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Ten proposals for curbing corporate power (summary)

To curb and ultimately transform corporate power, we need to:

1. Change the purposes of very large corporations in law so their directors must give the
same consideration to impacts on society and nature that they give to the pursuit of profit.

2. Democratise the control of very large corporations by increasing share ownership by
workers and other stakeholders.

3. Use the power of the state to shrink the dominant corporations in each industry and put
hard limits on how much of a market or industry can be controlled by a single corporation.

4. Promote public, non-profit and social-purpose alternatives to very large corporations,
especially in the supply of necessities like food, medicines and digital infrastructure.

5. Make very large corporations pay more tax on their profits, on a globally fair basis, and
impose taxes on windfalls and profits from destructive activities like fossil fuel production.

6. Limit the proprietary control of knowledge and data by very large corporations.

7. Oblige very large corporations, by law, to ensure respect for human rights, including
labour rights, in their own activities and throughout their supply chains.

8. Require very large corporations to obtain genuinely free, prior and informed consent for
physical investments, such as mines and data centres, from people affected by them.

9. Curb corporate capture of the state, including by banning non-public lobbying and
corporate donations and closing the revolving door between public and private office.

10. Back these reforms with strict public disclosure requirements and sanctions for non-
compliance, including public black lists for corporations and personal liability for executives.

A more detailed version of these proposals appears in the main text.



What this briefing is about

Critical Takes on Corporate Power is an online platform which exists to encourage the
exchange of ideas in civil society! about taking on the power of multinational corporations?
for the sake of justice, democracy and nature.

Critical Takes published a note in July 2025, called So, What Should We Do About Corporate
Power?, which pointed to many ideas already circulating in civil society and argued for

combining them into a common agenda to curb and ultimately transform corporate power.

This note synthesises many such ideas into ten proposals which could go into that common
agenda (see above and, in more detail, on Page 8). These ideas are well-known and some
are already the goals of established campaigns: this note just puts them in one place.

The aim here is to encourage a patient, inclusive discussion in civil society around the world
about what a common agenda might look like and how it might be achieved. The note is not
meant as a blueprint for that agenda, which can only be legitimate and relevant in all the
countries where multinationals do business if it comes out of such a discussion.

Critics of corporate power can reasonably differ about how far these proposals should be
taken in practice and how they might be implemented in different countries. Other
proposals might also need to be included in a common agenda and this agenda would need
to dovetail with broader movements for economic justice around the world. These are the
reasons why a patient and inclusive discussion is needed.

This note will look briefly at the nature of the problem, then at issues of scope and
definition, then it will list the ten proposals with brief explanations of them.

Why does corporate power need to be transformed?

Corporate power matters because multinational corporations are keystone institutions of
the global economy. The two thousand largest listed companies are estimated to have made
total revenues of $53 trillion in 2025, compared to world GDP of just under $120 trillion.

! Critical Takes uses a broad and open-ended definition of “civil society” which can be found here.

2 Critical Takes uses “multinational” and “very large corporation” interchangeably because these are
usually, though not always, the same. Some people prefer “transnational corporation”.
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Corporate power may evolve or change its shape as the neoliberal era comes to an end, but
it is not going away. Instead, the small minority of very wealthy people who control that
power will use it to try and shape new global realities in their own interests.

Defenders of multinationals will argue that they can do beneficial things. They can
supply useful goods and services on a scale unimaginable in the past. They can create
jobs and tax revenues and help new ideas and technologies to spread.

But the power of very large corporations has grown so large and intrusive as to be
incompatible with justice, democracy and a planet which is liveable for everyone. Any wider
movement towards global justice needs to include, as one of its aims, the curbing of
corporate power and ultimately its transformation into less harmful forms.

A structural, not just a behavioural problem

Civil society organisations have worked for many years, often under very difficult conditions,
to curb problems of abusive corporate behaviour: human rights violations (including labour
abuses), despoliation of nature, tax abuses, corruption and others.

Some very significant victories have been achieved, with real consequences for people’s
lives. Due to the work of the human rights movement, for example, many multinationals are
more wary of being seen to collude in human rights abuses than in the past.

During the same period many people within the corporate world have worked hard and in
good faith, within the constraints of the profit motive, to try and prevent harmful impacts
by their firms on society and nature.

Despite such efforts, however, corporate power has grown bigger and more concentrated. It
causes or significantly contributes to systemic problems including the worsening crisis of
climate and nature, persistent deep poverty and inequalities, mass exploitation of labour,
unsustainable consumption and the corruption of politics. The small and wealthy minority,
operating through giant and essentially undemocratic institutions, is being given the first say
and frequently a veto over society’s responses to these problems.

The structural nature of corporate power is what has made abusive corporate behaviour so
difficult to prevent. Many civil society campaigns have approached this power from
different points and met the same resistance from corporate interests, their owners and
their many allies and servants among the world’s political and media elites.



We have also seen in recent years that reforms which restrain abusive corporate behaviour
can be rolled back, while the voluntary efforts which are loudly proclaimed by some
multinationals can be watered down if they threaten to become too restrictive of profit.

So it is imperative for critics of corporate power to maximise their efforts by combining
them in a common agenda which not only tries to limit corporate power via regulation but
ultimately aims to change the very large corporation as an institution. This agenda would
not replace existing campaigns: it would amplify them, set them in a common narrative and
enable more political synergies between them, making all their goals easier to achieve.

It is true that the transformation of corporate power is a very ambitious aim which would
take many years to achieve, even in part, but consider where we are in history. Technology
is changing fast and bestowing power on those who control it. The growth of corporate

profit since the 1970s has fuelled the intensifying crisis of climate and nature. Geopolitics

and trade are shifting unpredictably, as are relationships between states and private capital.

In this context it is risky to say that we must be “realistic” about our aims when very rich and
selfish people are shaping the future in their own interests and without our consent.

Defining corporate power

Here “corporate power” means the economic, political and social power of very large
businesses, primarily those which trade or invest across borders. This definition is
deliberately broad so as to keep space open for discussion within civil society.

Like any kind of power, corporate power is not monolithic: its forms are various and
evolving and it contains its own hierarchies and conflicts. A tech giant seeking ever more
data for its Al models does not have the exact same interests as a media conglomerate
which profits from its exclusive control over artists’ work, nor does a politically connected
monopolist have the same interest as competitors trying to break into its market.

Even so, all forms of corporate power have a common core in the institution of the very
large corporation which concentrates capital and control over assets, market power,
information, strong legal advantages and political clout in an entity owned and controlled by
a wealthy minority of humanity and intended, above all else, to maximise their profits.

The term “institution” is used loosely here because not all very large enterprises have the
same legal form. Most are joint-stock companies but some, like global accounting and law
firms, are partnerships. Multinationals can be adept at playing with legal form when it suits
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them, and can exercise control over other firms in other ways than ownership, for instance
through market power or controlling the production and use of knowledge.

For this reason, a useful definition is one which looks through legal form to the actual
workings of a firm. Such a definition was proposed by the UN Commission for Transnational
Corporations, which did important work in the 1970s and 1980s before being swamped by
neoliberalism. Its draft code of conduct from 1988 defines transnational corporations as:

“... enterprises, irrespective of their ownership or country of origin and their
ownership ... comprising entities in two or more countries, regardless of the
legal form and fields of activity of these entities, which operate under a system
of decision-making, permitting coherent policies and a common strategy
through one or more decision-making centres, in which the entities are so
linked, by ownership or otherwise, that one or more of them may be able to
exercise a significant influence over the activities of others and, in particular, to
share knowledge, resources and responsibilities with the others.”?

Such a definition would also cover enterprises which are state-controlled, which is an
important point in a world whose biggest firms by revenue include Saudi Aramco. The
proposals in this briefing are mainly designed for privately-owned joint stock companies but
they could be adapted as necessary to state-owned firms or other forms of enterprise.

How large is “very large”?

In defining corporate power, a line has to be drawn somewhere between very big
enterprises with significant effects on society and smaller firms which trade lower values of
goods or services. Where to draw that line is a question of judgement.

Various benchmarks could be used. For example, the European Union’s human rights due
diligence law originally proposed a threshold per company of 450 million euros a year in
revenues,* though this was later watered down by corporate lobbying. The OECD’s tax
reforms have been based on a threshold of 750 million euros a year in revenues.®

3 United Nations Economic and Social Council. Proposed text of a code of conduct on transnational
corporations. 1% February 1988. The text is accessible here.

4 EU Directive of 13™ June 2024 on corporate sustainability due diligence. Clause 28 on Page 6. The
original text can be accessed here. The threshold has since been raised to €1.5 billion.

5> See OECD. Global Anti-Base Erosion Model Rules. 20" December 2021. Accessible here (see PDF).
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Worldwide, either threshold would include thousands of firms with trillions of dollars in
total sales. Most of those enterprises are from North America, Europe or East Asia, with a
small but growing number from China and other countries in the global South.® However,
many firms with socially significant impacts would fall below these size thresholds.

Some global industries are dominated by a handful of giant firms. This concentration
exacerbates existing problems of corporate power and creates problems in its own right: for
example, it puts control of chokepoints in the global supply of food, medicines, information
and other vital goods into the hands of a tiny number of corporate decision-makers.

Deconcentrating the power of these dominant firms is an urgent task but, in itself, doing this
would not address problems caused for society by the many hundreds of other corporations
which are smaller than the market leaders, but are huge firms in their own right.

So the question of thresholds needs more discussion in civil society because it delineates the
problem which a common agenda for curbing corporate power would address.

Some necessary features of a common agenda
The nature of the problem requires a common agenda to have certain features:

e Corporate power needs to be seen not only as a problem of abusive behaviour by
companies or individuals, which can be changed by state regulation or public
opinion, but also as a deep structural problem requiring institutional change.

e A common agenda needs to challenge the supremacy of the profit motive, rather
than shrinking its own ambition to be compatible with it. There cannot be an
“investor case” for curbing corporate power when profit-seeking by giant investment
firms which own the assets of other firms is a major part of the problem.”

® According to this list (which Critical Takes has not verified), roughly a third of the top 1,000 listed
firms by revenues are from the US and about a quarter are from European countries. China
(including Hong Kong) accounts for around 130 firms and Japan for just under a hundred. South
Korea accounts for nearly forty firms and Canada and India for about thirty each. Of the top twenty
of these firms by revenues, thirteen are from the US and three are from China.

’ This is not to say that ethically minded asset managers can play no part in transforming corporate
power — they will be needed to, in the long run — but their perspectives cannot be allowed to define
the agenda because of the risk of dragging it back within the constraints of the profit motive.
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e Where corporate power cannot be transformed, it will need to be displaced by
alternative institutions which can perform the socially useful functions of
multinationals in a more democratic and sustainable way. A common agenda will
need to include workable proposals for such alternatives.?

e A common agenda will need to be globally relevant and legitimate yet adaptable to

the conditions of different countries, while also being robust enough to survive
changes in governments and enduring hostility from vested interests.

Sources of the ten proposals

This list of proposals is a synthesis of ideas in circulation in civil society which have appeared
on Critical Takes since April 2024 in articles or interviews, or in reports, briefings and other

texts published in other places. Because these ideas have appeared in many places and
often have long histories, it is not feasible to trace the original sources of all of them for this
short note. These ideas should probably be seen as a collective resource for civil society.

Two recent reports which stand out for the breadth of their ideas about corporate power
(among other subjects) are Oxfam’s “Inequality Inc” from January 2024° and the more
recent “Roadmap for Eradicating Poverty Beyond Growth”. The latter was drafted by Olivier
de Schutter, then the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, and is
informed by numerous inputs from civil society organisations.'® Ideas from both of these
reports, and many other sources, are mirrored in the proposals below.

The ten proposals are a set, not as a menu, meaning that all of them need to be taken
forward at the same time. They are presented at the level of general principles which would
need to be adapted to fit the conditions of different countries and types of enterprise. Other
proposals might need to be added to a common agenda on corporate power.

& The mix of alternatives seems likely to include public agencies, firms under democratic public
ownership, co-operatives and worker-owned firms, non-profits and smaller private firms, especially
those with a social purpose.

¥ The Oxfam report is accessible here. The relevant part of it is from pages 49-53. To hear one of its
authors discussing the report on Critical Takes, listen here.

10 The Roadmap can be downloaded in draft form from here. An analysis of it on Critical Takes is here.
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Ten proposals for curbing corporate power
It is necessary to:

1. Change the purposes of very large corporations in law so their directors must give the
same consideration to impacts on society and nature that they give to the pursuit of profit.
This may be the most important proposal because the profit motive will tend to override or
distort all other concerns, unless it is contained by corporations’ own constitutions.!

2. Democratise the ownership and control of very large corporations by increasing share
ownership by workers and other stakeholders. These corporations drive inequality by
extracting profits from society and channelling them to a small and affluent minority of
shareholders. Widening their ownership and control would weaken this drive.

3. Use the power of the state to shrink the dominant corporations in each industry and put
hard limits on how much of a market or industry can be controlled by a single corporation.
This would prevent the largest corporations from using monopoly power to squeeze their

workers, suppliers and smaller competitors and to fleece their customers.

4. Promote public, non-profit and social-purpose alternatives to very large corporations,
particularly for the supply of necessities which are too important to be left entirely to
markets such as food, medicines and digital infrastructure. This will mean increasing

democratic public ownership and taking some privatised pservices back into public hands.

5. Make very large corporations pay more tax on their profits, based on fairer global rules
agreed at the United Nations,'? and impose windfall taxes on profiteering.!® This would limit

rent-seeking and distribute the value created by commerce more equally across society via
public spending on public goods. Taxes can also be used to disincentivise harmful
investments, in fossil fuels for instance.'*

11 There is a strong case for outright bans on profit-making activities which are intrinsically harmful
and whose harms cannot be justly redressed: fossil fuels, for example, and other forms of pollution.
Such bans would need to apply to all enterprises, not just to very large corporations.

12 This means taxing multinationals as single global entities based on a formula which favours the
contribution of people to their profits rather than intangible assets, at a minimum effective rate of
25 per cent, according to rules decided at the United Nations. ICRICT is the leading authority here.

13 The economist Isabella Weber is an influential analyst and advocate of using windfall taxes to curb
“sellers’ inflation” — the tendency of corporations to exploit crises by putting up their prices.

14 Oxfam calls for a fossil fuel profits tax as well as a broader tax on corporate profits above what it
calls a “normal benchmark return” of 10 per cent. See this report.
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6. Limit the proprietary control of knowledge and data by multinationals to prevent them
from monopolising intellectual property or personal information to maximise their own

profits at the expense of smaller firms, workers, customers and society in general.

7. Oblige very large corporations, by law, to ensure respect for human rights, including
labour rights, in their own activities and throughout their supply chains. These obligations
need to be rooted in international law.

8. Require very large corporations to obtain genuinely free, prior and informed consent for
physical investments, such as mines and data centres, from the communities affected by
them. This would restrain the profit motive from overriding these people’s rights.

9. Curb corporate capture of the state including by banning non-public lobbying of officials
and legislators, outlawing corporate political donations and closing the revolving door
between public and private office.'® It is necessary to end corporate legal privileges which
impinge on democracy, like those embedded in investor-state dispute settlement rules.

10. Back up all these reforms with strict public disclosure requirements and sanctions for
non-compliance, including personal criminal liability for corporate executives and black lists
which bar errant corporations from public contracts and subsidies.

Enacting these ten proposals worldwide would not end capitalism or scrap the profit motive.
Indeed, many of them are extensions of rules or institutions which already exist somewhere.
Many smaller companies around the world would be little affected by them, or would even
benefit from the weakened power of giant firms which currently rule their industries.

What these changes would do is to rein in corporate power and reduce its ability to do
harm, while opening up space for more just and sustainable alternatives to grow and evolve
in line with the needs of humanity and the democratic process around the world.

We can’t guess what the future might be like, even thirty years from now, but these changes
would enable us to go into the future without being hampered by the dead weight of
corporate power dragging down justice and democracy.

15 For a discussion of corporate capture, see here. For Big Tech lobbying in the EU, see here.
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So, what next?

There needs to be discussion in civil society around the world which leads to a consensus-
based agenda for curbing and transforming corporate power. That agenda can then be
turned into political action, as part of wider efforts towards economic justice.

That discussion would have to be patient and inclusive, take place in many places at the
same time and bring together many individuals and types of organisation. It would need to
be firmly rooted in the universality of human rights so as to exclude the Far Right.

In time, the discussion would need to involve people who work for big business: not the
owners and senior executives and their agents, who can be expected to defend the status
quo, but the countless others who are citizens as well as employees.

The discussion would need to move at some point to the level of states. A way to do this
would be to revive the UN Commission for Transnational Corporations as a global forum
where states can jointly consider problems of corporate power —the purpose which this

Commission served in the 1970s and 1980s — and originate soft and hard law to curb them.

A common agenda would need to be strongly shaped by the concerns of people around the
world who have suffered from corporate exploitation. The prime moral responsibility for
action, however, lies with the home countries of multinationals because it is their affluent
classes which have historically profited most from corporate power.

A common agenda for transforming corporate power would not be fixed at one moment or
achieve “impact” within a single electoral cycle. It would need to grow and evolve over
years, as great movements of ideas always do. Where might it end up? That depends on us.

About Critical Takes on Corporate Power

This briefing was written by Diarmid O’Sullivan, the Editor of Critical Takes on Corporate
Power, a non-profit platform which aims to encourage discussion across civil society
around the world about how to curb the power of multinationals.

Critical Takes on Corporate Power Limited is a company limited by guarantee, registered
in England with the number 14966786. The company is not for profit.
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