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More praise for CEO Society

Many of today’s CEOs purport to serve the public good. They are wealth takers re-branded as wealth creators. This book illuminates the dangers of CEO worship in an age of entrenched austerity.’

Linsey McGoey, author of The Unknowers: How Strategic Ignorance Rules the World

‘In spite of the thorough and still growing critique of the leadership cult, CEOs proliferate in both private and public sectors. Let us hope that Bloom and Rhodes’ book will serve as an antidote.’

Barbara Czarniawska, author of Cyberfactories: How News Agencies Produce News

‘Why do we pray at the altar of the celebrity CEOs? What are consequences of such disturbing worship? Bloom and Rhodes answer these questions, showing us the ugly side of our contemporary obsession and the price we collectively pay in the CEO society.’

Alessia Contu, University of Massachusetts

‘This unique book sheds light on one of the most tragic paradoxes of contemporary life: Why do we celebrate neoliberalism, through today’s “cult of the CEO”? Bloom and Rhodes explain our deep-seated attachments to ideologies that are not only flawed but also dangerous.’

Kate Kenny, Queens University Belfast

‘Essential reading for anyone wanting to understand the contemporary fetishisation of corporate leadership. Rhodes and Bloom trace the rise of the cult of the CEO, mounting a strong defence of democracy in the face of this celebratory authoritarianism.’

Chris Land, Anglia Ruskin University
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Introduction

The threat and promise of CEO salvation

On 9 November 2016, the world awoke to a new political reality. Donald Trump defied all expectations and was elected president of the United States of America, his victory reverberating the world over. For some it was cheered as a blow to a corrupt economic and political establishment, while for others it was feared as a dangerous embrace of racism, sexism, xenophobia and authoritarianism. What almost all agreed was that the future of liberal democracy and capitalism – which only a decade before appeared unassailable – was suddenly uncertain. It was not just Trump who had been questioning the status quo on the campaign trail. Although ultimately unsuccessful, the very existence of the explicitly democratic socialist campaign of Bernie Sanders in the earlier part of the US presidential race was for many a welcome injection of a progressive anti-establishment grassroots energy into an entrenched oligarchic and elitist American political system.

These events did not happen in a social vacuum. They were the capstone to a mounting populist attack on neoliberalism and its free market orthodoxy in both Europe and the United States. In the mid-2010s, Europe, once a bedrock of the international order, was rocked by massive political earthquakes. From the reinvigorated left arose Syriza in Greece, Podemos in Spain and Momentum in the United Kingdom, all of which directly challenged the dominant politics of austerity and financial rule. On the right, the British people’s 2016 vote to exit the European Union revealed the rise of a nationalist conservative revival that was anti-immigrant and protectionist. These politics, despite their fundamental ideological differences, started from a shared critique of the tyranny of corporate globalisation.

Perhaps the most obvious insight to be gained from these developments is that economic anxiety and inequality breed extreme reactions for both good and ill. Politicians, decision makers and the broader public, whether their politics lean left or right, seemed to have woken up to the dangers of a runaway neoliberalism. That the popularity of Trump arose as a response to this is especially astounding. The curious case with Trump is that while free market globalisation has been challenged from all sides, millions of Americans en masse voted to elect an ostentatiously super-rich CEO as their president. More generally, even as capitalism appears to be historically endangered, it remains the case that business executives (even the many times bankrupted ones) have a strong hold on the popular imagination as the people who can ‘get things done’. The irony is that the very personification of the establishment – the ultimate insiders most responsible for our economic crises, political corruption and environmental destruction – can be idolised and rendered powerful on the promise that they will fight an oppressive status quo. One may well ask why the heroic ideal of the CEO is continuing to thrive when by all moral and ethical rights its incumbents should have been fired once and for all.

Beyond the good and evil CEO

The CEO stands as one of contemporary society’s most compelling and conflicted figures, as well as amongst its most famous. Present-day CEOs like Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg and Tesla’s Elon Musk, have joined business leaders of the recent past such as Apple’s Steve Jobs and The Body Shop’s Anita Roddick in becoming figures of envy and adulation. Nevertheless, depending on one’s point of view, political persuasion and the vicissitudes of the news cycle, any particular CEO can be either lionised or loathed. They can be characterised at one and the same time as visionaries and realists; ethical innovators and moral hazards; generous benefactors and selfish hoarders; the very key to progress and the very obstacle to its achievement. They are, accordingly, both looked up to with admiration and despised with vehemence. CEOs appear as both a threat and a salvation for the woes of the modern world.

How can we make sense of such a contradictory modern subject, and the persistent resurgence of belief in its virtues? One way is to simply describe the function that these senior business executives fulfil, responsible as they are for leading the corporations that drive the global market economy. Yet this straightforward approach fails to capture the widespread appeal and power of the CEO in the present era, and how this appeal is able to fend off charges that CEOs represent an elite and wealthy class of people who have achieved that privilege at the expense of others. How exactly, and why, has the CEO become one of the 21st century’s most pre-eminent idols, in many cases a household name? These are the CEOs who, for many, stand as our greatest prophets and our most productive action heroes. They do not just run companies and make profits, but are also positioned as the primary producers of global prosperity.

Is there anything surprising about this veneration of the executive class? In an age of growing inequality and exploding salaries for senior management, it might seem natural to look up aspiringly to these obvious social ‘winners’. To do so reaffirms the corporate funded and friendly media coverage often reserved for CEOs, coverage that preaches their values in the name of the sacred gospel of the competitive free market. The business executive appears deserving of all of their economic rewards and social accolades, as if each one pulled themselves to success by their own bootstraps. Surely, winners deserve their prizes. Such a narrative suggests that CEOs have risen to the top like the cream of society through some individualised business version of Darwinian natural selection. So valorised, the CEO is presented as a supreme capitalist being who ascended to the apex of the pecking order to take their rightful place amongst the rulers of the world.

This characterisation of the CEO has undoubtedly infiltrated and infected the general imaginary, most especially in those countries where neoliberalism has married liberal democracy and global capitalism to produce the world order that governs us today. There is also a different and richer story that must be told. Especially in light of the blame that has been laid on individual business leaders for the 2008 financial crisis, as well as for recent corporate scandals ranging from the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010, to the Volkswagen emissions scandal of 2015, to the Exxon Mobil climate controversy of 2016. These stories offer a counter-narrative, proposing that those positioned as our greatest heroes should have fallen from grace, relegated to being our most feared villains. While CEOs can be portrayed as value-creating innovators, they can also be characterised as psychopaths and evil parasites. In that latter sense, the question is no longer how CEOs will save the economy but rather how the economy and society can be saved from their greedy clutches.

Despite ample criticisms, setbacks and failings, the CEO continues to be reinvented as more than just a materialistic purveyor of the virtues of capitalism. Even given the disasters so many CEOs are held responsible for, they are still commonly presented as absolutely necessary for realising social and economic progress. There is a dominant logic which holds that the world will be rescued and sustainably developed by their forward thinking and a singular ability for action and achievement. The promise is that CEOs will not just protect corporations but will safeguard the population with prosperity, leading the way to a brighter and more ethical capitalist future. They come bearing the gifts of jobs and innovation, contributions that extend far beyond the stuffy confines of the boardroom and the soft comfort of the executive bathroom. In this rosy view, it is CEOs who can find smarter ways to fight climate change, cut through frustrating public red tape as well as balance desires for fiscal and social responsibility. If the CEOs of old were meant only to be the saviours of their companies, the executives of today are tasked with no less than saving humanity and the world. Have they become the last and greatest hope for the supposed salvation of us all? The election of Trump, and his popularity in various corners of the world, indicates that for some the answer is a resounding ‘yes’.

The CEO to the rescue

The business executive is, for many, a compelling hero of the contemporary era, with CEOs having been immortalised in a manner once reserved for royalty. If you go to the Henry Ford Museum of American Innovation in Detroit, for example, you are greeted by imposing statue of the man standing tall in a statesmanlike pose. In 1994 the Australian government put 19th century businesswoman Mary Reibey on the country’s $20 note. Meanwhile, in the UK business luminaries readily accept formal honours from the Queen, all the way up to knighthood. Idolised by many for their genius and productivity, CEOs symbolise the perfect mix of drive, intelligence and commitment. More than just corporate functionaries, they are role models held up to be envied by people everywhere.

CEOs are not just to be admired; they are also to be emulated. This reflects the social sedimentation of market rationality, where all our ingenuity and passion must be directed to winning in a social, political and economic life that is presented as a game. Present is a pervading logic of competition with which people are reduced to rivals fighting in an existential and financial contest. The good life, it would seem, belongs to the rich and famous and being an executive is positioned as being able to give you the money and power to make all your dreams come true. All that is required is that you ruthlessly play the game to win; only then will victory and happiness be yours to enjoy.

The ‘I came, I saw, I profited’ mentality is only part of the CEO appeal; it is also broader in its attraction, revolving around not just the aspiration to be an actual CEO, but also the inculcation of a desire for people to acquire the executive skills and mindset in order to succeed in all walks of life. With such a pursuit, people can hope to boost their productivity and find better methods for achieving their hopes and dreams. CEOs are imagined as the purveyors of the secret wisdom of not only how to survive, but to thrive in an exceedingly complex modern world. Not everyone, of course, can reach the vaunted heights of being an actual CEO, but everyone can strive to be the successful and effective ‘CEO’ of their own life.

The rise of the CEO society is the topic of this book. The CEO society is a product of decades of neoliberal political and economic reform. It goes beyond managerialism and the export of corporate management practices to non-corporate organisations. It takes the values that have become culturally and affirmatively associated with CEOs and applies them to all dimensions of human endeavour. Fiercely individualistic and anti-democratic, the CEO society prizes instrumentality, decisiveness, rivalry, profitability, efficiency and effectiveness. The adoption of this executive wisdom is touted as being fundamental to leading a successful existence, regardless of prior desires or values. Even more troubling, it is posited as the necessary antidote to addressing the deep structural problems of the global free market; an antidote that involves people accepting that they owe it both to themselves and to society to be like a CEO. This is an unequal society where not only are people judged as winners and losers, but that judgement is deemed morally righteous.

In the CEO society, the role of the CEO is presented not just as an elite job but as a lifestyle, a way of seeing and being in the world that can be taken up and embraced across cultures, class and personal circumstances. It is the simple answer to all of life’s problems. If you want a promotion, sage CEO wisdom can tell you how to get ahead in business. Just ask Alex Malley, former CEO of CPA Australia, whose best-selling 2015 book The Naked CEO promises to give you “the truth you need to build a big life”.1 Never mind that in 2017 he was fired as CEO while facing allegations ranging from bullying to financial mismanagement.2 If you want a better community, follow the CEO way to create a marketable and profitable brand of social justice. Indeed, the last ten years has even seen changes in the way corporations deal with charity, with the advent of a new approach where giving money to good causes is expected to yield a financial return to the giver.3

If you are seeking a more rewarding love life, then turn to CEO methods for finding how to win the person of your wildest dreams. All a lonely guy has to do is to follow Nina Atwood’s advice and ‘Date Like a CEO’.4 If that’s not enough you can plumb the depths of romance novels featuring CEO protagonists, with tasty titles such as Miranda Charles’ The Unmasked CEO (Captured by Love Book 7),5 or Anna DePalo’s Second Chance with the CEO.6 A common aphorism among certain Christians is to approach life’s problems by imagining ‘what would Jesus do?’ Today people might well ask: ‘what would a CEO do?’ The answer, it is assumed, could lead you to a life that would be otherwise unattainable.

An obsession with being like a CEO has profound and dangerous social implications. The CEO society is one that promotes values of competition, instrumentality and exploitation at the exclusion of all other ideals. It trumps principles of
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