the success of the market  

and its most important participants, modern corporations’. {5} 

The most important participant for us is not the corporation (!) but if that is the neoliberal centrepiece maybe that is an inter-

esting entry point for us to explore.  In Pillar 3 of Australia reMADE our ambition for a people and planet centric economy is 

one where: 

“corporations give back to our common wealth too”  

So in this exercise lets look a little deeper under the hood of modern day corporations. But remember - this isn’t a rigorous 

academic analysis… this is merely telling a story so we can have a go at unravelling to see what holds things together and in so 

doing, hopefully, help inform our remaking! 

It is always useful in any such exercise to identify and acknowledge values, assumptions and prejudices up front.  Certainly I 

have a somewhat mixed response to our ambition of a “corporation that gives back”:  

When does that happen? 

Remember the Haynes Royal Commission?  

Wasn’t that long ago that our major banking 

corporations were shown to have a particular 

penchant for charging dead people – a bit of a 

far cry from ‘giving back’! 

And don’t forget the mining cartel, supported 

by the rest of the business lobby when they 

scuttled a democratically elected government 

putting a price on carbon. 

And who could forget 7-11 and their wages 

theft—the tip of the iceberg as it turns out!  In 

Queensland alone, an inquiry found 1 in 5 

Queensland workers failed to receive over $1b 

in wages and a further $1.12b in super pay-

ments owed to them—each year! {4} 

And let’s not forget the millions and millions of 

people worldwide who saw their homes, liveli-

hoods and communities destroyed by those 

banks, trading houses, investors and ratings 

agencies that played the system just a bit too 

hard and gave us the GFC. 

So give back?  

Yeh, when pigs fly!  

GIVE 

BACK? 

Why such behaviours?  Surely it can’t just be the work of a few errant individuals.  Rather it suggests there are system ele-

ments – values, rules, institutions, norms etc – that produce these outcomes. Let’s start unravelling to see what sits behind... 
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PARADIGM SHIFT 

An exhibition by Central Coast artist Natalie Verriest exploring divisive Australian issues like the environment, mental health 

and family violence. Through innovative use of perspective, this exhibition encourages viewers to see these issues from multi-

ple points of view. 

HOME/SPACE 

Natalie Verriest 

2019 

The United Nations recently 

published a landmark study 

declaring that the most 

dangerous place for a wom-

an is in the home. The Cen-

tral Coast [NSW] does not 

deviate from these figures, 

contrasting the idyllic sea-

side landscape with an un-

derbelly of high domestic 

violence incidences. 

This particular house was 

the setting of the 1992 

‘Central Coast Massacre’ but its domestic violence legacy 

has been erased from community consciousness.  Its outer 

façade hides the truth of its dark history. 

The post-traumatic symptoms that survivors of domestic 

violence experience are more commonly associated with 

returning soldiers. In our propensity to focus on the big 

international battles perhaps we have lost sight of the quiet 

war(s) raging against women. 

WEED/KILLER 

Natalie Verriest 

2019 

A plant and a poison: which is more danger-

ous? Despite the harms and benefits of each 

of these remaining scientifically static, the 

politics relating to each changes over time. 

Cannabis has been historically demonised 

and prohibited, leading to the incarceration 

of millions of people. Yet it is a hardy source 

of food, textiles and medicine. It requires 

very little resources and boasts unparalleled 

utility in the plant world. Due to drastic 

changes in political views about the same 

product, wealthy investors are now making 

millions of dollars in the legalised cannabis 

trade. 

Conversely, new research is investigating 

commonly used poisons and their toxicity to 

human and environmental health, especially 

when used on a large scale. These poisons 

are bought to kill and control plants, yet by 

moving towards herbicide-dependent agri-
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I wanted to explain the matrix below.  This is me doing two things: 

 Acknowledging that of the million or more aspects of a corporation you could focus on, I am just unravelling one small 

piece of a much bigger story. So yes, I get there’s lots missing or simplified! 

 But for all that I have picked a contemporary business practice that could easily be described and discussed “on the sur-

face” it, like most polices, practices and manifestations unravel when you begin to question “Why?”.  Invariably you 

start to see what lies below the surface—the structures, values and systems that shape and drive our world. 

Trying to expose some of this ‘mental track mode’ has been a challenge and using the matrix below is a bit clunky but hopefully 

as you read on you see how the story takes us into areas not initially self-evident. 

So, where to start? 

With the loose thread —so let’s pull and see what unravels! 

My starting point is an unlikely one but recently I heard the Treasurer, Josh Frydenberg {6}, taking business to task for paying 

out too much to shareholders via dividends and buy backs and therefore not investing enough in new or enhanced capacities.  

My ears pricked up – buybacks? He clearly wasn’t talking about ‘give backs’ from our Pillar 3 so what are buybacks? 

THE CORPORATION 
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“What does Freedom mean to you?” 

‘For Freedoms’ is an artist-led platform that amplifies the diversity of American voices and viewpoints - with a shared belief in 

the power of art to facilitate understanding at both a personal and national level. The group uses lawn signs, billboards, social 

media, and other tools we might associate with political campaigns to broadcast its “anti-partisan” message that our democra-

cy is strongest when more of us participate. 

These works are from the ’50 State Initiative’ – which sponsored public art initiatives and events – involving 715 artists across 
America, during the 2018 mid-term elections. 
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BUYBACKS 

 

Like the Treasurer I’m curious as to why corporations have 

money just lying around.  Couldn’t they be investing that 

back into their business – more R&D, higher wages, better 

service, paying taxes, new initiatives?  

Maybe I’m missing something. 

As so often happens when I started to read more about buy-

backs all roads led me to the US capital market. 

Not surprising 

given the concen-

tration of global 

corporations 

based in the US 

and their dispro-

portionate gravi-

tational pull on 

corporate activity 

and behaviour 

worldwide. It’s 

also worth noting that some 25% of Australian shareholders 

invest internationally. 

And sure enough, there’s a story and a half behind buybacks. 

Deregulation provided the boost 

Looking back, this story has two key historical anchor points 

– the 1930s and 1980s.  

Post the Great Depression and stock market crash the US in 

the early 1930s opts for greater regulation and establishes 

the Securities & Exchange Commission (SEC) for this pur-

pose.  

The SEC makes it difficult for corporations to use buybacks 

to manipulate the market or commit fraud. 

Enter Ronald Reagan as President… 

He appoints a Wall Street executive (first time ever) to 

head the Regulator and surprise!  

Deregulation follows…   

Suddenly manipulation doesn’t seem so bad and buybacks 

are back on the table.   

In Australia, deregulation comes a little later.  Buybacks 

were prohibited until 1989 with regs further relaxed in 

1995. 

Buybacks take-off 

Tracking the 248 companies continuously listed in the US 

S&P 500 since deregulation you can see the exponential 

increase in buybacks below: 

Just what are buybacks ? 
  
Apparently, when a corporation has too much 
cash lying around it can ‘buy back’ shares from 
shareholders.  
 
This reduces the overall volume of shares in the 
company which usually increases the price of the 
remaining shares – although no increase in the 
underlying value of the corporation has occurred. 
 
For shareholders it’s a type of one-off dividend 
payment. 

Sounds a bit like a corporate ‘give back’ to the 

‘common wealth’ of its shareholders! 

Deregulation effectively turns the regulator of the stock market into a promoter of the stock market 

Buybacks as a percentage of new income 

(US S&P500) 

1981 2%  

1984-93 25% 

1994-2003 37% 

2004-2013 47% 



18 

‘For Freedom’ photos 



19 

And the big news is… In the last 15 years the top US corporations  

spent an estimated 94% of their profits on Buybacks and Dividends 

THE DEVOURING 

This graph of the top US 

corporations for the very 

recent period 2013-2018 

is instructive: 

 Earnings overall 

grew  

 So too did buy-

backs and divi-

dend payments 

 And when you 

add the two to-

gether (the purple 

line) they exceed 

earning in most 

quarters of the 5 

year period 

That means these pay-

ments came from either 

the issuing of new shares 

or from debt. 

But when you look at the net issue of shares 

(i.e. new stock issues less stock taken off the 

market thru stock Buybacks and Mergers & 

Acquisitions) for both US financial and non fi-

nancial corporations from 1946 to 2016 you  

see: 

 Between 2007-2016 net equity issues of 

non financial corporations averaged  

negative $412b per year 

 In 2016 net equity issues equal -$586b 

(that’s right, negative $586b)! {7} 

The high level of buybacks helps account, ac-

cording to Goldman Sachs, for the large increas-

es in corporate borrowing since the GFC. 

Take Out: Corporations are not just spending all 

their net income on shareholder and Executive 

reward but are borrowing to do so. 

Talk about live off your credit card! 
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Promontory 

Dustin Farnsworth 

2013 

Exhibition Statement: Disrupting Craft, Renwick Invitational 2018 

 

Through his work, Farnsworth imagines how the next generation feels about inheriting a world from 

those who have “used resources without regulation or thought for the future; generations living only for 

their time and not for a collective future.” 

The carefully sculpted figure in Promontory (2013), surmounted with cruel crowns is from a series where 

architectural structures blend memories of extant buildings with fragments of imagination and cinematic 

conjecture. 

Their gnarled and crumbling surfaces suggest the weathered patina of abandoned buildings that were 

once glittering examples of urban infrastructure, social investment and civic pride. The headdresses, 

bearing the weight of human sin, heavy with knowledge of the future, bear down upon the shoulders of 

young people left to face the realities of tomorrow  
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CLOSER TO HOME 

 

Buybacks aren’t isolated to US corporations. An OECD study {8}which looked at 25 countries between 2002-2014 also found 

reduced business investment and increased cumulative payouts via buybacks and dividends. 

In Australia, buybacks are not in the same league as for US corporations although they are at a 6 year high (as at Sept 2019) - 

fuelled particularly by buybacks from mining companies not looking to expand at the moment. However it is worth noting that 

Australian companies have a dividend payout ratio almost double their US counterparts. Apparently this is in part due to our 

different tax regimes—so when Aussie companies campaign for lower taxes ala the US I wonder if they’d be happy with a simi-

larly reduced dividend payout? 

The following report from an investment firm’s analysis of the Aus-

tralian scene is interesting: 

“Share buybacks can reduce the amount of money available 

for companies to invest in their businesses. The problem for 

Aussie companies is that the market is in a period of acceler-

ated creative destruction, a mechanism by which the econo-

my as a whole becomes more productive when new, innova-

tive companies replace incumbent laggards. This process 

increases the importance of innovation in creating a sustain-

able future for listed companies, helping them to stay rele-

vant in an era where change is the only constant.” {9} 

This raises one of the key concerns about the extent of buybacks—particularly in the US context where you see buy-

backs and dividends devouring all available funds.  Where’s the capacity for the corporation to invest—in its people, 

plant, products, services, community and more? 

The same investment firm quoted above, the Australian Stock Report, provides a useful example of what cash strapped corpo-

rate coffers can mean for a business. Their analysis of Myer is that it’s long run high dividend payout has been: 

“at the expense of in-store upgrades, distribution agreements and floor staff. This leaves customers walking into stores 

that look ten years out of date, unable to find products they find attractive and left searching five minutes for a sales-

clerk on the off chance they do. While the yield has made the company look attractive for several years, the chronic 

underinvestment in Myer’s core business made it a terrible investment since listing.” {10} 

Similarly, in the US because of the even higher combined payouts of buybacks and dividends, the share devoted to capital in-

vestment is at a record low - leaving companies with the oldest plant and equipment in six decades.  The average age of fixed 

assets is now 22 years—the highest since 1956. 

 

 

And obviously plant isn’t the only area 

suffering. 

What becomes clear in looking at the 

extent of US buybacks is that they 

come at a cost.  You can’t keep raiding 

the piggy bank year on year and there 

not be consequences. 

“In the last 15 years the top 

US corporations have spent 

an estimated 94% of their 

profits on buybacks and 

dividend payments to 

shareholders. {11} 
The Repurchase Revolution by Claudio Munoz, The Economist 
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$135 billion less tax was paid last year in Australia because of 8 tax concessions. 

$69 billion of this subsidy went to Australia’s wealthiest (the top 20%) just $6 billion 

went to the lowest earners (the lowest 20%) – that’s a difference of 10X 

That’s $69 billion less for schools, hospitals, climate change responses, services, 

infrastructure, etc. 

Who we support best 

Findings of a report Anglicare Australia where they commissioned Per Capita to look 

at who benefited most from the tax and transfer system  

 

The cost of privilege? 
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AN EXCEPTION TO THE 

BUYBACK RULE? 

This paper goes on to highlight significant 

problems with buybacks.  However, the follow-

ing excerpt from a report relating to fossil fuel 

corporations suggests buybacks could be use-

fully applied in extractive industries where 

‘containment-moving-to-reduction’ in fossil 

fuel production is needed.  Given the im-

portance of mining corporations in the Austral-

ian context—some 20% of market capitalisa-

tion—this issue, and the question of Executive 

pay setting, is particularly relevant. 

Paying With Fire {12} 

“The energy transition requires reduced use of oil, 

gas and coal…If the world is going to be successful 

in its aim of avoiding the worst effects of climate 

change, demand and supply of all three of the  

fossil fuels – each of oil, gas and coal – will need to 

slow, plateau and then fall in absolute terms as 

soon as possible.  

For fossil fuel companies to navigate the energy 

transition will require them to focus exclusively on 

extracting value from a smaller opportunity set 

rather than expansion for its own sake... 

 Fossil fuel executives are rewarded for in-

creasing output  

Despite this, the vast majority of oil and gas com-

panies incentivise their executives to pursue con-

tinued growth….[rather than] “value over volume”. 

 Executive pay should not incentivise con-

trary behaviour 

[Value over volume] means generating the highest 

returns for shareholders, developing low cost pro-

jects only, and focusing on per share value/return 

metrics.  

Where such opportunities are not available, capital 

might be returned to shareholders via increased 

dividends or stock buybacks.  

This may mean deliberately making the company 

smaller in terms of absolute production. The term 

“shrink to grow” … fits well in this context. 

 

Extract from report by Carbon Tracker—Feb 2019 

 

100 YEARS ON… 

A quick overview of Australian corporations 

For all the talk about competition and choice…. The composi-
tion of our economy looks remarkably like it did 100 years ago. 

Just look at the value of Australia’s top 100 corporations by 
sector {13}: 

 

Comparing 1917 with 2017: 

 Financials (mainly banks) around 40% 

 ‘Resources’ (mainly mining) around 20% 

 ‘Other’ around 40% 

 

‘Resources ‘spiked: 

 1960s resources ‘boom’ 

 By 1969 = 65% market capitalisation of the top 100 

stocks 

 But not a big employer - never higher than 10%  

 

‘Financials’ growth: 

From 1980s onward see the impact of: 

 Privatisation  

 financial deregulation 

 compulsory superannuation  
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Sydney 

School  

Strikers  

for   

Climate 

— 

May 2019 
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Four Graphs that paint a stark picture for US workers 

The graph to the left shows the 

ratio of CEO pay to an average 

worker. Note how astronomical 

the rise in the ratio has been 

since the late 1990s. {15} 

One stakeholder that has particularly borne the brunt of value extraction from the corporation has been workers. The graph 

top right shows the impact of the recent so-called Tax Cuts & Jobs Act in the US. Billed disingenuously as creating jobs and 

increased wages for workers, it has resulted (graph top right), in simply shifting billions of dollars from the collective capacity 

of the state into the individual pockets of shareholders and executives. 

Big corporations made much of announced  

bonuses to workers. You can see the results  

in the graph below: 

Graph to the right: So much for the 

rhetoric that says workers will share 

in the benefits of economic growth 

and increased productivity! {14} 
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The Wall of Man 2009 

Yvonne Todd 

Auckland, b. 1973 

Artist Statement 

Yvonne Todd’s photographs at first sight read like well-executed examples of corporate photographic 

portraits.  They look like the kind of photograph that is often found on the wall of a bank or the page of 

a corporate review. 

But all is not as it seems. 

The subjects of the portraits are neither in the occupations that their titles portray, nor necessarily fa-

miliar with the way they are attired. The subjects are, in fact, respondents in one of Todd’s experimental 

projects. 

She placed an advertisement in the Models/Talent small column of the North Shore Times in suburban 

Auckland reading: “Men aged approx. 65-75 required by Shore photographer to model suits/jackets. No 

previous experience necessary. Generous hourly rates.” 

Sixteen models were photographed, twelve survived the edit.  

Todd’s portraits question and unsettle a passive acceptance of the corporate identify constructed in 

photos of this kind. This questioning seems particularly apposite in the context of the banking and finan-

cial services industries populated with men moving capital; industries with no tangible products to mar-

ket in which the professional must be portrayed as authoritative and trustworthy  

Senior Executive  Chief Financial Officer  



27 

Even knowing: 

 that buybacks have a very real opportunity cost in terms of not investing in staff, R&D, other investments, the supply 
chain or building up reserves 

 that there is a specific index for tracking S&P500 (SPYB) companies that do buybacks which shows they consistently  
underperform against other S&P 500 companies 

 that companies can get addicted to the ‘sugar hit’ of the share price spike that comes with a buyback announcement 

 some corporations finance their buybacks through debt  

 that short term manoeuvres for short term gain don’t favour many long-term investors reliant on those shares for their 
retirement incomes 

 that money is flowing out of firms quicker than money is coming in - $6 is withdrawn for every $1 invested 

Buybacks are increasing and were $1.1 trillion in the US in 2018. {16} 

There’s got to be something driving this?  

Why create such a weakness in a corporation’s capacity to invest in its employees, innovation, product or service quality or its 

cutting edge?  

There are two factors that seem to be at play – one involves the role of aggressive shareholders like Hedge Funds looking for 

quick returns but the main driver actually comes from within the corporation itself – from the executive group. 

CEO & EXECUTIVE PAY 
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Above: artwork from the  

Vietnamese three-generations  

“If-I-could-be-PM-for-a-day”  

 

Australia reMADE  

Melbourne Gathering—2018. 

Left: ‘system changers’ 

Sydney School Strike 

May 2019 
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CEO & EXECUTIVE PAY 

2018: Average pay of CEOs at the top 350 firms grew by $17million 

CEO-to-typical-worker compensation ratio {17} 

 1965:  20-to-1 

 1989:  58-to-1 

 2018:  278-to-1 

1978 to 2018: 

 CEO compensation grew by 1,000%  

 S&P stock market grew by 700% 

 Wage growth of very high earners grew by 340%  

(CEOs make about five times as much as other earn-

ers in the top 0.1%) 

Australia’s top 3 highest paid CEOs in 2019 {18}: 

 

 

 

 

 

CEO Company Realised pay 

Alan Joyce Qantas Airways $23,876,351 

Nicholes Moore Macquarie Group $23,855,580 

Michael Clarke Treasury Wine Est. $19,024,334 

Components of S&P 500 CEO pay as % of total pay by compensation fiscal year. Source: ISS Analytics {x} 

US CEO  

compensation  

has grown  

940%  

since 1978{19} 

 

Typical worker  

compensation  

has risen only  

12%  

during that time 

Key to the explosion in CEO pay and underpinning the buyback story is the link of CEO and Executive pay to stock 

awards and options—and consequently the share price. This graph below is key to our unravelling: 
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Unemployed: soon invisible, 

after a while, unemployable, 

unwanted, with your future 

eroding along with confidence, 

sense of self, the family 

cracking along old fault lines. 

And what do you do? Age. 

 

Out of work: out of security, 

out of value, out of routine 

that organises the days, out 

of health insurance, out of  

the house when the mortgage 

can’t be paid, out on the street, 

out of society, our of luck. 

 

Your job was shipped 

overseas. Your job and two 

others are being done now 

by one frantic worker. 

A robot replaced you. 

Your company was bought 

and demolished. 

 

Somebody elected you 

superfluous, a discard. 

Somebody made money; 

somebody bought a yacht 

with your old salary. Some- 

body has written you off, 

Somebody is killing you. 

 

At night when you can no 

longer sleep, don’t blame your- 

self. What could you have 

done? Nothing. Choices were 

made to fatten dividends, 

bloat bonuses, pay for a new 

trophy wife and private plane. 

 

You did nothing wrong 

except your birth. Wrong 

parents. Wrong place. Wrong 

race. Wrong sex. If only 

you’d had the sense to be 

born to the one per cent 

life would be truffles today. 

 

 

Made in Detroit Collection 

What it means 
By Marge Piercy 
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AGENCY THEORY 
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Why are CEO pay packets so high? 

Greed comes to mind! But clearly there is something more in the system driving 

this dynamic.  

At the heart of the CEO pay issue is the notion of a ‘principal-agent theory’.  

Inherent in the principal-agent theory (or agency theory) is the belief that the 

agent (the CEO and Executives) can’t be trusted to look out for the interests of 

the principal (the shareholders) and so the only way to ensure their loyalty is to 

align their economic interest by linking the CEO’s remuneration to the perfor-

mance of the shares. 

Hence the link between CEO pay and shares and the all-important ESP (earnings 

per share) number. 

Apparently—so the theory goes— incentives create alignment!   

Perhaps it is part of the neoliberal conception—seeing people as being solely 

driven by personal gain, but for most workers in the community – paid and un-

paid – work is undertaken with pride and commitment without bribery. 

Reserve Bank Governor, Philip Lowe re-
cently criticised CEO pay: 
 
“As a regular Australian it disturbs me” he 

said. 

Dr Lowe’s base salary was $903,000 in 

2018 and he told his board he didn’t want 

a performance based structure: 

“I’ve got a flat salary and I say to my 

board, look, don’t consider performance, 

because you know, I’m going to work as 

hard for you and for the people who show 

up regardless. Actually, I think a lot of 

people are like that. 

I don’t need the incentive, my incentive is 
to do a good job for the people.” {20} 
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IN PRAISE OF THE COLLECTIVE 
 

Excerpts from works by John Falzon 2019  

How much harder it is to be alone 

It is no surprise that in many cases the people who 
feel the sharpest pain from inequality also believe 
the worst about themselves. There is nothing like 
the wretchedness you are likely to feel when there 
is no one to tell you otherwise, when there is no 
one to tell you: you are not alone!  

I have also, however, met people in the same situa-
tions whose pain is eased a little because they have 
been lucky enough to find comrades among the 
ruins of neoliberalism… 

I remember one young man camped in a carpark 

with his mate, a beautiful dog… One night he told 

me how he'd let this other guy keep his dog with him 

for a while, to keep him from falling into the deep 

black hole he saw him hovering over. 'My dog,' he 

said, 'does magic. She takes the edge off loneliness.  

She'll keep him warm with hope.' 

Oppression is like a rock that crushes you. The op-

pressor, who put the rock there and keeps it there, 

would have you believe that you decided to crawl 

under it. This is the worst that you are asked to  

believe about yourself. But no one's story is theirs 

alone. The rock is borne not by the few but by the 

many. And when the many share their experience of 

oppression with each other it is the beginning of 

anger at the way things are and courage to collec-

tively change them. And so the worst that was be-

lieved is displaced by the best that will be fought 

for. And so begins and so continues the struggle. 

 

Why the collective is still so important  

We're taught to think that aspiration means what you do 
alone, what sets you apart. As such it is a concept that is 
both lauded and loaded…  

Aspiration, neoliberal style, is a secular version of the 
gospel of prosperity… God, or the Market, smiles on 
those who aspire to greater things. Their prosperity is 
proof of their virtue. The flip-side is that if you are  
struggling to make ends meet it's because even though 
prosperity is there for the taking, you don't want it badly 
enough… you lack aspiration…. 

Perhaps unions, and indeed progressive grass-roots social 
movements in general, are hated by neoliberal govern-
ments today precisely because they are a vehicle for  
collective aspiration, historically showing that the real  
improvements to the lives of ordinary working people 
come when they are fought for collectively. Rather than 
limiting aspiration, which is a common neoliberal claim,  
unions organise aspiration… 

So too with every progressive social reform… 

There's a difference between aspiration and acquisition.  

We need to reframe aspiration as the oxygen that work-
ing people collectively breathe and evaluate the current 
attacks on unions and people experiencing unemploy-
ment, for example, in this light.  

The people who are subjected to generous helpings of 

fear must be listened to. And must be given the space to 

speak.  

This prioritisation of agency is the genius of the union 

movement and other progressive social movements 

where people claim the right to speak for themselves. It 

is the only way that we can truly change the story, cre-

ating a new, overarching story… 

“Comrades among the ruins of neoliberalism” [3 July 2019] https://www.eurekastreet.com.au/article/comrades-among-the-ruins-of-neoliberalism 

“Reframing aspiration as a collective force” [26 September 2019] https://www.eurekastreet.com.au/article/reframing-aspiration-as-a-collective-force 

https://www.eurekastreet.com.au/article/comrades-among-the-ruins-of-neoliberalism
https://www.eurekastreet.com.au/article/reframing-aspiration-as-a-collective-force
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MAXIMISATION OF SHAREHOLDER VALUE (MSV) 

Why be bound by this principal-agent model if it is creating perverse incentives? 

You know that thread we were picking at?   

Well it just started to unravel – big time! 

The principal-agent theory links us back to an underlying ideology that has shaped corporate behaviour and focus for much of 

the last 30 years. 

And it began around 1970 when Milton Friedman famously and unambiguously wrote in the New York Times an article titled 

“The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits” {21}. Friedman wrote: 

"… I have called [Corporate Social Responsibility] a 'fundamentally subversive doctrine' in a 

free society, and have said that in such a society, 'there is one and only one social responsi-

bility of business - to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits 

so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free 

competition without deception or fraud." 
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caught skint 

                    at the iga counter 

  

frantic hands searching threadbare jeans 

                    sorry, guess i’m short on change today 

                    forgot my card 

as you put the tampons, washing liquid, 

and your pride 

                                 away 

     weighed down by life, 

                    and weighing up 

between bread, milk 

bananas, nappies for the baby 

  

more have lived it 

than would care to say 

  

that’s the thing, isn’t it, 

                    about cultivating shame 

  

sometimes, 

                      i think about 

what welfare means, literally: 

the happiness, health, 

                    or fortunes of a group; 

a social effort, designed to promote 

the basic wellbeing of people in need 

  

but somewhere along the line, 

it came to mean greed 

  

saying things like stop-gap 

       and it’s not meant to be permanent, anyway 

  

but the damage, that’s permanent: 

there are always things that stay 

  

the sheer heart-weight of every time you said 

                    nah, i already ate today 

ladling out to the kids, your mum, the flatmate 

or your lover, the last 

                    of the bolognese 

knowing they know, that you know, that they know 

you’re lying, that’s what stays 

                    and all the nights you lie awake 

  

’cause the new place is so close to the highway 

                    you can hear the windows shake 

  

printer’s broken down, library’s four k away 

need to print your résumé, 

the pair of shoes you have will get you there 

                    but might not hold together 

for the interview on wednesday 

  

you don’t shake that off 

when you finally get a job 

  

the knowing you’ll die sooner 

                    from red ink on bills 

and it’s harder for hungry children 

to learn nine times tables 

  

the indignity, 

                              that’s what stays 

  

          the failure 

  

standing in the job-find line 

                    day after day 

hoping no one who knows you hears, 

        as they loudly call your name 

  

what stays 

  

                    are the smug looks 

of men in suits 

                        who earn more 

than a fortnight stop-gap 

        in a single day 

  

as you’re begging them 

as you’re begging them 

  

to raise the rate 

raise the rate 

  

of those who’ll live 

                                   to tell the tale 

THE RATE 

By Maxine Beneba Clarke 

Maxine Beneba Clarke is  

The Saturday Paper’s poet laureate 
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Now that is a pretty laden view. It’s become known as the 

Maximisation of Shareholder Value (MSV) – and is often 

expressed in terms of ‘shareholder primacy’: 

 It proclaims the shareholders to be the owners of 

the corporation and the ones that carry all the 

risk—despite their ‘limited liability’ protection 

compared with a workers total exposure through 

waged employment or the taxpayer through pub-

licly funded infrastructure. 

 It assumes therefore that shareholder primacy 

applies - i.e. shareholder interests come before all 

others 

 It assumes the only purpose of the corporation is 

to be a profit machine and the profits are primarily 

for the benefit of the shareholder 

 And it assumes the shareholders’ interests are 

purely financial 

The question of ownership itself is contested with legal 

academics like Lynn Stout arguing that shareholders own 

shares in stock (not the corporation) and are but one of a 

number of entities that has contracts with the corpora-

tion – including employees, contractors, debtholders and 

suppliers. Others believe the shareholder to be technical 

‘owners’ of the corporation. 

What is clear—in a muddy sought of way (!) is that in 

both the US and Australia, the Corporation is legally re-

sponsible to… well, the corporation.  Not shareholders. 

However, the power of the shareholder primacy logic has 

nonetheless reigned supreme for the later part of 20th 

century. Indeed, “shareholder primacy had become dog-

ma; an omnipresent belief system that was seldom ques-

tioned, rarely justified”. {22} 

 

“social responsibility of business is to increase its profits” 
Milton Friedman 

Shareholder Primacy comes under intense scrutiny 

However you look at shareholder primacy – whether 

it’s from the perspective of impacts on communities, 

employees, different types of shareholders or the via-

bility of the corporate vehicle itself - the notion has a 

bit to answer for. 

Jack Welch of GE infamy (CEO 1981-2001) observed 

about the 2008 financial crisis that: 

“strictly speaking, shareholder value is the  

dumbest idea in the world.” {23} 

This from the man who sacked one third of GE staff and 

retired with personal wealth of $700m off the back of 

pursuing the very same philosophy.  But he might be 

right on this! 

Basically, MSV puts private profit and share price above 

all else. 

William Lazonick - an economist whose focus on the 

‘innovative enterprise’ has led him to study closely the 

incidence and impact of buybacks on the health and 

resilience of corporations and their stakeholders - de-

scribes the operation of corporations for much of the 

20th century as “retain-and-invest” businesses.  

His analysis shows that from the 1960s the  

corporations focus shifted to more of a “downsize and 

distribute” model (just so we’re clear - distribute to 

shareholders!). This continued throughout the 1980s, - 

even in good times. 

According to Lazonick:  

“Agency theory , with its MSV ideologys 

 and the neoclassical theory of the market 

economy that underpins it, bear primary  

responsibility for legitimising processes of  

predatory value extraction, that since the 

1970s, have concentrated income amongst  

the richest households in the US while  

leaving most Americans worse off.” {24} 

His contention, backed by both empirical and lived ex-

perience, is that this model of corporation has only one 

gear – value extraction and doesn’t know how to focus 

on value creation. 
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Some musings prompted by Steffen Mau’s ‘The Metric Society’  

The tyranny of numbers 

This is where two neoliberal logics lovingly collide. 

On the one hand there’s the ‘efficiently’ operating mar-

ket naturally determining the right price of things and 

on the other hand, you have the logic of shareholder 

primacy and the principal-agent reasoning that the 

share price is the best indication of the corporation’s 

value. 

In such a complex world such simplicity is enticing.  A 

single number sums it all up.  You don’t have to look 

beyond – price as the ultimate arbiter of value and by 

extension worth. 

It doesn’t matter that the company might be killing our 

planet, mining fossil fuels, lying about the health im-

pacts of their product, dispossessing indigenous land 

holders, or running prisons that deny basic human 

rights.  The share price tells it all. 

And it doesn’t matter if the company is a great employ-

er or a real rip off merchant.  Doesn’t matter if the com-

pany pays its taxes or vests all its money in the Cay-

mans. The share price tells it all. 

And it doesn’t matter if the company is running short 

term fixes (like buybacks) to prop up the price. Doesn’t 

matter that its R&D is down or if its investing for the 

long term.  Because yep, the share price tells it all. 

Myopia prevails. 

Unfortunately, this logic doesn’t stop there.  Part of the 

neoliberal ambition is to marketize all aspects of life – 

to put a price on anything and everything.  Match this 

ambition with innovations in digitization of data and 

you have a marriage made in heaven. 

We are seeing an explosion in every aspect of our hu-

man activity and engagement being reduced to some 

form of metric – here’s just three areas being impacted.  

When human activity is reduced to measurable units it 

necessarily involves a range of value judgements distil-

ling the qualitative to the quantitative. And rarely is the 

construction bias of the ‘independent analysis’ publicly 

understood.  There is power in the formation of data 

sets.   

Just look at the problems of artificially engineered share 

prices created by short term buy backs! The price is a 

fancily constructed falsehood.  

 

Or look at that Empress of numbers – GDP – that we all bow 

down before. This single figure of production is somehow 

meant to decipher in all its entirety the state of wellbeing of 

Australia’s people and planet?   

But when those numbers – those ratings or rankings - gain 

currency and trust they can influence expectations and behav-

iours by creating new norms that people respond or conform 

to.  So the creating and reporting on supposed reality actually 

begins to reshape reality in its own guise. 

Take the rating agencies.  Now there’s the penultimate neolib-

eral dream team.  You have three privately owned companies, 

Standard and Poor’s, Moody’s and Fitch, licensed in the 1970s 

in a form of semi-regulation by the US government to go 

around the world rating governments, agencies and compa-

nies.  They are beholden to no one although they run a classic 

neoliberal agenda.  So when they rate a country you better be 

privatising your public activities and deregulating your labour 

markets if you want that AAA rating… or there’s a price to 

pay…. Regardless of the democratic mandate your govern-

ment might have. These are the signallers of capital so you 

better conform. 

But this focus on quantification and metrification doesn’t just 

rest at an organisational or institutional level it is increasingly 

personalised in our daily lives and decisions. Suddenly our 

schools and universities need to be rated, compared and 

ranked.   

And herein lies the ticking bomb. Quantification is the packag-

ing that enables us to exercise our consumer choice.  Suddenly 

it isn’t about going to the local school where your neighbours 

are it is about comparing what’s available in the competitive 

marketplace.  We have suddenly become consumers of educa-

tion.  And on the flipside the ‘sellers’, the schools and the unis, 

begin to rejig how they might better compete in the terms of 

the marketplace.  

And thirdly this quantification focus filters into people’s own 

life choices and sense of status and self-esteem.  Becoming 

the efficient neoliberal performer requires us to be cognisant 

of how we’re going vis-à-vis others in our cohort…are we pro-

gressing, self-improving, getting ahead…. In our work, our 

studies, our fitness, our lives.   

And inherent to these self-evaluative tools is the need to com-

pare and contrast and ultimately internalise the competition.  

It is about the rational individual, all alone in the marketplace 

of life.  What a neoliberal victory! 
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Health of the corporation 

Returns down 

From 1933-1976 shareholders who invested in S&P500 

corporations experienced an annual return of 7.5% 

After 1976 – the period during which MSV was in play – 

average returns drop to 6.5% per annum 

Number of Corporations down 

Between 1997 and 2009 the number of public compa-

nies listed on US stock exchanges has declined by 

39% in absolute terms and 53% when adjusted for 

GDP growth 

Public companies in the US now have a one-in-three 

chance of failing in the next 5 years – up from one-

in-twenty 50 years ago 

Capital investment down 

Share of revenue allocated to capital investment has 

fallen to a record low 

A recent CEO and CFO survey found 80% willing to forgo 

R&D spending to meet quarterly estimates 

Trust in pricing signals down 

The average growth rate of sales for S&P 500 was 2.6% 

but EPS (earnings per share) was 6.1% -  

in part from buybacks reducing the volume of 

shares 

As Barclay’s Jonathon Glionna reminds us: “There’s a 

couple of reasons why corporations do buybacks. 

One is that … it makes stocks go up.” Although he 

believes “the party is almost over”.{25} 

Health of the community 

Single minded pursuit of MSV in recent decades has 

seen the loss of the standard full-time job with 

good benefits. Replacement employment is  

lower paid, without benefits and often more  

precarious. Wages are seen simply as a cost to  

be minimised not as loyal staff to be appreciated. 

 

Income and wealth inequality have increased expo-

nentially as at one end corporations failed to 

invest in their workers and increase their pay 

packets (in line with increasing profits and 

productivity) and at the other end CEO/Executive 

pay took-off to ridiculous levels. 

 

Taxpayers got duded as corporations learnt more and 

more sophisticated tax avoidance measures and 

built political capacity to tilt the tax system in 

their favour 

 

Society pays the price for a relentless profit seeking 

culture and practices – Enron, Deep Horizons, Ok 

Tedi, James Hardie – and so many more we could 

list! 

According to Australian economist John Quiggin – the 

Maximisation of Shareholder Value is one of those Zom-

bie ideas that is neither living nor yet dead – it’s just hang-

ing on. Its possible death throes are being debated as we 

speak but those with the most to lose are also those in 

charge so I wouldn’t pay for the burial just yet! 

MSV THEORY SIMPLY DOESN’T DELIVER 

By any number of criteria, maximisation of shareholder value fails to deliver on its theoretical promise—whether you consider 

the actual long term health of the corporation itself, or of its various stakeholders.  Even shareholders, depending on their 

trading profile and risk appetite are less likely to do well in the long run. 

Here’s a quick overview of some of the adverse impacts of valorising profit and shareholder return over the needs of the cor-

poration and its stakeholders. 

 

Hayne—Beyond Shareholder Primacy 

In the final report of the Royal Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and Financial Services 
Industry, Commissioner Hayne referred to the duty of directors to act in good faith in the best interests of the cor-
poration. Haynes is very clear {26}: 

“[this] demands consideration of more than the financial returns that will be  
available to shareholders in any particular period” 

He goes on to say: “In the longer term, the interests of all stakeholders associated with the entity converge…pursuit 

of the best interests of a financial services entity is a more complicated task than choosing between the interests of 

shareholders and the interests of customers.” 
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GLOVES 

 

Yvonne 

 

 

A lot of ladies are allergic to them and if you sweat it’s almost as bad as not 

wearing them. Your hands sweat a lot, especially when you’re really busy and 

you have to cut the time of the rooms down because you have so many to do. 

You’re cleaning and cleaning the bathroom and then you get up and you have 

to take the gloves off, and then you put them back on, and then you have to 

take them off, and then you put them back on, and then you have to take them 

off… When you have to work so fast you just stop putting them on. When 

you’re working so fast you heat up, your hands get sweaty, so trying to pull 

them off is almost impossible.  They end up just flicking off or they just stick to 

you. I’ve noticed when I’ve been working, I get rashes down the insides of my 

fingers and so stuff it … About half wear gloves. 

 

 

 

“Everyone needs cleaners, eh!” 

Stories from migrant women cleaners 
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One of the big weaknesses in the neoliberal conceptualisation of shareholders, and the shareholder primacy principal, is that it 

assumes they all think and act the same.  

You can have aggressive hedge funds looking for a quick killing – for them short term is good and buybacks is probably  

something they would benefit from.  

Or you can have the worker investing toward their retirement – they’re more likely to be cautious and interested in the long-

term performance of the corporation and stability of the market.  They’re also likely to be an interested stakeholder so for 

them profit maximisation may not be acceptable if the cost is public harm, employee exploitation or under-investment in the 

corporation. 

US Shareholder Summary 

The top 20% of wealthy households (i.e. with an av-
erage net worth of $3m) own well over 90% of Amer-
ican shares. (Top 1% own 40% and top 5% own 71%). 

For this smaller group of households, the day-to-day 
movements of the Dow Jones reflects real changes in 
their net worth and financial health.  

But for the remaining 80% of American families, who 
own less than 7 percent of the stock market (even 
when you factor in their retirement accounts) the 
stock exchange provides small comfort.   

Only half of American workers have some type of 
retirement savings or pension plan. {27} 

ii) Australian Shareholder Summary 

In Australia because of compulsory superannuation 

some 15 million workers contribute to a collective in-

vestment pool of some $2.7 trillion dollars. 

According to Credit Suisse:  “Aussie super funds now 

own almost half of the shares on issue in the Australia 

equity market, up from 40% in 2013.” {28} 

In addition, around one third of Australian’s hold 

shares directly. The biennial ASX Investor Study {29)

repeatedly shows Australian investors to be both long 

term investors and relatively risk averse.  

The Study found: 

 Australians are risk averse by global 

standards with only 29% of Australian 

investors prepared to increase their risk 

profile for the opportunity to earn more 

income, compared to 66% of investors 

globally. 

 Nearly 70% of all Australian investors are 

seeking stable, reliable or guaranteed 

returns from their investments. 

JUST WHO ARE THE SHAREHOLDERS? 

These stats mean that any 

channelling of corporation 

earnings and tax cuts—via 

buybacks and dividends—to 

shareholders/executives, 

will exacerbate the widen-

ing inequality gap. 

Because of compulsory superannuation the stock market has 

become central to all Australians as it holds the key to a digni-

fied retirement.  The need for good performing long term public 

companies is key to the current system. As the super investment 

pool grows—estimated to own 60% of all listed Australian stocks 

within a decade— analysts Tevfik and Liu {30} have raised con-

cerns at there being enough stock available. 

This chart shows the issuance of Australian government debt has 

risen but growth in Aussie equities has been just 1.6% over the 

last 5 years. And due to share buybacks, total US stocks on issue 

have actually gone backwards. 
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The word ‘labor’ suggests more than mere economic production and 
advancement – we also need to put individuals and their envisioning of 
a better life for themselves into the equation. 

And yet social polarisation and labor fragmentation have worsened 
with time. 

Where political democratisation does not lead to a better life for the 

individual, we may see the greatest impediment to the stability and 

expansion of democracy.  

‘The square’ is a space for gathering and participation under the all-
inclusive banner of democracy. 

After the June Democracy Movement of 1987, the purpose of the ‘the 
square’ expanded and voices from all walks and levels of society were 
given the opportunity to be heard. 
 
The national mourning held in front of Seoul Plaza for Lee Han-yeol, a 

student who died after being hit by a tear gas canister, and the more 

recent candlelight rallies that covered the whole ground from 

Source: Seoul Museum of History—Democracy Exhibition 2018  
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I feel like we’ve got to the peculiar conjuncture where 

the potential for ‘remaking’ might overtake our 

‘unravelling’… perhaps! 

In 2001 two US corporate scholars wrote that “the tri-

umph of the shareholder-oriented model of the corpo-

ration is now assured” - not only in the US but in the rest 

of the civilised world. {31} 

But what so many free marketeers didn’t quite foresee 

was the GFC of 2008. 

As Alan Greenspan, former head of the US Federal Re-

serve, conceded—after the event: 

“I made a mistake in presuming that the self-

interests of organisations, specifically banks and 

others, were such that they were best capable of 

protecting their own shareholders and their equi-

ty in the firms.” {32} 

Suddenly the certainty was fractured. 

The glamour became tawdry as millions lost their 

homes, countries lost their sovereignty to central banks, 

as workers lost jobs and retirement savings, as people 

watched the culprits bailed out to rise again. 

And in the aftermath as people took years to recover 

what they could – though many are still behind - the 

corporate and financial worlds recovered, resurged and 

repriced themselves into a new stratosphere. 

Tawdry became downright venal. 

Not only was neoliberalism brought into question – so 

too was capitalism. 

Bill Gates in 2008 gave a speech at Davos {33} calling for 

a new “creative capitalism… to provide rapid improve-

ment for the poor.”  

There followed an explosion of calls for conscious capi-

talism, compassionate capitalism, inclusive capitalism, 

sustainable capitalism, and so on… 

And then: 

 Occupy in 2011 helped redefine an alternate 

agenda to profits and free markets – suddenly 

people got to put a name to their circumstance 

and the cause – inequality and the 1%. 

 In 2016 we had Brexit plus the election of a US 

President hostile to globalisation and free 

trade—both added to the fracturing. 

SURELY SOMETHING HAS TO GIVE? 

Here comes the GFC... 

 The climate movement, and particularly its suc-

cessful focus on divestment, has cut to the very 

heart of some of the world’s most powerful  

financial and fossil fuel corporations. 

Not surprisingly this is shaking the foundations of the 

establishment. 

 A Harvard study in 2016 found 51% of 18-29 year 

old’s did not support capitalism and one third 

supported socialism. {34} 

 A 2018 Gallup poll for the same demographic 

found only 45% viewed capitalism favourably – a 

23% decrease from 2010. {35} 

 I remember when I first went to visit unionists in 

the US years ago they would physically blanche 

and almost furtively look over their should if you 

said “hello comrade” and yet when I attended a 

Bernie Sanders rally a couple of years ago I was 

struck by the young woman next to me who  

introduced herself unblushingly as a socialist! 

Capitalism and the free market are being questioned as 

corporations and their activities come under closer scru-

tiny.  

Even Alan Greenspan admits: 

“You can't have the capitalist system if an increasing 

number of people think it is unjust.” {36} 

Hopefully he is right on this! Certainly the share of the 

economic pie going to labour in the form of wages is 

shrinking (see below) and the tightening of the social 

wage and rising personal debt combine to create great-

er inequity and hardship for many. 
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Sydney School  

Strikers for Climate 

— 

May 2019 
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By relentlessly advocating for corporate tax cuts (as has 

the business community in Australia) they won at the 

end of 2017 a reduction in the corporate tax rate from 

34% to 21%. And despite all the rhetoric about it being 

a “Tax and Jobs package” only a miniscule amount (6%) 

went to workers whilst about 60% went to sharehold-

ers – virtually all of it in buybacks. {39} 

According to Goldman Sachs the corporate reinvest-

ment in 2018 is only 3% after tax cuts – with the bulk of 

the windfall ending in shareholder pockets.{40} 

And Trim Tabs Investment Research concluded:  

“Corporate America’s actions suggests that most 

of the benefits of the corporate tax cut will flow 

to investors in general and corporate executives 

in particular.” {41} 

This is not to say there aren’t opportunities to be ex-

ploited in any shift from a shareholder focus to a stake-

holder one for corporations. Nor that the public shift 

from shareholder to stakeholder isn't both important 

and useful. 

It is just worth remembering that the BRT are adept at 

reinvention and repositioning. 

But they have opened the door a crack and we need to 

think about how we push our way through. 

SHAREHOLDERS VS STAKEHOLDERS? 

This would appear to be the million dollar ...or in this case the trillion dollar question! 

Stakeholder: risks & contributions 

Suddenly, shareholders have to share the 

limelight with other stakeholders.  Gone is 

the rhetoric of shareholder primacy. There is 

much in this shift for us to consider and see 

what opportunities it might afford.   

The unravelling proceeds 

apace 

In August this year the US Busi-

ness Roundtable rang the bell on 

shareholder primacy – at least 

publicly – with the issuing of a 

radical new “Statement on the 

Purpose of the Corporation”. {37} 

It’s 1997 version had been pretty 

clear: 

“the paramount duty of manage-

ment and of boards of directors is 

to the corporation’s stockhold-

ers”.   

So you can imagine the conster-

nation and debate that has fol-

lowed its most recent version. 

The Statement begins with a 

strong defence of the market:  

“We believe the free-market system is 

the best means of generating good 

jobs, a strong and sustainable economy,  

innovation, a health environment and  

economic opportunity for all.”  

But goes on to say: 

“We share a fundamental commitment  

to all of our stakeholders.  

We commit to: 

 Delivering value to our custom-

ers… 

 Investing in our employees… 

 Dealing fairly and ethically with 

our suppliers… 

 Supporting the communities in 

which we work… 

 Generating long-term value for 

shareholders… 

Each of our stakeholders is essential…” 

Dissonance much? 

Before we get too excited it is worth remembering however that 

the Business Roundtable (BRT) has form.  It was explicitly created 

in the 1970s to represent the big end of town in the push for a free 

market/neoliberal agenda and has since campaigned aggressively 

to: 

• reduce consumer protections 

• obstruct employment stimuli 

• weaken unions 

• implement "free trade" agreements - offshoring and tax 
havens 

• ease environmental protections 

• increase corporate subsidies 

• loosen rules on corporate mergers and acquisitions 

• push greater for-profit focus in the healthcare system 

• privatise education and social programs 

• block efforts to increase accountability of corporate boards 

{38} 

Meanwhile… 

Perhaps of most interest is the fact that whilst their two year intro-

spection was proceeding as to whether they needed to shift to a 

broader stakeholder-community focus, BRT was simultaneously 

spearheading the push on Congress to pass the Tax Cuts that deliv-

ered such a significant wealth shift to its members and left the 

public coffers severely depleted and inequality unquestionably 

gaping.  

CORPORATION 
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Archaeology of Finance 

Masterplan is a long-term project exploring the 

transformation of the British Channel Island of 

Jersey from a rural community centred upon agri-

culture, maritime trade and tourism into an inter-

national finance centre.  In less than half a century 

the island’s traditional economic bases have been 

almost entirely supplanted by a finance industry 

offering low tax wealth management services to 

high net worth residents and investors. 

Jersey has a rich pre-historic landscape and ar-

chaeological record reflecting human occupation 

extending over 250,000 years.  While extensive 

photographic archives of pre-historic archaeology, 

landscape, social history and pre-finance indus-

tries have been accumulated, little record of what 

takes place inside the walls of the island’s banks, 

legal offices and accountancy firms exists. 

Photographing finance work is difficult; firstly, 

because of the intangibility of finance capital.  

Further, in an industry that specialises in the im-

plementation of legal tax avoidance mechanisms 

in a securitised environment, client confidentiality 

is king. 

Toft’s requests to access workplaces of contempo-

rary finance have invariably been rejected by cor-

porations.  A number of Jersey banks have recent-

ly moved from offices constructed during the early 

boom of the island’s finance sector in the 1970-

80s into high tech twenty-first century premises.   

Like the island’s archaeologists, Toft has gained 

access to these abandoned sites to record the 

traces left by finance workers.  Applying the meth-

ods used in photographic archives for recording 

archaeological finds of pre-historic material cul-

ture, he offers these images up to the historical 

record.  

When compared with the photographs of arte-

facts we are familiar with from museums of an-

cient culture they seem absurd and of questiona-

ble value. As such Toft’s photographs question the 

nature of finance work as a process of production 

and reflect upon the status of the intangible econ-

omies that have come to dominate contemporary 

life.  

Martin Toft 

Masterplan 2015 Ongoing: Archaeology of Finance 

Office Detritus 2017 
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AUSSIE CORPORATES WADE IN 

Identity Crisis  

This is an excerpt from an article titled “Identity Crisis” in 

the October Issue of Boss Magazine {42} and gives some 

insight into the disparate views of Australian CEOs on this 

question of shareholder vs stakeholder primacy: 

Tony Shepherd calls it virtue signalling. “This whole corpo-

rate social responsibility thing has got out of hand,” the 

former Business Council of Australia (BCA) President warns. 

Charter Hall CEO David Harrison has referred to corporate 

campaigning on social issues as political correctness gone 

mad. 

By contrast, Qantas CEO Alan Joyce says “companies are 

part of democracy, we represent individuals, passengers, 

employees, shareholders” and should have a voice. 

Atlassian co-founder Mike Cannon-Brookes is equally  

puzzled over why business wouldn’t speak up on issues such 

as climate change. “The public expects business leaders to 

take environmental and social issues seriously, as do our 

employees,” he says. 

Business, it seems, is in the midst of a full-blown identity 

crisis. 

BCA CEO Jennifer Westacott is trying to walk the line be-

tween her members and Canberra, after Ben Morton, Assis-

tant Minister to the Prime Minister, warned that business 

had been “seduced by the noisy elites, who try to bend  

business to their narrow viewpoints”. 

Westacott argues that rather than some faceless, unemo-

tional conglomerate, business is the “11 million people who 

work for it”. 

“It’s the mum and dad shareholders who own it, it’s the 

customers, it’s the suppliers and contractors, the communi-

ties that people operate in, and many times people feel 

strongly about companies taking a stand,” she says.   

“But we’ve got to get the balance right.” 

Business leaders “should not be torn” between shareholders 

or the community because “the two are not in conflict”, 

Westacott says. 

“Companies represent their shareholders because they have 

taken the risk,” she says. But to create value for sharehold-

ers in the long term, you’ve got to look after your employ-

ees, customers and suppliers.”… 

The issue came to a head after Morton seemingly with the 
imprimatur of the Prime Minister, said corporate Australia 
would do well to focus on profits, shareholders and their 
customers over social activism. 

Side note: I can’t help but decode some of Westacott’s framing: 

• shareholders are the risk takers and the owners 

• you consider stakeholder interests in the pursuit of best out-

comes for shareholders 

• shareholders are just mums and dads  

• shareholders and community interests are always aligned  

The politicisation of corporate purpose 

The ‘stakeholder versus shareholder’ debate has been saun-

tering along in Australia with 2 major enquiries in 2006 - both 

determining there was a lack of appetite for change or indeed 

clarification of the issue.   

Then in 2014 the Governance Institute of Australia put out a 

discussion paper {43} which highlighted pretty clearly: “[the] 

misalignment of social expectation about the role of corpora-

tions and the way they should conduct their affairs” and cites 

particular areas of tension currently around the following  

issues: 

 Fracking and coal mines 

 Tax debate 

 Employment and future of rural towns 

 Poker machines 

 Obesity 

 Retention of skills 

 Purchasing power of corporations 

 Plastic usage and impact 

That’s quite a list and more could be added. But the real value 

of citing those real life contests is that it exposes the very big 

deceit at the heart of the shareholder primacy argument.  This 

is not simply a theory about the exchange relationship be-

tween corporation and shareholder.  That is the reducted, 

depoliticised view of the world that has been encouraged by 

neoliberal thought—put everything ‘in the market’ and there-

by ‘take it out of the political’.  

But what public tensions around fracking, plastic usage or 

small town employment tell us is that corporate activities are 

deeply political and once you bring stakeholders into the pic-

ture the politics of power becomes central. 

‘Shareholder primacy’ can no longer lurk in the background 

shielding the corporation.  And suddenly we don’t just have to 

operate in a market setting using commercial arguments e.g. 

at a shareholder AGM to argue our case.   

Elevating stakeholder engagement legitimises broader voices 

and broader issues to be bought to the fore as corporation 

‘purpose’ is open to contestation. 
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THE IMAGINATION DECLARATION 

This message was read by Siena Stubbs on August 5th at the 2019 Garma Festival 

To the Prime Minister & Education Ministers across Australia 

In 1967, we asked to be counted. 
 
In 2017, we asked for a voice and trea-
ty. 
Today, we ask you to imagine what’s 
possible. 
 
The future of this country lies in all of 
our hands. 
 
We do not want to inherit a world that 
is in pain. We do not want to stare 
down huge inequality feeling power-
less to our fate. We do not want to be 
unarmed as we confront some of the 
biggest problems faced by the human 
race, from rising sea levels, which will 
lead to significant refugee challenges, 
to droughts and food shortages, and 
our own challenges around a cycle of 
perpetuated disadvantaged. 
 
It’s time to think differently. 
 
With 60,000 years of genius and imagi-
nation in our hearts and minds, we can 
be one of the groups of people that 
transform the future of life on earth, 
for the good of us all. 
 
We can design the solutions that lift 
islands up in the face of rising seas, we 
can work on creative agricultural solu-
tions that are in sync with our natural 
habitat, we can re-engineer schooling, 
we can invent new jobs and technolo-
gies, and we can unite around kind-
ness. 

We are not the problem, we are 
the solution. 
 
We don’t want to be boxed. 
 
We don’t want ceilings. 
 
We want freedom to be whatever a 
human mind can dream. 
 
When you think of an Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander kid, or in fact, 
any kid, imagine what’s possible. 
Don’t define us through the lens of 
disadvantage or label us as limited. 
Test us. 
 
Expect the best of us. 
 
Expect the unexpected. 
 
Expect us to continue carrying the 
custodianship of imagination, en-
trepreneurial spirit and genius. 
 
Expect us to be complex. 
And then let us spread our wings, 
and soar higher than ever before. 
 
We call on you and the Education 
Ministers across the nation to es-
tablish an imagination agenda for 
our Indigenous kids and, in fact, for 
all Australian children. 
 
We urge you to give us the free-
dom to write a new story. 
 

We want to show the world Abo-
riginal genius. 
 
We want to show the nation Abo-
riginal leadership and imagina-
tion. 
 
Over the coming months we’ll be 
sharing the declaration with thou-
sands of Indigenous kids across 
our nation and together we’ll 
stand to say, “set an imagination 
agenda for our classrooms, re-
move the limited thinking around 
our disadvantage, stop looking at 
us as a problem to fix, set us free 
to be the solution and give us the 
stage to light up the world.” 
 
We want the Imagination agenda 
in every school in the nation, 
from early childhood learning 
centres through to our most 
prominent universities. 
 
To our Prime Minister & Educa-
tion Ministers, we call on you to 
meet with us and to work on an 
imagination plan for our country’s 
education system, for all of us. 
 
We are not the problem, we are 
the solution. 
 

Garma Youth Forum &  
the AIME team. 

5 August 2019 



47 

SOCIAL LICENSE IN PLAY 

Social License—a useful proxy? 

The Australian Governance Institute paper provides the 

follow definition for social license: 

“The term ‘social license’ draws attention to the differ-

ence between a legal permit and the social acceptance or 

legitimacy that is essential for companies to be able to 

survive, prosper and ultimately be part of the communi-

ties that advocate for and support [their] interests.” {44} 

It is a notion that has been effectively used in the mining 

sector for the last decade or more but I think applies equal-

ly well to a broader discussion of corporate purpose and 

activity. 

I love the notion that there is this thing—a societal impri-

matur—that can assess and adjudicate without the re-

strictions of an AGM, court of law or legislative-haggling 

process. 

The other thing I like about the notion of a social license is 

that it implies three layers of effect: 

 

It is about giving or withholding consent.  

And in so doing exercising rights and power—agency.  

It is holding always the overhanging power of revocation… 

it is contingent… it is limited… always open to review and 

removal. 

It is an incredibly powerful, if amorphous, notion! And I 

have used this as the metaphor for how stable or in stress 

the current ‘neoliberal-ish’ paradigm is. 

Fracturing provides opportunity 

You’d have to say the actions of the US Business 

Roundtable suggest some pretty severe fracturing of that 

social license is occurring.  This is reinforced by the polling 

showing ambivalence to the capitalist, free market system.  

It is being hammered by young people striking across the 

globe.  And businesses admit younger workers are much 

more interested in working for purpose-aligned employers.   

So the pressure is on!   

And free market organisations like BRT are repositioning 

and reinventing themselves to contain the fracturing and I 

suspect gloss over the cracks. 

Does ‘stepping out’ also means ‘stepping up’? 

However there are also some potential cautions to heed 

in this corporate shift. 

Author Anand Giridharadas refers to the fact that “It has 

become socially unacceptable as a company or a rich 

person not to be doing good... CEO’s are asking the 

question: ‘what can I do to make the world better?’ But 

what many are failing to do is ask “What have I done 

that may be drowning out any of the do-gooding I’m 

doing?’ “ {45} 

We’ve seen corporate leaders stand up for marriage 

equality or for the Uluru Statement from the Heart for 

example. I’d love to explore further both the strengths 

and weaknesses of this positioning. Obviously it gives 

issues strengthened legitimacy and mainstreamness but 

I have this niggle about giving a political voice and 

platform to CEOs. 

Suffice to say the idea of non-elected people beholden 

to no one really, who uniformly live in a different world, 

being encouraged to dictate publicly our politics and the 

views of their employees raises some concerns.  

This unease is further exacerbated when you look be-

hind many of the ‘we don’t trust institutions’ studies 

that currently abound. 

In part they indicate falling trust and regard in corpora-

tions but even more they distrust government to step 

up.  And increasingly these studies are polling people on 

attitudes to corporate leaders filling this political  

vacuum. 

Responding to the political vacuum 

This passing reference in the Governance Institute  

discussion paper is instructive: 

“Above all, the community is clear that someone 

needs to be accountable for the provision of the 

common good, and with the expanding power of 

multinational corporations and the perceived 

diminution in the role of government in the econ-

omy, attention turns again and again to directors 

as those who should be held responsible for 

moderating the negative impacts of corporate 

activity.” {46} 

As Giridharadas points out before the grandstanding 

maybe corporate leaders could get their own houses in 

order? But I suspect there’s plenty of debate to be had 

on this one! 
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The object of this exercise was never to conclude with, or 

even suggest, detailed policy prescriptions. 

Rather it was to unravel and learn. 

Learn more about the issue and what drivers, theories, behav-

iours shaped it. And over time consider doing the same exer-

cise for a range of other different issues. 

But to also learn about unravelling itself. 

Indeed, is this a useful exercise? On the one hand it might 

unearth more about how the current system operates but is 

that useful or does that keep us fixated on the now and not 

let our imaginations free to re-think the future?   

So an exercise in itself that needs unravelling!! 

However, inevitably in the course of thinking about an issue a 

number of insights, cautionary tales or questions emerge.  I 

thought it useful to capture some that caught my attention - 

not necessarily to focus on at our retreat—but rather to store 

away ‘somewhere’ for rethinking later.  And hopefully any 

feedback from you can add to that cauldron of particular 

thoughts, challenges and queries. 

A few niggling thoughts… 

Key things—not in any priority order—that struck me about 

this story. 

1. How little I understand this world!  I’m more in the “I 

don’t know what I don’t know” camp but would love to 

find people in the “I know - and most of this you don’t 

kneed to know - here is the important stuff’ camp! 

2. It strikes me we are at a pivot point in history and the 

unravelling of the ‘corporate-market-profit-social-

license-thingy’ is significant.  It may not be defining but 

there’s a thread that needs pulling! I wonder if we are 

so focussed on the manifestation of problems created 

by the current system that we don’t sufficiently appre-

ciate how unstable it is from the perspective of ‘the 

insiders’? I’d love to have been a fly on the way during 

the US Business Roundtable's discussions—how much 

is real concern, how much is being pissed off by Trump 

messing up their trade routes, how much is window 

dressing? Maybe we don’t put ourselves in their shoes 

enough? 

3. I was struck by the notion that corporations as ‘mass 

public vehicles of capital’ may be morphing into more 

private vehicles.  Even given the concentration of 

shares amongst the very wealthy this is an issues par-

ticularly for Australians given our compulsory super 

system.  

The idea that the days of big lumbering capital-based 

entities being replaced by more nimble networked spe-

cialities interestingly replicates, in part, the very discus-

sion we’re having in progressive circles about how to 

organise! Certainly there is a view amongst some inves-

tors at least that change-is-a-coming in terms of busi-

ness formation and I wonder if we want to shape or at 

least have a say in that reformation?   

 

And maybe this is where my conspiracy theories take 

over but given Piketty’s analysis that capital accumula-

tion, if unchecked, has the potential to move us closer 

to a more feudal system of mega wealthy families then 

this becomes an even more interesting notion to un-

ravel some more. Preferably with people that know 

some more about it! 

4. And the final issue that nags relates to this notion of 

business leaders being ‘activists’. There is obviously  a 

lot more nuance to this debate (and apologies for not 

even exploring the b-corp movement) —ranging from a 

greater stakeholder focus of corporate boards, more 

democratic board structures through to an extraordi-

nary school of management theory based around Busi-

ness Statesmanship!  

 

It is a double edged sword. We want business to be 

more aware and sensitive to their social responsibilities 

and impacts but do we want them engaging (and be-

cause of their money, organisational platforms and 

resources) unduly influencing public debates?  My 

thoughts on this have been particularly influenced by 

learning more about the corporates campaign to re-

place Keynesianism in the 1970 and 80s—I’m not sure 

we fully appreciate just how much effort they already 

put into shaping our common sense without further 

extending and legitimising their status and standing. 

As social psychologist Alex Carey was keen to remind us: 

“The twentieth century has been characterised by 

three developments of great political importance: the 

growth of democracy, the growth of corporate power, 

and the growth of corporate propaganda as a means 

of protecting corporate power against  

democracy.” {47} 

But enough! Hopefully you will add your own two cents to our 

ongoing learning and conversations. 

So no answers I’m afraid—just lots of unravelled wool to sort! 

But here’s my quick summary over the page. 

WHAT DID OUR UNRAVELLING REVEAL? 
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unravelled? 

  THE SYSTEM   SPECIFIC ELEMENT THE TAKEOUT 

  PRACTICE   BUYBACKS A dumb idea 

  BEHAVIOUR   CEO PAY Justifying obscene outcomes 

  THEORY   AGENCY THEORY Based on a venal notion 

  RULE   SHAREHOLDER PRIMACY Perpetrated by conceit 

  PRINCIPAL   MAXIMISATION OF SHAREHOLDER VALUE Disguising a power grab 

  IDEOLOGY   MARKET EFFICIENCY For a very wealthy elite 
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A POSTSCRIPT 

 

THE ALTERNATE PATTERN 

 

remaking 
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Some core Greenspan Beliefs: 

 

“I stated that I'm a libertarian Republican, which means I believe in a series of issues, such as smaller gov-

ernment, constraint on budget deficits, free markets, globalization, and a whole series of other things, 

including welfare reform.” 

 

“Capitalism is based on self-interest and self-esteem; it holds integrity and trustworthiness as cardinal 

virtues and makes them pay off in the marketplace, thus demanding that men survive by means of virtue, 

not vices. It is this superlatively moral system that the welfare statists propose to improve upon by means 

of preventative law, snooping bureaucrats, and the chronic goad of fear.” 

 

“Stripped of its academic jargon, the welfare state is nothing more than a mechanism by which govern-

ments confiscate the wealth of the productive members of a society to support a wide variety of welfare 

schemes.” 

 

“Regulation - which is based on force and fear - undermines the moral base of business dealings. It be-

comes cheaper to bribe a building inspector than to meet his standards of construction. Protection of the 

consumer by regulation is thus illusory.” 

Greenspan’s views post 2008 

 

“I made a mistake in presuming that the self-interests of organisations, specifically banks and others, were 

such that they were best capable of protecting their own shareholders and their equity in the firms.” 

 
In October 2008 Greenspan appeared before a US House Committee. When asked if his ideology pushed 
him to make bad decisions, he said he found a "flaw" in his governing ideology that has led him to re-
examine his thinking. 
 

Waxman (Chair): You found a flaw in the reality... 
 
Greenspan:  Flaw in the model that I perceived is a critical functioning structure that defines 
  how the world works, so to speak. 
 
Waxman:  In other words, you found that your view of the world, your ideology was not 
  right.  It was not working. 
 
Greenspan:  Absolutely, precisely. You know, that's precisely the reason I was shocked,  
  because I've been going for 40 years or more with very considerable evidence 
  that it was working exceptionally well. 
 

Getting to know the man  

… that ran the US financial regulatory system 

 

Alan Greenspan - Chair of the US Federal Reserve (1987-2006) 

Ironically in a world that was meant to be increasingly about the free operation of the market some of the 

most powerful actors to have emerged in recent years have been the central bankers.  There is a growing 

body of thought about their role and accountability given the control they have over our demos.  For many 

they are unknown figures and their views are rarely in the public domain.  So it was an interesting exercise 

going through some of Greenspans’ speeches and quotes as an exercise in seeing what values and politics 

drove the man in such a central role. Be afraid! Very afraid…. 
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A POSTSCRIPT 

Back to the story of how we got to here 

Haven't’ I read enough I hear you say! 

Well, I share your pain.  But there’s this nagging need to add a little more to the mix—more by way of thought bubble than 

meaty contribution. 

But first let me backtrack.  We’ve been talking—forever! - amongst a number of us ‘remakers’, of the need to write up a better 

‘how we got to here’ story, to help inform both this moment and our own thinking about what triggers and supports change.  

And that is still a feat we need to tackle. But in its absence I felt the need to revisit the role of corporations (particularly given 

the focus of this document) in that ‘creation story’. The neoliberal story has number of well documented elements: 

10 Steps to taking over the World 

1. Collectivise the thinkers First they got the ideologues together via the Mont Pelerin Society, Chicago School etc 

2. Distil the theory They refined and packaged their ideas 

3. Institutionalise the ideas 
They took over the commanding heights of universities to counter the sway of ‘60s dis-

senting politics 

4. Package the Story 
They established multiple think tanks to take those ideas and repackage for public con-

sumption 

5. Broadcast the Story 
They built a communications machine to get that ‘repackaging’ out into the world—

constantly, so it begins to cohere as a potential alternative to the status quo 

6. Be the alternate 
They used crises to always define their alternate ideas—as well as looking like ’an-

alternative-in-the-wings’ they’re also poking the stick at the problem to make it worse 

7. Trial the theory 
They find ’trial sites’, not always willing, but useful nonetheless to giving life to these ideas 

— e.g. Chile and New Yorker City 

8. Set the agenda 
They deployed an army of lobbyists to parliaments to proselytise and prosecute the new 

thinking 

9. Command key positions They embedded a network of their own into key political parties and political leaders offices 

10. Resource to the hilt 
And all of this is funded to the teeth by corporates and wealthy individuals as they mount a 

dogged ‘charm offensive’ on the world. 

Friedman is both right and wrong when he says: 

“only a crisis – actual or perceived – produces real change [and that when] a crisis occurs, the actions that 

are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around”. 

But the neoliberal toolbox wasn’t ‘just lying around’ - as the above ‘10 Steps’ testify — it was the result of a massive, well fund-

ed and focussed global campaign to change our common sense. 

Note: This is the US story. Australia’s nurturing and eventual embrace of neoliberalism feeds off and replicates parts of this 

but has its own unique character given the role of the Labor Government in the 1980s.  Another story for another day! 
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CORPORATES MOBILISING 

Powell Memo Excerpts 

“No thoughtful person can question that the American economic system is under 

broad attack. 

Current examples of the impotency of business, and of the near-contempt with which 

businessmen’s views are held, are the stampedes by politicians to support almost any 

legislation related to “consumerism” or to the “environment.” 

American business… response to the wide range of critics has been ineffective, and 

has included appeasement. 

If our system is to survive, top management must be equally concerned with pro-

tecting and preserving the system itself... 

Strength lies in organization, in careful long-range planning and implementation, in 

consistency of action over an indefinite period of years, in the scale of financing avail-

able only through joint effort, and in the political power available only through united 

action and national organizations. 

… educational programs [should]… be designed to enlighten public thinking… 

But one should not postpone more direct political action, while awaiting the gradual 

change in public opinion… 

Business must learn the lesson, long ago learned by labor and other self-interest 

groups. This is the lesson that political power is necessary; that such power must be 

assiduously cultivated; and that when necessary, it must be used aggressively and 

with determination — without embarrassment and without the reluctance which has 

been so characteristic of American business. 

There should not be the slightest hesitation to press vigorously in all political arenas 

for support of the enterprise system. Nor should there be reluctance to penalize po-

litically those who oppose it. 

[the] fundamental premise of this paper, [is] namely, that business and the enterprise 

system are in deep trouble, and the hour is late.” 

In his memo Lewis F. Powell Jnr wrote: 

“A chilling description of what is being taught on many of our campuses was written by Stewart Alsop: 

‘Yale, like every other major college, is graduating scores of bright young men who are practitioners of ‘the politics 

of despair.’ These young men despise the American political and economic system . . . (their) minds seem to be 

wholly closed. They live, not by rational discussion, but by mindless slogans.’ 

A recent poll of students on 12 representative campuses reported that:  

‘Almost half the students favoured socialization of basic U.S. industries.’ “ 

Note: Sound familiar to the current day disenchantment of young people to the prevailing system? 

Six key prongs 

Powell’s Memo identified some 

key areas for corporate funding 

and focus: 

1. Students: “the campus is the 

single most dynamic source [for 

the assault on the enterprise 

system]”. Need to demand equal 

time and provide scholars and 

speakers and vet textbooks. 

2. The Public: “reaching the pub-

lic ... may be more important for 

the shorter term”. Need commu-

nications specialists and outlets 

e.g. TV and other media, jour-

nals, advertising etc 

3. Politics: “not... the slightest 

hesitation to press… for support 

for the enterprise system nor … 

reluctance to penalise politically 

those who oppose it.” 

4. Courts: “with an activist mind-

ed Supreme Court, the judiciary 

may be the most important in-

strument for social, economic 

and political change.” 

5. Shareholder Power: “How can 

the weight and influence of stock 

holders—20 million voters—be 

mobilised?” 

6. Costs: Requires significant 

corporate funding  

By the late 1960s/early 1970s there was an increasingly besieged mood amongst busi-

ness circles in the US—particularly following the introduction of significant regulatory 

regimes in areas like the environment, consumer protection and occupational health 

and safety. In response Lewis Powell (a future Supreme Court justice) wrote a ‘call to 

arms’ that became known as the Powell Memo or Manifesto. Basically it was a plan to 

‘take back America’ - for the corporates. 
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Stiglitz: “Neoliberalism was always a political doctrine serving special interests” 

Often in the telling of this neoliberal creation story the ideas makers—the Friedmanites in particular—are in the lead.  It is their 

cause, their agenda. 

But actually I wonder whether they were the window dressing for what was much more prosaically a power re-assertion by a 

cooperate/wealthy class that had ‘had enough’ and were wanting to be ‘back in charge’ and, if not with an adoring public, at 

least an acquiescent one? 

Maybe this helps explain why when you look at neoliberalism as implemented, it is shot through with all sorts of local vagaries 

and inconsistencies. Just consider these four elements of the neoliberal theology: 

In all four examples you see contradictions between theory and practice with reality looking a lot less like ‘the unfettered oper-

ation of the market’ and a lot more like ‘the unfettered operation of the corporation’.  As David Harvey explains in his History 

of Neoliberalism: 

“The evidence suggests… that when neoliberal principles clash with the need to restore or sustain elite power, then 

the principles are either abandoned or become so twisted as to be unrecognisable”. {49} 

No wonder it is hard to pin down a working description of neoliberalism!  

Cranking the Reinvention Machine 

To get a really good feel for the extent of activity pursued by corporations in the 1970s the work of Australian scholar Sharon 

Beder is recommended. {50} But what is fascinating in Beder’s work is the extent those same activities were again mobilised in 

the 1990s in response to the backlash against globalisation. 

People were again in the streets—Seattle being the lightning rod—there was dissent and a questioning of the social license of 

the system - particularly the role of multinational corporations. 

Once more the corporate ‘everything is great’ machine gets cranked up and a new charm offensive launched. 
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Time Magazine called it “The strike that stunned a country” 

March 1970 saw the US Postal Service ground to a halt. 270 mil-

lion mail items a day piled up.  200,000 plus workers in mail cen-

tres across 30 cities participated in a wildcat strike—

unauthorised by their union leadership and illegal as they had no 

collective bargaining right. Nixon sent in the armed forces and 

other public servants threatened to strike too.  Nixon backed 

down and the Postal workers won. 

 

Bi partisan support for Earth Day 

20 million Americans participated in rallies and events associat-

ed with the inaugural Earth Day on April 22nd, 1970. Accord-

ing to the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) “Public 

opinion polls indicate that a permanent change in nation-

al priorities followed Earth Day 1970”. Legislative and regu-

latory success followed with the establishment of the EPA and 

passage of various environmental laws. 

1970: THREE SNAPSHOTS ACROSS THREE MONTHS 

MARCH  

1970 

APRIL  

1970 

MAY  

1970 

“That's not student protest, that’s civil war” 

So said Nixon’s speechwriter when the administration was con-

fronted with 4 million striking students in May 1970. Spanning 

450 universities, college campuses and secondary schools, stu-

dents were protesting both the expansion of the Vietnam War 

into Cambodia and the killing of a number of students in pro-

tests including 4 at the Kent State University. Over the course 

of the strike President Nixon was evacuated to Camp David and 

his Counsel proclaimed “This is a nation at war with itself.” 

1970s: CORPORATIONS FEELING IT ON 3 FRONTS 

https://libcom.org/files/images/history/1970-strike.jpg
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WAITING IN THE WINGS 

 

And this brings me to the point of this postscript—finally! 

This 1990s ‘repeat effort’ got me thinking about the saying 

that “history may not repeat itself but it rhymes”. I wondered, 

if we looked back over previous periods of disruption, whether 

there weren't some common elements to the paradigm shifts 

that eventuated (or didn't)?  

Not sure the diagram below adequately catches this or indeed 

whether it is useful! But what it does do is highlight why initia-

tives like Australia reMADE and the more transformative 

Green New Deal-style discussions are so critical. 

So much of our efforts and energies go on expressing, organis-

ing or exacerbating disruption and discontent, as we knock on 

that social license to fracture it further—there’s not a lot left 

over for developing, packaging, proselytising and prosecuting 

’the alternate’.  

What we learn from the economic elite of the 1970s is the 

value and power of collective effort to mobilise around a com-

mon alternate agenda.   

Admittedly they had much deeper pockets but they also had a 

clarity of vision, agreed purpose, alignment of messaging and 

coverage of different ‘fronts’ (education, universities, con-

gress, courts etc). 

So in a sense I’ve talked myself full circle into reiterating why I 

think what we’re trying to do is so important — as imperfect 

and stumbling as it might seem! 

I was really struck by a comment in Simon Reid Henry’s over-

view of modern democracy when he provides a sweeping 

overview of the late 60s when the post war contract was frac-

turing and civil unrest was sharp and widespread. But instead 

of birthing something radically new and responsive it eventu-

ally gave way to a neoliberal victory.  According to Henry:  

“1968 was not the harbinger of the new so  

much as the beginning of the end of the old”. {51} 

This is our challenge today —as it was then in the late 1960s, 

in the 1990s and again in 2008.  How do we take this moment 

of disruption and do all that we can to foster the discontent 

and fracturing but at the same time ensure a compelling, 

transformative alternative builds and gathers momentum so 

we win real system change? 

How do we ensure a ‘people and planet focussed’ alternate is 

waiting in the wings when the time comes? 

Hopefully our retreat and beyond builds our capacity to do 

just that. And I promise… this really is the end!  

 

Above Flowchart: Whilst appreciating change isn't this neat or linear this flowchart or ‘framework of change’ posits possible 

‘phases’: e.g. shocks to a system might exacerbate disruptive outcomes and/or dissent; which might shake faith in the sys-

tem’s legitimacy and/or perceived effectiveness; which might position competing views as viable ’alternates’. If the discontent 

is powerful enough, the fracturing sufficient and the alternate credible enough or hope-inspiring enough, then paradigm 

change may occur.  

But even with strong dissent and a questioning of the legitimacy of the dominant paradigm, lack of a viable alternate may 

result in the ‘damaged paradigm’ remaining in place. 



60 

1920/30s 

1960/70s 

Winning vision   Ideology/values   Strategy   Mechanisms   Impact 

• Creating a new 
world 

• Embedding de-
mocracy & wel-
fare state 

  • Keynesianism 

• Collective good 

• Helping hand 

  • Interventionist 
state 

• Trade unions 

• Welfare State 

• Bretton woods 

•   • Monetary policy 

• High, progres-
sive taxes 

• Public services 

•   • ‘Golden age’ 

• Inequality re-
duced 

• Middle class 
grows 

WHEN...HOW… WHAT 

Winning vision   Ideology/values   Strategy   Mechanisms   Impact 

• Market liberty 

• Shrunken state 

  • Neoliberalism 

• Rational person 

• Invisible hand 

• Individualism 

• Trickle down 

  • Put market at 
centre of all 
activity 

  • Fiscal policy 

• Low taxes 

• Privatisation 

• Break unions 

• Deregulation 

• IMF/WTO 

  • Inequality 
grows – 1% ben-
eficiaries 

• Democratic 
space narrowed 

2008+ 

Winning vision   Ideology/values   Strategy   Mechanisms   Impact 

  
? 

    
? 

    
? 

    
? 

    
? 

The following ‘mini snapshots’ of particular periods of paradigm shift try to illustrate use of this framework. The overview is 

obviously cursory and incomplete (and really only focussed on western democracies)—and probably even wrong in places! So 

forgive the limited interpretation of history. It’s simply a first go at thinking about system change and obviously open to future 

discussion and development if its seen as useful. 
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