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Editorials are the institutional voice of The Free Press 

and independent of the newsroom reporting staff

Sometimes a throwaway 

sentence, a passage not 

intended to make a major 

point, ends up telling 

a great deal more 
than the author 
intended. One such 
passage popped 
up in a recent Wall 
Street Journal story 
that documented 
U.S. corporations’ 
scramble to buy 
overseas companies 
and thereby shift their legal 

residency abroad to benefit 

from lower tax rates.
It noted that roughly 

1,700 U.S.-based companies 

currently are holding $1.5 

trillion offshore rather than 

bringing it home and pay-

ing taxes on it. “But that,” 

the story said, “has left 

the bulk of their funds for 

paying dividends or buying 

back shares effectively out 

of reach.”
Actually, those funds 

locked away abroad could 

be put to more uses than 

buying back shares or pay-

ing dividends if those com-

panies brought them home. 

They might fund more 

research and development, 

or start a new product line, 

or even give employees a 

raise. 
But the Journal story 

has it right. American big 

business these days is in 

the business of rewarding 

shareholders (a group that 

very much includes chief 

executives), to the exclu-

sion of any other activity 

that might help companies 

flourish. They’re in the 

business of raising their 

dividends and buying 

back stock, practices that 

effectively raise the value 

of outstanding shares but 

do nothing to enhance a 
company’s long-
term value. 

But long-term 
value is a diminish-
ing factor in many 
CEOs’ calculations, 
as they come under 
pressure from 
extortion artists — 
the euphemism is 
“activist investors” 

— who demand bigger divi-

dends, and as the CEOs’ 

own fortunes are linked to 

share value as well.
As The Washington 

Post’s Steven Pearlstein 

recently noted, 80 percent 

of the companies listed on 

the S&P 500 bought back 

shares last year, spending 

$477 billion on raising 

share values by diminish-

ing the number of shares 

outstanding. 
The S&P 500 spent 30 

percent more on dividends 

and stock buybacks than 

they did on capital expen-

ditures. Worse yet, most of 

these buybacks were funded 

by these corporations tak-

ing on debt. Indeed, of the 

$3.4 trillion in debt that 

U.S. non-financial corpora-

tions have incurred since 

2009, nearly 87 percent has 

gone to stock buybacks and 

dividend payments.
Shareholder capital-

ism in the United States 

has reached the point of 

absurdity. More than three 

decades ago, economist 

Milton Friedman argued 

that a company’s sole 

obligation should be to 

its shareholders. But even 

Friedman didn’t argue 

that companies should cut 

back on everything else or 

plunge themselves deep 

into debt just to raise their 

shareholders’ rewards. Nev-

ertheless, that — as that 

Wall Street Journal article 

so succinctly illustrated — 

is what shareholder capital-

ism has become today.
That’s why an increas-

ing number of top business 

reporters and commenta-

tors have turned against 

shareholder capitalism. Two 

years ago, writing in the 

Harvard Business Review, 

that magazine’s editorial 

director, Justin Fox, and 

Harvard Business School 

professor Jay Lorsch argued 

that shareholders per-

formed none of the three 

basic tasks that, theoreti-

cally, justified their claim 

on corporate profits: They 

didn’t normally provide 

the companies with capital 

(which corporations usually 

get through retained earn-

ings and borrowing), they 

didn’t provide a barometer 

of the company’s value 

(unless you believe that 

the share price is always 

accurate) and they didn’t 

provide a check on manage-

ment — save to feather 

their own nests. 
In a recent issue of the 

American Prospect, a maga-

zine I help edit, Pearlstein 

delivered his own wither-

ing critique of shareholder 

capitalism. And last week, 

Martin Wolf, the chief 

economics writer for the Fi-

nancial Times — the most 

venerable and respected 

journal for investors — 

argued that shareholder 

capitalism had become so 

dysfunctional that “we need 

to rethink ownership and 

control” of corporations.

Wolf’s point is that 

shareholders are far from 

the major risk-holders in 

the modern corporation. 

That distinction goes to the 

firm’s employees, who have 

“firm-specific skills.” And 

yet, he continued, “employ-

ees have no voice in what 

happens to a company to 

which they might have de-

voted their lives, while the 

shareholder of 10 seconds 

does.”
The alternative model to 

which Wolf implicitly points 

is the kind of stakeholder 

capitalism that exists in 

Germany, where workers, 

and sometimes public rep-

resentatives, take half the 

seats on corporate boards 

and have a real voice in 

company decision-making. 

Changing corporate struc-

ture in the United States 

will require an epochal 

political battle, but it’s long 

past time that that battle 

began.
Meyerson is editor-at-

large for The American 

Prospect.

Some people make a point of staying away. Others who 

have to be there lock their car doors as they travel through 

the area. Many across town are fast asleep and don’t realize 

the ugly scene that unfolds some nights.

Late-night downtown Mankato too often is a danger 

zone.
Dangerous for those who drink 

in excess. Dangerous for those who 

don’t drink to excess but may meet 

face to face with drunks looking for 

a fight. Dangerous for downtown 

employees who are just trying to 

drive home without pedestrian mobs ignoring traffic signals 

or banging on vehicles or demanding rides.

The late-night rowdy atmosphere is not a new thing. The 

homecoming riots near Minnesota State University in 2003 

put a spotlight on Mankato, and alcohol-related deaths in 

2007 kicked in community concern.

In the last 10 years, much has been done to educate 

young people about high-risk behavior. Police work hard 

to curb under-age drinking parties and do checks on bars 

to see who they are serving. The city passed an ordinance 

that holds party hosts accountable when guests are illegally 

drinking. City buses carry students safely from downtown 

to the campus area during late-night and early-morning 

hours. Patrols of police officers and firefighters are often 

called to the area to keep revelers safe and try to prevent 

problems.
Still, it’s still not enough.

In just the last few weeks, an MSU student fell off the 

bumper of a city late-night bus that was transporting 

students back to the campus area. He suffered serious head 

injuries. And a 24-year-old Mankato man is fighting for his 

life after being assaulted outside a downtown bar.

Those are the high-profile cases. No doubt in that same 

period, there were numerous cases of drunk kids who didn’t 

remember how they got home, how many drinks they’d had, 

or who they spent the night with and whether the sex was 

safe and with consent.
The ongoing revitalization of the Front Street area will 

be an economic boon to the city, but added entertainment 

opportunities and downtown housing also could add gas to 

the flame of the late-night firestorm. If partying students 

fill those apartments, the numbers in the downtown scene 

will likely escalate. And if you are a non-student renter who 

doesn’t appreciate late-night rowdiness, you probably won’t 

be staying long.
Stepped-up patrolling and security, enforcement, preven-

tive planning and intense alcohol education need to be in 

the continuous mix that keeps the situation under control. 

Riot prevention is on the far end of the problem spectrum. 

On the other end is a downtown late at night that is inhospi-

table to many and downright dangerous for others.

Public safety, health officials, MSU leaders, and the com-

munity as a whole need to keep working on the issues that 

were so prominently discussed in the 2008 High-Risk Drink-

ing Summit. The summit came on the heels of two tragic 

deaths of young people, including one who drank herself to 

death and one who was lying in the road after drinking at a 

party and was hit by a car.

The summer may simmer down as student numbers drop 

for a few months, but the downtown problem definitely has 

not dried up and desperately needs attention before others 

are needlessly hurt. 

OUR VIEW

DOWNTOWN
BEHAVIOR

UNACCEPTABLE

Why it matters: 
Late-night downtown 

has become not only 

ugly but dangerous.

OTHER VIEW

Portugal, at one point one 

of Europe’s economic basket 

cases, last week announced 

its departure from a three-

year bailout that appears to 

have restored its health.

In the wake of the global 

recession that began in 

2008, which the United 

States played a key role in 

starting, European countries 

including Greece, Greek Cy-

prus, Ireland, Italy, Portugal 

and Spain showed serious 

signs of the same financial 

disease.
Portugal’s woes were 

severe. The country sought 

and received $108 billion 

in loans from the European 

Central Bank, the European 

Commission and the Inter-

national Monetary Fund in 

2011. Facing up to its situ-

ation and wishing to regain 

the autonomy that comes 

from a healthy economy, 

a new center-right coali-

tion government in Lisbon 

headed by Prime Minister 

Pedro Passos Coelho took 

drastic, but necessary, steps.

It made spending cuts, 

including to public employee 

wages and pensions. It 

raised taxes. 

Portugal rights its f inancial course
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

Time to remake shareholder capitalism
80 percent of the companies listed on 

the S&P 500 bought back shares last 

year, spending $477 billion on raising 

share values by diminishing the number 

of shares outstanding
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WASHINGTON — Stand-

ing on his presidential 

limousine, Lyndon 
Johnson, campaign-

ing in Providence, 
R.I., in September 
1964, bellowed 
through a bullhorn: 

“We’re in favor 
of a lot of things 
and we’re against 
mighty few.” This 
was a synopsis of 
what he had said 
four months earlier.

Fifty years ago this 

Thursday, at the University 

of Michigan, Johnson had 

proposed legislating into 

existence a Great Society. 

It would end poverty and 

racial injustice, “but that 

is just the beginning.” It 

would “rebuild the entire 

urban United States” while 

fending off “boredom and 

restlessness,” slaking “the 

hunger for community” 

and enhancing “the mean-

ing of our lives” — all 

by assembling “the best 

thought and the broadest 

knowledge.”
In 1964, 76 percent of 

Americans trusted govern-

ment to do the right thing 

“just about always or most 

of the time “; today, 19 

percent do. The former 

number is one reason John-

son did so much; the latter 

is one consequence of his 

doing so.
Barry Goldwater, John-

son’s 1964 opponent who 

assumed that Americans 

would vote to have a third 

president in 14 months, 

suffered a landslide defeat. 

After voters rebuked FDR 

in 1938 for attempting to 
“pack” the Supreme 

Court, Republi-
cans and Southern 
Democrats pre-
vented any liberal 
legislating majority 

in Congress until 
1965. That year, 
however, when 68 
senators and 295 
representatives 
were Democrats, 

Johnson was unfettered.

He remains, regarding 

government’s role, much 

the most consequential 

20th-century president. 

Indeed, the American En-

terprise Institute’s Nicholas 

Eberstadt, in his measured 

new booklet “The Great 

Society at Fifty: The 

Triumph and the Tragedy,” 

says LBJ, more than FDR, 

“profoundly recast the com-

mon understanding of the 

ends of governance.”
When Johnson became 

president in 1963, Social 

Security was America’s 

only nationwide social 

program. His programs and 

those they subsequently 

legitimated put the nation 

on the path to the present, 

in which changed social 

norms — dependency 

on government has been 

destigmatized —have 

changed America’s national 

character.
Between 1959 and 

1966 — before the War on 

Poverty was implemented 

— the percentage of 

Americans living in pov-

erty plunged by about one-

third, from 22.4 to 14.7, 

slightly lower than in 2012. 

But, Eberstadt cautions, 

the poverty rate is “incor-

rigibly misleading” because 

they include government 

transfer payments. Stark 

material deprivation is now 

rare:
“By 2011 ... average per 

capita housing space for 

people in poverty was high-

er than the U.S. average for 

1980. ... [Many] appli-

ances were more common 

in officially impoverished 

homes in 2011 than in the 

typical American home 

of 1980. ... DVD players, 

personal computers, and 

home Internet access are 

now typical in them -- ame-

nities not even the richest 

U.S. households could avail 

themselves of at the start of 

the War on Poverty.”
But the institutionaliza-

tion of anti-poverty policy 

has been, Eberstadt says 

carefully, “attended” by the 

dramatic spread of a “tan-

gle of pathologies.” The 

tangle, which now ensnares 

all races and ethnicities, in-

cludes welfare dependency 

and “flight from work.”

Twenty-nine percent of 

Americans — about 47 

percent of blacks and 48 

percent of Hispanics — live 

in households receiving 

means-tested benefits. 

And “the proportion of 

men 20 and older who are 

employed has dramati-

cally and almost steadily 

dropped since the start of 

the War on Poverty, falling 

from 80.6 percent in Janu-

ary 1964 to 67.6 percent 

50 years later.” Because 

work — independence, 

self-reliance — is essential 

to the culture of freedom, 

ominous developments 

have coincided with Great 

Society policies:
For every adult man ages 

20 to 64 who is between 

jobs and looking for work, 

more than three are neither 

working nor seeking work, 

a trend that began with 

the Great Society. And 

what Eberstadt calls “the 

earthquake that shook 

family structure in the era 

of expansive anti-poverty 

policies” has seen out-of-

wedlock births increase 

from 7.7 percent in 1965 

to more than 40 percent in 

2012, including 72 percent 

of black babies.
LBJ’s starkly bifurcated 

legacy includes the trium-

phant Civil Rights Act of 

1964 and Voting Rights 

Act of 1965 — and the 

tragic aftermath of much 

of his other works. Eber-

stadt asks: Is it “simply 

a coincidence” that male 

flight from work and family 

breakdown have coincided 

with Great Society poli-

cies, and that dependence 

on government is more 

widespread and perhaps 

more habitual than ever? 

Goldwater’s insistent 1964 

question is increasingly 

pertinent: “What’s hap-

pening to this country of 

ours?”
George Will’s email 

address is georgewill@

washpost.com.

LBJ’s legacy led to dependency

HAROLD 
MEYERSON

The American Prospect

GEORGE 
WILL

The Washington Post

Herman Roe Editorial Writing Award
All Individuals 
First Place: The Free Press, Mankato, Kathy Vos 
Downtown behavior unacceptable 
After reading through the dozens of entries in this category, I kept com-
ing back to the editorial by Kathy Vos. In this editorial, Vos brings up an 
issue of utmost importance to the community, that perhaps has become 
an elephant in the room that needs addressing.  Vos pushes for continued 
work to stem the huge problem of high-risk drinking in Mankato. We 
hope that, in the spirit of the editorial, the Free Press continues to keep 
this issue top of mind and press the community for change.

Second Place: Winona Post, Frances Edstrom 
Suicide rates up 
Great topic and presented well and informational from own experience. 
Well done.

Third Place: The Free Press, Mankato, Joe Spear 
Waseca needs calm amid controversy 
Very nice editorial on the area and intending to relax before going nuts. 
Very good message and substance here.

Our View: Downtown Behavior Unacceptable
Some people make a point of staying away. Others who have to be there lock their car doors as they travel through the area. Many across town 

are fast asleep and don’t realize the ugly scene that unfolds some nights. Late-night downtown Mankato too often is a danger zone.
Dangerous for those who drink in excess. Dangerous for those who don’t drink to excess but may meet face to face with drunks looking for 

a fight. Dangerous for downtown employees who are just trying to drive home without pedestrian mobs ignoring traffic signals or banging on 
vehicles or demanding rides.

The late-night rowdy atmosphere is not a new thing. The homecoming riots near Minnesota State University in 2003 put a spotlight on 
Mankato, and alcohol-related deaths in 2007 kicked in community concern.

In the last 10 years, much has been done to educate young people about high-risk behavior. Police work hard to curb under-age drinking par-
ties and do checks on bars to see who they are serving. The city passed an ordinance that holds party hosts accountable when guests are illegally 
drinking. City buses carry students safely from downtown to the campus area during late-night and early-morning hours. Patrols of police of-
ficers and firefighters are often called to the area to keep revelers safe and try to prevent problems.

Still, it’s still not enough.
In just the last few weeks, an MSU student fell off the bumper of a city late-night bus that was transporting students back to the campus area. 

He suffered serious head injuries. And a 24-year-old Mankato man is fighting for his life after being assaulted outside a downtown bar.
Those are the high-profile cases. No doubt in that same period, there were numerous cases of drunk kids who didn’t remember how they got 

home, how many drinks they’d had, or who they spent the night with and whether the sex was safe and with consent.
The ongoing revitalization of the Front Street area will be an economic boon to the city, but added entertainment opportunities and downtown 

housing also could add gas to the flame of the late-night firestorm. If partying students fill those apartments, the numbers in the downtown scene 
will likely escalate. And if you are a non-student renter who doesn’t appreciate late-night rowdiness, you probably won’t be staying long.

Stepped-up patrolling and security, enforcement, preventive planning and intense alcohol education need to be in the continuous mix that 
keeps the situation under control. Riot prevention is on the far end of the problem spectrum. On the other end is a downtown late at night that is 
inhospitable to many and downright dangerous for others.

Public safety, health officials, MSU leaders, and the community as a whole need to keep working on the issues that were so prominently dis-
cussed in the 2008 High-Risk Drinking Summit. The summit came on the heels of two tragic deaths of young people, including one who drank 
herself to death and one who was lying in the road after drinking at a party and was hit by a car.

The summer may simmer down as student numbers drop for a few months, but the downtown problem definitely has not dried up and desper-
ately needs attention before others are needlessly hurt.


