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The Corporation
A Documentary Film and Ethics Case


The Corporation (Mark Achbar, Jennifer Abbott and Joel Bakan, 2004) is a history, expose, and critical documentary about the corporation as a dominant and pervasive institution in our lives today. 

Featuring a range of interviews with a variety of participants, The Corporation charts the spectacular rise of the corporate ‘legal person’ whose overriding mission is to make a profit– and predisposes it toward characteristics that, in a person, might be considered objectionable and even dangerous. The New York Times describes The Corporation as a “dense, complicated, and thought-provoking film”, covering a topic that is “intricate and global”, and that with “the imperative to expand, makes the corporation a fundamentally predatory being, gobbling up everything in its path– natural resources, populations of potential laborers and consumers, public spaces and private aspirations– without conscience or accountability”.

Now fast-forward to the pressing economic issues of today as expressed by Rushworth Kidder in “It’s the Culture, Stupid!”, his October 20, 2008 Ethics Newsline commentary:  “Who’s to blame? Not just the leaders. There’s a growing recognition that entire organizations, not just their top executives can go off the rails. Like individuals, corporations can develop wholesale cultures of greed, fraud, and deceit.”  He suggests in his speech “Moral Courage: The Guts of a Tough Decision” that we are in a state of “moral confusion” as the capacity of today’s technology has increased the “leverage of unethical decision-making” so as to have the capability to produce “global, immediate and catastrophic effects”. “We are looking at a situation where we may not survive the 21st century with the ethics of the 20th century.”

Your mission is to critically evaluate (from your viewpoint of contemporary students and leaders of tomorrow) the evidence and perspectives presented in The Corporation and to ‘connect the dots’ to the individual ethical and corporate culture issues as expressed by Rushworth Kidder along with other viewpoints that you may want to bring into your analyses and dialogue. Consider the following: 

1.  Is The Corporation a ‘fair and balanced’ documentary or a ‘partisan’ film?

Documentaries may be placed in several broad categories:
· Those that inform by the presentation of facts in a neutral way.
· Those that seek to persuade you to accept their point of view after a balanced and fair presentation of all the points of view.
· Those that are partisan and propagandist, seeking to have you accept their point of view, and selecting and manipulating the nature and type of information that is presented.

Rate “The Corporation” using the California AP Holistic Critical Thinking Rubric.  Identify which of the four categories (“Strong Critical Thinking,” “Acceptable Critical Thinking,” etc.) best reflects your assessment of the extent to which “The Corporation” presents a fair and balanced point of view.  (http://www.nyack.edu/files/Facione_Rubric_HCTSR_2012_IA.pdf)  Note this category here.  See the Assignment page on Canvas for further details.

2.  What are the roles and boundaries of the corporation vs government (and its regulations) in society?
· Corporations have invested billions to shape public and political opinion –but do they stand for their own self-interest or the public good? Are they the same?
· If corporations are prepared to do good things and help the communities they are a part of, should they have a voice in the community and be able to present their views?
· Does more than profit motivate corporations? Many talk about the ‘triple bottom line accounting’– that is profit, social impact, and ecological sustainability.  Do corporations respond to more than the profit incentive?

3.  What should be the ‘ethical mindset & obligations’ of the corporation (its culture and values) versus the individuals who run them?
· The film suggests that even if individuals who run corporations are saints that the qualities inherent to the corporation override their personal qualities and enforces its own values of profit above all else.
· Should the institution or the individuals within it be held responsible for the corporation’s actions? Or both?

Consider Kidder’s the ‘Ten Most Wanted’ characteristics of cultures of integrity.
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