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Introduction
Globalization is constantly in the news. Globali-

zation is celebrated when financing flows, inno-

vations flourish and new business opportunities 

open up. Globalization is blamed when busi-

nesses vanish, factories are shut down or moved, 

when jobs are lost and working conditions de-

teriorate. Globalization has become a shorthand 

for making sense of complex and multifaceted 

phenomena in the contemporary world.

In this article, we review literature on glo-

balization and provide some conceptual clarifi-

cations to understand its present forms and con-

sequences. We view globalization not only as a 

significant set of economic, financial, social, 

political and cultural forces but, significantly, as 

a powerful and contested discursive space. Our 

aim is, first, to unpack recent literature on glo-

balization, second, to specify neo-liberal global 

capitalism and nationalism as discourses and 

ideologies vis-à-vis globalization and, third, to 

place multinational corporations (MNCs) within 

this context. 

The vocabulary of globalization has be-

come a pervasive way of thinking and writing 

about late modernity (or post-modernity), that 

is, contemporary society. The concept of glo-

balization has in recent years been discussed in 

disciplines such as business and political eco-

nomics (Ohmae 1990; Fukuyama 1992; Dun-

ning 1999; Kobrin 2001; 2001b), economic 

history (Hobsbawm 1990), finance theory (de la 

Torre et al 2002), political science (Held 1990), 

anthoropology (Friedman 1994, 2000; Appa-

durai 1996), sociology (Robertson 1992; Cas-

tells 1996; Bauman 1998; Bourdieu 1998; Gid-

dens 1999; Guillén 2001; Bourdieu and Wac-

quant 2001), psychology (Sampson 1989; 

Marsella 1998; Arnett 2002), social psychology 

(Herriot and Scott-Jackson 2002), social policy 

(Gough 2004), media and communication stud-

ies (Herman and McChesney 1997; McPhail 

2002; Curran 2002; Kellner 2003), linguistic 

theory and applied linguistics (Chomsky 1999; 

Fairclough 2000; Fairclough and Thomas 2004), 

philosophy (Jameson 1999), and geography 

(Taylor et al 2002), to name but a few examples 

of authors in each discipline. Globalization has 

also been discussed in, for example, fields such 

as feminist (Eisenstein 1998; Marchand and 

Runyan 2000; Mohanty 2004) and postcolonial 

(Prasad 2003; Loomba et el 2005) studies.

The concept of globalization reflects 

large-scale economic and social change, which 

affects people differently and evokes different 

viewpoints. Reviewing the literature it becomes 

clear that a focus on globalization entails cross-

disciplinarity and challenging established bar-

riers between the sciences, as John H. Dunning 

(2003), for example, shows in his edited volume 

on ”Making Globalization Good: The Moral 

Challenges of Global Capitalism”. A review of 

the literature also suggests, however, that glo-

balization is a highly contested concept and 

phenomenon. There are strong voices for and 

against what is understood as globalization. 

These contradictory and competing views, in 

turn, seem to be based on different interpreta-

tions of the present dominant forms of globali-

zation, and of the material, economic, social 

and cultural conditions that these forms pro-

duce and give rise to. 

Protagonists emphasize globalization’s 

links with economic growth and the trickling 

down of wealth to an increasing number of peo-

ple on a global scale (e.g. Friedman 1999; Nor-

berg 2001; Bhagwati 2004; Wolf 2004). In con-

trast, critics argue that contemporary globaliza-

tion is fundamentally unbalanced, and point 

their criticism to inequality, exclusion and mar-



415

LTA  3 /05  •  J .  T I E N A R I  A N D  E .  V A A R A

ginalization as well as polarization of wealth 

(e.g. Pritchett 1997; Herman and McChesney 

1997; Bauman 1998; Bourdieu 1998; Chomsky 

1999; Rupert 2000; Mohanty 2004). In brief, 

while protagonists emphasize the importance of 

globalization in creating new resources, critics 

argue that economic globalization in its present 

form works to misuse resources and to reinforce 

poverty and inequality. 

In addition to the disciplines listed above, 

the roots, forms and consequences of globaliza-

tion have been studied in management and or-

ganization theory, which is our primary area of 

interest in this article. A polarization between 

managerialistic and critical perspectives is evi-

dent in management and organization studies, 

which discuss globalization in general and mul-

tinational corporations within this context in 

particular (e.g. Bartlett and Ghoshal 1992; 

Westwood 2000; Banerjee and Linstead 2001). 

To put it crudely, while managerialistic framings 

are often abstract, uncritical and naiively enthu-

siastic about the opportunities globalization of-

fers for business, critical framings often associ-

ate globalization with all questionable contem-

porary phenomena without specifying the proc-

esses and dynamics involved. 

Following Fiss and Hirsch (2005), the 

present condition may thus be conceived of as 

a struggle between different discursive framings 

and, in consequence, a dispute concerning un-

derstandings of the legitimacy of particular 

forms of economic and social change. In our 

view, the apparent polarization of viewpoints 

(and analyses) has created a situation where 

open discussion and a more fine-grained ex-

change of ideas on different facets of ”globaliza-

tion” has to a significant extent stagnated. 

In the following, we first present an over-

view of recent literature to briefly introduce dif-

ferent thematic perspectives on globalization. 

Next, we specify different theoretical and ideo-

logical bases to approach globalization, and go 

on to place multinational corporations (MNCs) 

in this context. Finally, we summarize our find-

ings and propose agendas for future research. It 

should be noted, however, that our sketching is 

tentative. It is far from being exhaustive. We of-

fer this article as one attempt towards concep-

tual clarification. First and foremost, our ac-

count is intended as a basis for further discus-

sion on the nature and role of multinational 

corporations in contemporary ”global” society. 

Globalization: A Contested 
Concept and Terrain
Different views on globalization notwithstand-

ing, it is evident that trade and business on an 

ever larger – even global – scale will be accen-

tuated in the 21st century. Globalization can in 

this sense refer to the ways in which economic 

and industrial institutions such as investors and 

multinational corporations (MNCs) increasingly 

interact in various locations throughout the 

world. Based on existing literature it may also 

be argued that such contemporary economic 

globalization is based on, and conditioned by, 

three intertwining elements. 

The first, and arguably the most signifi-

cant, force in economic globalization is the 

dramatic development in information and com-

munications technology. Kobrin (2001b: 34), for 

example, claims that ”the dramatic increases in 

the scale of technology, the internationalization 

and integration of production, and especially 

the digital revolution and the emergence of an 

electronically networked world economy will 

be impossible to reverse.” Such arguments for 

inevitability and irreversibility build on techno-

logical advancement. They seem to indicate 
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continuing global convergence in forms of eco-

nomic organization. Such arguments are sub-

stantiated by the fact that an increasing number 

of people have quick access to rapidly increas-

ing amounts of information, the production and 

consumption of which is in principle no longer 

dependent on time and place.

Second, developments in information and 

communications technology have in past dec-

ades coincided with deregulatory acts in a 

range of industries in an increasing number of 

countries. Deregulation has also taken place 

between countries and regions in relation to 

diverse cross-national bodies such as the World 

Trade Organization, the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund1. Contemporary 

global financial markets are perhaps the most 

significant individual example of the effects of 

deregulation. From the late 1950s onwards, the 

established structure of world banking has dis-

integrated and an international money and 

capital market was (re)created as regulatory re-

gimes were progressively lifted in a number of 

national markets (Jones 1998). Deregulation in 

the form of a step-by-step dismantling of barri-

ers between different markets and institutions 

has since become the key driver in the construc-

tion of a new, market-driven global order (cf. 

Morgan and Knights 1997).

Third, information technology and de-

regulation have contained the emergence of a 

global media system that is increasingly de-

tached from governmental control. Although its 

roots can be traced back decades or even cen-

turies, the establishment of an integrated global 

media market began in earnest in the late 1980s. 

It has been argued that contemporary global 

media are a crucial part of the overall expansion 

and spread of an increasingly integrated global 

corporate system; apart from being a gigantic 

and growing business per se, mass media cor-

porations complement and support the needs of 

1 The World Trade Organization (WTO) is the ”only global international organization dealing with the rules of trade between 
nations. At its heart are the WTO agreements, negotiated and signed by the bulk of the world’s trading nations and ratified 
in their parliaments. The goal is to help producers of goods and services, exporters, and importers conduct their business.” 
WTO was founded in 1995 as the successor to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), established in the wake 
of WWII, to administer trade agreements, to provide a forum for trade negotiations, to handle trade disputes, and to monitor 
national trade policies. (www.wto.org; accessed July 8, 2005)

The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), in turn, were established as a result of the Bretton Woods 
meeting of 1944. The World Bank (initially known as International Bank for Reconstruction and Development) was initially 
founded to contribute to the rebuilding of war-torn Europe. With the introduction of the Marshall Plan, however, this role 
soon became redundant and the World Bank turned to the developing world. Today, its mission statement stands as ”World 
Bank – Working for a World Free of Poverty.” It is ”an international organization fighting poverty in more than 100 develop-
ing countries by providing loans & advice. […] It is a development Bank which provides loans, policy advice, technical as-
sistance and knowledge sharing services to low and middle income countries to reduce poverty. The Bank promotes growth 
to create jobs and to empower poor people to take advantage of these opportunities.” (www.worldbank.org; accessed July 
8, 2005)

IMF was founded in 1945 to manage balance of payment equilibria and the fixed exchange rate system, and act as 
a bank through which funds from surplus countries were channeled as short-term loans for deficit countries. Today, ”the IMF 
is an organization of 184 countries, working to foster global monetary cooperation, secure financial stability, facilitate inter-
national trade, promote high employment and sustainable economic growth, and reduce poverty” (www.imf.org; accessed 
July 8, 2005).

WTO, World Bank and IMF are all institutions stemming from the Cold War period. Through their policies – for ex-
ample, subjecting recipient countries to ”structural adjustment programmes” based on trade liberalization, curtailing public 
expenditure, relaxing barriers to external capital flows, privatization of state-owned business, and deregulating the labour 
market – the WTO, the World Bank and IMF continue to promote principles of neo-liberal global capitalism discussed in 
detail below. For an accessible critical historical account of these institutions and their roles in contemporary globalization, 
see e.g. Hertz (2004).
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non-media enterprises in providing part of the 

global infrastructure for corporations and in fa-

cilitating their business (see e.g. Herman and 

McChesney 1997; McPhail 2002). It has also 

been argued that the media promote and legiti-

mate specific kinds of ideologies, ideas and 

practices in business organizations and society 

at large (see e.g. Mazza and Alvarez 2000; 

Vaara and Tienari 2002; Mazza and Strandgaard 

Pedersen 2004; Kjaer and Langer 2005).

Overall, the emerging global context 

marked by the intertwining elements of techno-

logical advancement, deregulation and global 

mass media has been conceptualized in a mul-

titude of ways. This context has been termed the 

information and network society (e.g. Castells 

1996), the digital economy (e.g. Tapscott 1997; 

Brynjolfsson and Kahin 2000), the knowledge-

based economy (e.g. Prusak 1997), the knowl-

edge economy (e.g. Powell and Snellman 2004), 

the information-intensive economy (e.g. Child 

and McGrath 2001), the learning economy (e.g. 

Lundvall and Johnson 1994), and the globalizing 

learning economy (e.g. Archibugi and Lundvall 

2001), to name but a few examples. 

Focusing on debates in sociology in par-

ticular, Guillén (2001) identifies three broad 

contemporary interpretations of globalization: 

civilizing, destructive or feeble (cf. Hirschman 

1982). Guillén (2001) goes on to argue that ex-

isting theoretical and empirical research on glo-

balization, from the point of view of the three 

perspectives, is organized around a number of 

key issues or questions. Is globalization really 

happening? Does it produce convergence? Does 

it undermine the authority of nation-states? Is 

globality different from modernity? Is a global 

culture in the making? 

In a somewhat different take on the litera-

ture, Held et al (1999) outline three broad 

schools of thought in interpreting globalization: 

hyperglobalists, sceptics and tranformationists. 

Fiss and Hirsch (2005) note that contradictory 

conclusions on globalization illustrate how di-

vergent interpretations can selectively cite and 

assert empirical support for their arguments. Fiss 

and Hirsch suggest that globalization has be-

come a grand contest of social constructions 

and an ”umbrella concept”. Consequently, it 

requires substantial interpretation. (Cf. Hirsch 

and Levin 1999)

Beyond the various interpretations, it 

seems to be widely accepted that the emerging 

context outlined above affects corporations and 

other organizations significantly and in appar-

ently unprecedented ways. On the one hand, a 

general transition from an economy based on 

materials to an economy based on flows of in-

formation puts emphasis within organizations 

on factors such as accepting contradiction and 

paradox, responsiveness to uncertainty, strategic 

focus on structure and process design, the so-

cial and the interpersonal and issues of legiti-

macy (Child and McGrath 2001). Innovations 

and knowledge creation are argued to have be-

come the principal assets of organizations, and 

the management of knowledge and innovation 

the key challenge and driver of prosperity (e.g. 

Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Prusak 1997). 

On the other hand, managerial practices 

in large corporations and other organizations 

have arguably shifted from being driven by pro-

duction to being finance-driven; managers man-

age firms increasingly as investment targets 

rather than production units (Tainio et al 2003). 

A focus on the preferences and whims of inves-

tors – culminating in the floating market value 

of the corporation – has evidently become the 

single most important element of the corporate 

executive agenda. In all, in such a context, ac-
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cording to Kobrin (2001b), globalization can be 

defined as a transition from a world ordered 

geographically, where the basis for economic 

and political organization is sovereign territori-

ality, to an aterritorial networked mode of or-

ganization whose form is not yet clear. 

A persistent state of unclarity thus sur-

rounds the concept of globalization. Waters 

(1995: 3) defines globalization as a ”social 

process in which the constrains of geography on 

social and cultural arrangements recede and in 

which people become increasingly aware that 

they are receding.” Deviating further from more 

technology-oriented views, it could also be ar-

gued that core aspects of globalization remain 

geographical. Globalization is constituted by 

trans-state processes, indicating a specific scale 

of social activity transcending relations between 

(nation-)states (Taylor et al 2002). It relates to 

the intensification of economic, political, social 

and cultural relations across existing borders 

(Holm and Sorensen 1995). 

However, as terms such as ”glocalization” 

(e.g. Robertson 1995; Swyngedoux 1997) and 

”local-global” (e.g. Pred and Watts 1993) indi-

cate, any analysis that pits local and national 

versus global is developing a suspect research 

agenda (Taylor et al 2002). First, it may be ar-

gued that the simultaneity of the global and the 

local – of the universal and the particular – is 

characteristic of the globalization process 

(Wallerstein 1990; Robertson 1992; Banerjee 

and Linstead 2001). Second, it can be argued 

that categories of global and national are not 

mutually exclusive; elements of globalization 

are embedded in particular institutional loca-

tions within nation states (Sassen 1998). We will 

return to these crucial points in our discussion 

on nations, nationalism and national identities 

below.

Alternative ways to theorize globalization 

provide a vantage point for such concerns. 

Banerjee and Linstead (2001), for example, 

present a detailed and insightful review of what 

they term the fiction of globalization. They de-

fine globalization as a discourse (or, rather, a set 

of discourses), which promotes new global co-

lonialism. The discourse of globalization, in 

turn, is in their view related to the broader 

Western discourse of industrial and capitalist 

progress, which continues to nurture an as-

sumption of its own inevitability (cf. Hirst and 

Thompson 1998). It can thus be argued that the 

momentum in globalization is rooted in the 

capitalist logic of expanding markets and the 

international integration of capital and the forc-

es of production. On such a basis, Banerjee and 

Linstead (2001) argue for understanding con-

temporary globalization as a (discursive) con-

struct, and discuss extensively the purposes and 

means of its construction. Importantly, Banerjee 

and Linstead discuss issues related to power 

within their overall framework of globalization 

as discourse(s). 

Apart from its economic and political di-

mensions, then, globalization can be discussed 

in terms of the social and the cultural. Globali-

zation, like modernity, is in this respect first and 

foremost associated with the diffusion of capi-

talist society and Western culture (cf. Waters 

1995). It does, however, produce tension be-

tween the universal and the particular, and be-

tween cultural homogenization and cultural 

heterogenization (see e.g. Banerjee and Linstead 

2001). Specifically, as Banerjee and Linstead 

(2001: 696) put it: 

”There is not one global mass culture, but 

rather transnational processes produce the 

globalization of culture where a multitude 
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of cultural flows, not always consistent with 

dominant nation-state ideologies, emerge 

(Lash and Urry, 1994). In fact, some writers 

argue that globalization tends to reinforce 

ethnicity and nationality rather than create 

a new global culture. […] [T]hese ethnicities 

are reconstructed and managed through the 

circulation, appropriation and manipulation 

of images of contemporary culture (Lash and 

Urry, 1994; Smith, 1990).”

These considerations typically associate the 

”West” with colonization and the ”non-West” 

as the colonized – although the colonized may 

at times appear ideologically and culturally re-

sistant. In our view, it is problematic that the 

critical literature on globalization typically 

presents the ”West” as a monolithic block and 

analyzes its influences accordingly. Even those 

authors who consider the ”West” not as a phe-

nomenon in itself, but as a discourse or discur-

sive space (cf. Banerjee and Linstead 2001), 

seem to conceptualize it as a relatively uniform 

construct. In partial contrast, we develop an al-

ternative conceptualization of globalization and 

related constructs in this article, and argue that 

the ”West” is a fragmented discursive space 

marked by persistent nationalisms and national 

identities, which cannot be reduced to uniform-

ity, even in the face of a ”non-West”.

This reasoning deviates from other con-

temporary debates where terms such as creali-

zation (e.g. Howes 1996) and multiculturalism 

(e.g. Harris et al 2004; Hoobler 2005) have 

been introduced to analyze the meeting of ”glo-

bal forces” and local traditions and concerns. 

Howes (1996: 5) uses the concept of crealiza-

tion to denote ”the process of recontextualiza-

tion whereby foreign goods are assigned mean-

ings and uses by the culture of reception”. Ban-

erjee and Linstead (2001: 699) argue that such 

a conception ”does not overturn the nexus be-

tween global capitalism and what Sklair (1995) 

calls the ‘culture-ideology of consumerism’”. 

Multiculturalism, in turn, when viewed in 

relation to the discourse of globalization, has 

become a concept that can be employed to 

manage the often problematic (from the point 

of view of the globalizers / colonizers) conse-

quences of cultural diversity (Banerjee and Lin-

stead 2001). In this sense, multiculturalism is a 

discursive tool in the hands of managerialist ad-

vocates of globalization to control suspicion 

and resistance. Those who are not deemed to be 

part of the dominant culture are rendered differ-

ent and exotic (Hall 1991; Moore 1994), in 

need of managerial inverventions. Tomlinson 

(1999), however, suggests that what he calls a 

genuinely cosmopolitan culture is unlikely to 

emerge unless cultural differences are respect-

ed. In all, it is evident that social and cultural 

differences persist – and need to be considered 

in relation to processes of globalization.

Before proceeding further, it is important 

to note that globalization is a contested concept 

also from a regional perspective (Rugman 2000; 

2005). Regionalization has been specified as a 

significant contemporary economic and social 

force, operating in tandem with (or even in op-

position to) globalization. A region can in this 

perspective be defined as a limited number of 

states linked by a geographical relationship and 

a degree of mutual interdependence. Regions 

can be conceived of as intermediate forms of 

community between the (potential) global com-

munity of humankind and national communi-

ties of the state (cf. Whiting 1993). 

The three arguably most significant re-

gions in the new millenium are North America, 

Europe and Asia. Each region provides an exam-
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ple of a specific form of regional integration. In 

1994, the North American Free Trade Agree-

ment (NAFTA) was signed to lower tariffs and lift 

limitations on international investments be-

tween the United States, Canada and Mexico. 

In Europe, regionalization in the form of politi-

cal integration has materialized in the expan-

sion of the European Union (EU). This integra-

tion, in turn, has had ramifications for both 

(national) economies and business activity. The 

establishment of a single European market in 

1992 and the introduction of the common cur-

rency Euro in 2001 were arguably the single 

most important milestones in this process so 

far.

Finally, apart from its economic, political, 

social, cultural and regional aspects, globaliza-

tion can be conceptualized as a physical condi-

tion for individuals, a mental state or even an 

imagined condition. This takes the discussion 

towards flux, fragmentation and discontinuity 

rather than uniformity of economic and social 

forces. Anthropologists, for example, have in 

recent times been active in examining the de-

velopment of ”global cities” such as New York, 

London and Tokyo, and of transnational busi-

ness people who move between such locations 

over the course of their career to facilitate the 

global integration of corporations (e.g. Sassen 

1991; Sklair 2001; Beaverstock 2002). 

Transnational business people can be 

conceived of as the elite of contemporary glo-

balization. Moore (2004) studied what she calls 

the social maps of such individuals. She empha-

sizes the complex array of their connections to 

locations of varying degrees of global or local 

orientation, and the constant need to negotiate 

between global and local social spaces. As key 

nodes in globalization, global cities are com-

prised of flux, fragmentation and discontinuity 

linked to technological (Moore 2004) and social 

(Leyshon and Thrift 1997) change in the minds 

of transnational business people. Moore (2004) 

even goes on to maintain that global cities are 

an example of a postmodern culture: globally 

engaged, in continuous flux, driven by changes 

in technology and transportation, and inhabit-

ing, in a sense, a discontinuous, Utopian 

space. 

Significantly, for mobile transnational 

business people to be able to facilitate the glo-

bal integration of corporations, some people 

need to stay put in, or immigrate to, low-skilled 

and low-paid jobs. Bauman (1994) argues that 

globalization means that the lives of people at 

the lower levels of economic activity must be 

rendered as rigid as possible: ”their freedom to 

choose, to accept or refuse, let alone to impose 

their own rules of the game, must be cut to the 

bare bone” (ibid.: 105). Mohanty (2004) points 

out that it is women and girls that suffer dispro-

portionately in contemporary globalization. Ac-

cording to Eisenstein (1998), women do two-

thirds of the world’s work and earn less than 

one-tenth of its income.

Globalization can in this way be thought 

of as a set of gendered processes, material and 

discursive. Transnational elite business people, 

for example, have been the subject of organi-

zation theorists’ scrutiny. Feminist literature has 

paid attention to the fact that transnational elite 

business people tend to be men (cf. Calas and 

Smircich 1993, 1999; Acker 1998; Connell 

2001; Tienari et al 2005). Calás and Smircich 

(1993) argue that in an apparently globalizing 

world, ”the household is extended up to the na-

tional border”. According to the dominant 

discourse, women are not able to travel as much 

as is required of executives, due to their family 

obligations. They are unable to meet the 
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challenges of the global playing field or 

arena2. 

In consequence, senior executive man-

agement in multinational organizations remains 

in practice reserved for men whose wives (or 

domestic help) take care of the home. Connell 

(2001) argues that a specific type of masculinity 

has thus become prominent along with the con-

temporary reform of national and international 

economies. This transnational business mascu-

linity is flexibly calculative and egocentric. It is 

marked by conditional loyalties (even to the 

company) and a declining sense of responsibil-

ity for others. Hooper (2000) identifies the An-

glo-American nature of the emerging hegem-

onic masculinity. On the one hand, it retains an 

image of aggressive frontier masculinity and, on 

the other, it draws from more benign images of 

non-hierarchical management skills (ibid.). 

More generally, it has been argued that 

discourses of globalization are themselves gen-

dered. Marchand and Runyan (2000), for exam-

ple, discuss the gendered metaphors and sym-

bolism in the language of globalization whereby 

particular actors and sectors are privileged over 

others: market over state, global over local, fi-

nance capital over manufacturing, finance min-

istries over social welfare, and consumers over 

citizens (see also Mohanty 2004).

In all, it is clear that conceptions of glo-

balization provide pervasive ways of thinking 

and writing about contemporary society. Glo-

balization can in this sense be understood as a 

significant set of contemporary economic, so-

cial, political and cultural forces. Crucially, 

however, globalization also makes up a discur-

sive space where different views, based on dif-

ferent ideologies, become articulated and con-

tested. As already indicated above, some ide-

ologies and discourses are particularly powerful 

in contemporary society.

Globalization: Different 
ideological and discursive bases
In the following, we present two apparently 

powerful bases for understanding contemporary 

globalization as a set of economic, social, po-

litical and cultural forces and as a discursive 

space. First, we look at what we term neo-lib-

eral global capitalism and, second, we focus on 

nations, nationalism and national identities.

Neo-liberal global capitalism and its critics

As discussed above, globalization entails both 

integration and interconnectedness. It is impor-

tant to note, however, that changes in the geo-

graphical scales of economy and business do 

not just emerge. Rather, they are constructed 

through human action. In this sense there is 

nothing inevitable about an increasing, ”global” 

scale of economic activities (Taylor et al 2002; 

Smith 1993). The current political hegemony of 

neo-liberalism in the United States, Europe and 

elsewhere has led many to equite this pro-

gramme of policies with globalization itself. 

Others, however, point out that such a direct 

parallel is an inaccurate one (e.g. Kobrin 

2001b). As Jones (2003: 252) puts it: ”Globali-

2 Barnet and Cavanagh (1994), for example, characterize the global commercial arena in terms of four intersecting webs: 
(1) the global cultural bazaar (which creates and disseminates images and dreams through films, television, radio, music and 
other media), (2) the global shopping mall (a planetary supermarket that sells things to eat, drink, wear and enjoy through 
advertising, distribution and marketing networks), (3) the global workplace (a network of factories and workplaces where 
goods are produced, information processed and services rendered) and (4) the global financial network (the international 
traffic in currency transactions, global securities etc.). Mohanty (2004) points out that in each of these webs, racialized 
ideologies of masculinity, femininity and sexuality play a role constructing the legitimate consumer, worker and manager.
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zation and advanced capitalism are involved in 

a complex dance in which there is no clear 

leader; that is, they are internally distinct but 

inextricably intertwined phenomena.”

Neo-liberalism (or advanced capitalism) 

is typically referred to as the removal of barriers 

to free movement of capital and goods around 

the globe, and to the extension of the market to 

virtually all areas of social life. The New York 

Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman outlined 

the neo-liberal case for globalization in its most 

extreme form in his popular book The Lexus and 

the Olive Tree (1999). Friedman views globali-

zation in terms of the integration and what he 

calls democratization of capital, technology and 

information across national borders. He intro-

duces globalization as a permanent post-Cold 

War system. 

Friedman maintains that within this new 

”system”, national governments need to attend 

to what he coins as the electronic herd of mon-

eylenders, international investors, analysts, 

MNCs and the like, who aim to secure the best 

possible yield for their investments. In this way, 

the thinking goes, the herd contributes to the 

most efficient allocation of economic resources 

on a global scale. In Friedman’s thinking, any 

country can be a ”winner” if it succumbes to 

market forces and the electronic herd. Nations, 

societies and communities have in this perspec-

tive no choice but to participate in the New 

International Information Order (ibid.). The 

United States emerges in Friedman’s book as the 

most positive example of a nation taking advan-

tage of globalization (thus apparently suggesting 

that nations continue to matter3, even for a 

hard-line advocate of neo-liberal globaliza-

tion).

Thomas L. Friedman was heavily criti-

cized for his views (e.g. Rupert 2000), but like-

minded commentators soon came to rescue. 

Johan Norberg (2001), an economist from the 

Swedish right wing think-tank Timbro, Martin 

Wolf (2004), an economist writing for The Fi-

nancial Times, and Jagdish Bhagwati (2004), 

Professor of Economics at Columbia University, 

all joined Friedman in celebrating the merits of 

neo-liberal global capitalism. They dismissed 

critics for being emotionally and politically 

charged (Norberg 2001) or accused them of airy 

socialist utopias that make for nice theory, but 

do not work in practice (Wolf 2004). It is inter-

esting to note that neo-liberal arguments, espe-

cially when uttered by economists and financial 

analysts, are often presented in the form of neu-

tral ”facts”. Such declarations of neutrality and 

facts extend to, for example, communications 

scholars (e.g. McPhail 2002) who disparage the 

ideas of critical media approaches while cham-

pioning ”free market” approaches to interna-

tional communications theory.

Crucially, however, it should be noted 

that arguments for particular forms of economic 

globalization are not ideologically neutral. 

”Facts” are often opinions presented in sophis-

ticated ways. In view of globalization, many 

commentators have pointed out that capital has 

in recent decades regained its lost power. In this 

sense, Thomas L. Friedman and other contem-

porary authors build on the shoulders of giants. 

While the decades following World War II 

marked regulation in and between national 

3 Hertz (2004: 29), among others, argues that institutions such as the World Bank already throughout the Cold War were 
”blatantly used by the US as a conduit of its foreign policy” through issuing loans to particular countries / nations and with-
holding loans from others.
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markets, Ronald Reagan’s presidency in the US 

(1981–1988) and Margaret Thatcher’s rule in the 

UK (1979–1990) – under the emblematic ban-

ner of ”There Is No Alternative” – triggered a 

series of political acts based on different ideals. 

Ms Thatcher, apart from her fondness for the 

ideas of Milton Friedman, embraced the work 

of Austrian economist Friedrich Hayek (1889–

1992), who forcefully advocated classical lib-

eral (i.e. libertarian) principles and free market 

policies4. 

In the 1980s, neo-liberalism began to gain 

ground as a dominant ideology, which entailed 

a particular form of globalization; one deter-

mined and led by owners and investors. Many 

Western nations followed the Anglo-American 

example. Through a series of deregulatory acts 

since the early 1980s, Finland, for example, 

heeded the call. The deregulation of the Finnish 

financial system began in 1983 (Halttunen and 

Suvanto 1988) and the established power blocs 

in business and industry began to crumble (Kuus-

terä 1990). The Finnish business system trans-

formed towards a market-oriented model 

(Skurnik 2005).

In all, the removal of regulatory barriers 

to investment and trade in and across nations is 

one manifestation of the ideology of neo-liber-

alism rather than the essence of globalization. 

It could, in fact, be argued that globalization is 

the result of processes that are much broader 

than neo-liberalism, and that these concepts 

should be kept analytically separate (cf. Taylor 

et al 2002). The rapid development of informa-

tion technology, for example, is a separate force 

from neo-liberal global capitalism – albeit one 

that has in recent decades occurred simultane-

ously with deregulatory acts.

Not surprisingly, then, extensive academic 

criticism of the ideals of neo-liberal globaliza-

tion has persisted. One basis for such criticism 

is that popular books such as Thomas L. Fried-

man’s have little engagement with the vibrant 

scholarly literature on globalization, and that 

they are uncritical toward globalizing capital-

ism in general. For example, it has been sug-

gested that one problematic consequence of the 

ideology of neo-liberalism is that democrati-

cally elected governments are increasingly 

obliged to weigh their social, fiscal and mone-

tary policies against the interests of investors 

and multinational corporations which, in turn, 

are not democratically responsible for their ac-

tions (Rupert 2000). In general, it has been 

claimed that globalization characterized by 

neo-liberal ideals marks a ”race to the bottom”; 

a competition between nations and govern-

ments to reform fiscal policies and trim down 

social welfare systems in order to please market 

forces (Greider 1997). Norberg (2001), in his 

defense of global capitalism, shrewdly spoke of 

the ”race to the top”, and referred to multina-

tional corporations as the major force in driving 

up wages and working conditions in the Third 

World by virtue of their superior efficiency and 

productivity.

In parallel to these relatively broad de-

bates, the contested hegemony of contemporary 

neo-liberal globalization has opened up for a 

range of active and extensive academic discus-

sions in terms of, for example, introduction of 

”New Public Management” in government (for 

4 For those interested in a non-academic, accessible critical account of the reigns Mrs Thatcher and Mr Reagan – and the 
forms and practical outcomes of contemporary neo-liberalism more generally – ”How Mumbo-Jumbo Conquered the World” 
by Francis Wheen (2004) is a good place to start.



424

D I S C U S S I O N

an overview, see e.g. Barzelay 2001). The in-

creasing power of multinational corporations 

has also spurred debate on changing industrial 

and employment relations (e.g. Colling and 

Clark 2002; Ferner and Quintanilla 2002), new 

forms of corporate governance (e.g. Almond et 

al 2003) and changing negotiating relations be-

tween states and MNCs (e.g. Agmon 2003; cf. 

Kobrin 2001).

Further, contemporary global mass media 

provide a particularly vivid example of the con-

tested nature of neo-liberal globalization (Fair-

clough 1995). The rise of neo-liberal policies in 

an increasing number of countries has rendered 

possible the marketization of crucial popular 

media such as television. The advent of global 

media corporations has led to further downsizing 

of public-service broadcasting systems around 

the world. The global media work hand-in-glove 

with other forces of contemporary globalization 

(for a critical discussion, see e.g. Herman and 

McChesney 1997). It has also been argued that 

such a global system thrives on a flow of media 

spectacles (cf. Kellner 2003) provided by West-

ern, mainly US, media corporations.

Protagonists point out that free market 

competition makes the field of mass media 

more efficient. Critics point to the increasing 

concentration of mass media ownership within 

and across national borders and to its prob-

lematic consequences in terms of democracy in 

general and the content of the media coverage 

in particular (e.g. Herman and McChesney 

1997; Bourdieu 1998; Shah and Thornton 

2003). The domination of information flows by 

a few large corporations is argued to be pro-

foundly undemocratic, and the pressure to make 

profits and serve advertisers is argued to lead 

media corporations to disregard public service 

and hype entertainment and violence. Consum-

ers of mainstream mass media such as television 

are often left with generic news content that 

emphasizes sensational events and politically 

”safe” topics (although typically in an ideologi-

cally loaded form), while contextualized and 

critical discussions of social and economic 

trends and deep analysis of the human condi-

tion are downplayed or ignored (Shah and 

Thornton 2003).

Among academics, the controversy sur-

rounding contemporary globalization has also 

spawned renewed interest in 20th century clas-

sics. The work of Karl Polanyi, particularly The 

Great Transformation (1944/1957), is an exam-

ple of this. Polanyi – who is perhaps today more 

well-known for his ideas on ”tacit knowledge” 

(recycled in contemporary knowledge manage-

ment theory) – maintained that historical evi-

dence indicates that self-regulating markets are 

not sustainable; that markets must be embedded 

in the social and political order to survive (cf. 

Kobrin 2001b). 

Further, a significant strand of criticism for 

neo-liberalism and neo-liberal globalization 

emphasizes its linguistic and semiotic aspects. 

In this way, contemporary globalization can be 

seen as a collection of various discourses that 

link with neo-liberal (Bourdieu 1998) and glo-

bal capitalist ideologies (Fairclough 1997; Fair-

clough and Thomas 2004). According to Pierre 

Bourdieu (1998), neo-liberalism is a political 

project for the reconstruction of society in ac-

cord with the demands of an unrestrained glo-

bal capitalism. Norman Fairclough, in turn, has 

examined in detail and depth the specific char-

acteristics of the discourse on global capitalism 

and explored specific issues related to ”globali-

zation” in the organizational context (Fairclough 

1989; 1995; 1997; 2000; 2003; Chouliaraki and 

Fairclough 1999; Fairclough and Thomas 2004). 
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Neo-liberalists’ claims of the inevitability of 

their project – imposing new representations of 

the world, but masking their political nature – 

has been a particular concern and subject of 

analysis for Fairclough and his colleagues.

Fairclough and Thomas (2004), for exam-

ple, conceptualize discursive representations of 

globalization as resources that are developed by 

social actors in order to accomplish social ob-

jectives. The crucial point is that these represen-

tations contribute to the process of globalizing 

itself, albeit sometimes in ways unintended and 

unanticipated by the actors involved. In other 

words, as the discourse gains ground, it takes on 

the performative power to make real the fanta-

sies it describes (Fairclough and Thomas 2004; 

Bourdieu and Wacquant 2001). However, as 

Fairclough and Thomas point out, a hegemonic 

discourse always competes against alternatives. 

It is, for example, modified to comply with local 

discourses. This will be further discussed in rela-

tion to nationalism below.

Further, Mohanty (2004) provides a thor-

ough argumentation on the problematics of 

contemporary neo-liberal global capitalism 

from a feminist point of view, and outlines a 

transnational feminist politics for social justice 

in this context. She calls this ”the feminist soli-

darity or comparative feminist studies model”, 

which is ”based on the premise that the local 

and the global are not defined in terms of phys-

ical geography or territory but exist simultane-

ously and constitute each other. It is then the 

links, the relationships, between the local and 

the global that are foregrounded” (ibid.: 242). 

Mohanty (2004: 235) maintains:

”It is especially on the bodies and lives of 

women and girls from the Third World/South 

… that global capitalism writes its script, 

and it is by paying attention to and theorizing 

the experiences of these communities of 

women and girls that we demystify capitalism 

as a system of debilitating sexism and racism 

and envision anticapitalist resistance. Thus 

any analysis of the effects of globalization 

needs to centralize the experiences and 

struggles of these particular communities of 

women and girls.”

It must also be born in mind that the mobility of 

capital – the heart of the present neo-liberal 

project – is nothing new. Historians and politi-

cal scientists in particular have reminded con-

temporary commentators that capital has indeed 

regained its lost power. For example, it has been 

pointed out that international penetration of fi-

nancial markets in (contemporary) OECD coun-

tries was, in fact, greater between 1900 and 

1914 than in the late 1980s, as was the ratio 

between foreign trade and GDP (Hirst and 

Thompson 1998). The previous golden age of 

international trade and mobile capital was end-

ed by the outbreak of World War I in 1914 and 

the concurrent collapse of colonialism (Jones 

1998; Flandreau and Zumer 2004). The 1920s 

brought further pressures in the form of social 

unrest and, for example, a dramatic sinking of 

stock prices. Regulatory regimes, then, did not 

emerge in a vacuum. Rather, they were a re-

sponse to changing economic and social 

conditions of, first, the interwar period and, sec-

ond, the period immediately following World 

War II. 

Finally, it is useful to note that contempo-

rary globalization has also been associated with 

the expansion of a new form of global consum-

er culture, which is a distinctly US culture (e.g. 

Hall 1991), permeating other regions of the 

world through mass-mediated images. This ex-
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pansion of American consumerism has been 

labelled Americanization (Kobrin 2001b). Con-

cepts and labels may again be somewhat mis-

leading. Americanization is a term already used 

for the growing economic and cultural impact 

of the US in Western Europe in the immediate 

aftermath of World War II. This American influ-

ence or the ”American challenge” (Servan-Sch-

reiber 1968), supported by Marshall Aid as well 

as incentives to carry out legislative changes in 

the fashion of the United States was a significant 

feature of Cold War Western Europe (Fligstein 

1990; Guillén 1994; Djelic 1998; cf. Ainamo 

and Tienari 2002). This coincided with the grow-

ing impact of multinational corporations origi-

nating from the US. Recently, the concept of 

Americanization has been extended to denote 

dissemination and spread of management ideas 

originating from the United States by contem-

porary carriers and mediators such as business 

gurus and management consultants, the busi-

ness media and multinational corporations 

(Engwall and Kipping 2002). 

In all, it is clear that the concept of glo-

balization should not be used as a shorthand for 

all economic phenomena that seem to appear 

on a ”global” scale. We suggest that the term 

neo-liberal global capitalism is more accurate 

to denote policies, practices and discourses that 

promote the global mobility of capital, arguing 

for its contribution to a supremely efficient al-

location of economic resources. These policies, 

practices and discourses may, however, be man-

ifest in a multiplicity of forms. In consequence, 

when theorized, they always need to be contex-

tualized. They are faced by alternatives.

Nations, nationalism and national identities 

It is evident in the discussion above that capital-

ism has entered a phase where production proc-

esses within large corporations are being de-

coupled from specific territories and formed 

into new systems, which are international or 

”global” (Howells and Wood 1993). In the face 

of such globalization, nations and nation states 

have been studied in a range of academic dis-

ciplines. In general, from the perspective of na-

tions, neo-liberal globalization with its apparent 

homogenizing tendencies can be seen as a 

threat (Taylor et al 2002). Already in 1969, how-

ever, economic historian Charles Kindleberger 

famously claimed that the nation-state is just 

about through as an economic unit. According 

to Kindleberger (1969), nation-states may be 

about the right size politically, but they are too 

small to be meaningful economically and too 

large to be meaningful culturally. 

Subsequently, it has been argued that na-

tions are in decline (Held 1989), that nations 

are becoming inconsequential to the new supra-

national restructuring of the globe (Hobsbawm 

1990), that globalization is an inescapable real-

ity making nation states obsolete (e.g. Ohmae 

1995; Schmidt 1995), and that globalization in 

terms of networks and information flows is like-

ly to diminish the concept of nation as a politi-

cal institution (cf. Poster 1999). As Banerjee and 

Linstead (2001: 687–688) summarize: ”[g]lobali-

zation is … theorized in many quarters as an 

inevitable process, which, as Hirst and Thomp-

son (1998) point out, serves to curtail any at-

tempt to articulate radical reform strategies at 

the national, regional or local level by deeming 

them ‘unviable’ in the face of the inexorable 

‘logic’ of international markets.” In brief, glo-

balization is frequently contrasted with the de-

creasing influence or even demise of nation 

states and with the erosion of nationalist senti-

ments.

In contrast, it may be argued that even if 
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economic and financial globalization will be 

accentuated in the 21st century, at least politics, 

culture and civic society will remain more lo-

cal, national and regional. Also, as pointed out 

above, elements of economic globalization 

continue to be embedded in particular institu-

tional locations within nation states (Sassen 

1998). Many interests within nation states see 

the economic risks and costs of the adjustments 

involved with the expanding economic power 

of multinationals (cf. Vernon 1998: 219). It is 

thus premature to dismiss nation states as irrel-

evant in the contemporary globalized economy 

(Smith 1990; Tienari et al 2003). The present 

policies of the United States testify for this. The 

continued relevance of nations is also evident 

in regional constellations such as the European 

Union. Further, the number of nation states has 

increased rather than decreased after the Cold 

War and in the advent of the New International 

Information Order, as Friedman (1999) terms his 

post-Cold War ”system”. 

In all, it has been argued that reports of 

the demise of the nation-state are greatly exag-

gerated: ”central functions of the nation state 

will become those of providing legitimacy for 

and ensuring the accountability of supranation-

al and sub-national governance mechanisms” 

(Hirst and Thompson 1998: 171). To put it in 

another way, categories of global and nation are 

not mutually exclusive (Sassen 1998). As Ban-

erjee and Linstead (2001: 688) note, ”[e]ven the 

most global industries – finance, media, infor-

mation technology – operate through a global 

network located in national sites where strategic 

decisions on the deployment of capital and lo-

cation of resources serve to strengthen the inter-

national division of labour and strategic con-

centration of infrastructure”. Further, it is likely 

that nationalist ideals will continue to have an 

impact on globalization in general and the de-

velopment of multinational corporations in par-

ticular because notions of national integrity are 

firmly embedded in contemporary ideology 

(Lyons and Breakwell 1996; Billig 1996).

Defining nation and nationalism, how-

ever, opens up yet another contested academic 

terrain. The concept of nation is by no means 

unambiguous. Generally speaking, nation and 

nationalism can be approached from a political 

or cultural perspective (cf. Hutchinson 1987). 

As we will show below, it is particularly useful 

to view the nation from a discursive perspective 

(e.g. Billig 1996; DeCillia et al 1999). Political, 

cultural and discursive perspectives are not, 

however, mutually exclusive although in prac-

tice political and cultural perspectives ”articu-

late different, even competing conceptions of 

the nation, form their own distinctive organiza-

tions, and have sharply diverging political strat-

egies” (Hutchinson 1987: 12).

Max Weber (1948), one of the pioneers of 

modern sociology, locates the concept of nation 

in the field of politics, but maintains that in 

practice the reasons for the belief that one rep-

resents a nation vary greatly. According to We-

ber, on the one hand, a group of people under 

certain conditions may attain the quality of a 

nation through specific behavior, or they may 

claim this quality as an ”attainment” – and with-

in short spans of time at that. On the other, there 

are social groups that profess indifference to, 

and even directly relinguish, any evaluational 

adherence to a single nation. Weber goes on to 

maintain that the significance of the ”nation” is 

usually anchored in the superiority, or at least 

the irreplaceability, of the cultural values that 

are to be preserved and developed only through 

the cultivation of the peculiarity of the group. 

This conception – even if located in the field of 
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politics – already points towards the constructed 

nature of nations.

For historian Eric Hobsbawm (1983), the 

nation is invented tradition, made possible by 

three modern innovations: first, the develop-

ment of primary education as a secular equiva-

lent of the Church, second, the invention of 

public ceremonies and, third, the mass produc-

tion of public monuments (see also e.g. Mosco-

vici 1993). For Benedict Anderson (1983), na-

tions are imagined communities. Anderson 

provides an intriguing introduction to imagining 

nations:

”The very possibility of imagining the nation 

only arose historically when, and where, 

three fundamental cultural conceptions, all 

of great antiquity, lost their axiomatic grip 

on men’s minds. The first of these was the 

idea that a particular script-language offered 

privileged access to ontological truth, 

precisely because it was an inseparable part 

of that truth. It was this idea that called into 

being the great transcontinental sodalities 

of Christendom, the Ummah Islam, and the 

rest. Second was the belief that society was 

naturally organized around and under high 

centres – monarchs who were persons apart 

from other human beings and who ruled by 

some form of cosmological (divine) dis-

pensation. Human loyalties were necessarily 

hierarchical and centripetal because the 

ruler, like the sacred script, was a node of 

access to being and inherent in it. Third was 

a conception of temporality in which 

cosmology and history were indistinguishable, 

the origins of the world and of men essentially 

identical. Combined, these ideas rooted 

human lives firmly in the very nature of 

things, giving certain meaning to the 

everyday fatalities of existence (above all 

death, loss, and servitude) and offering, in 

various ways, redemption from them.

  The slow, uneven decline of these 

interlinked certainties, first in Western 

Europe, later elsewhere, under the impact 

of economic change, ‘discoveries’ (social 

and scientific), and the development of 

increasingly rapid communications, drove 

a harsh wedge between cosmology and 

history. No surprise then that the search was 

on, so to speak, for a new way of linking 

fraternity, power and time meaningfully 

together. Nothing perhaps more precipitated 

this search, nor made it more fruitful, than 

print-capitalism, which made it possible for 

rapidly growing numbers of people to think 

about themselves, and to relate themselves 

to others, in profoundly new ways.” 

(Anderson 1983: 36)

In this vein, discussion on nations and nation-

states must be extended to the concepts of na-

tionalism and national identity; how people 

”think about themselves” and ”relate themselves 

to others”. While most scholars agree that na-

tionalism is a peculiarily modern phenomenon 

(as is evident above), they disagree on its causes, 

relationship to modernization and to political 

power, and whether it is a weak or strong agent 

of change (Hutchinson and Smith 1994: 47). 

Historians, who have traditionally domi-

nated the scholarly attention on nationalism, 

trace its roots to Western Europe and North 

America in the latter half of the 18th century 

(e.g. Hobsbawm 1990). As an ideology and dis-

course, nationalism was given rise to by The 

Peace of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty 

Years War in 1648, and marked the end of me-

dieval universalism and the origin of the mod-
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ern (nation) state system (Krasner 1993). Social 

historians have documented how the growth of 

nationalism has been accompanied by the crea-

tion of traditions, myths and collective memo-

ries (see e.g. Hobsbawm 1983; Samuel 1989; 

Schwartz 1990).

For Kohn (1945), nationalism is a state of 

mind as the process of history can be analysed 

as a succession of changes in communal psy-

chology, in the attitude of man toward all man-

ifestations of individual and social life. Gellner 

(1983) maintains that it is nationalism which 

engenders nations, and not the other way round. 

In his words, to the modern person, ”a man [sic] 

must have a nationality as he must have a nose 

and two ears. […] [H]aving a nation is not an 

inherent attribute of humanity, but it has come 

to appear as such” (ibid.: 6). It can also be ar-

gued that nationalism is by nature ambivalent, 

and the cultural representation of this ambiva-

lence emerges as a key question (Bhabha 1990), 

in this case, in theorizing about globalization, 

nationalism and multinational corporations.

Returning to connections between glo-

balization, nation states and nationalism, there 

is a constant flow of examples, which indicate 

that nationalism remains one of the most pow-

erful social forces in the late modern (or post-

modern) world. Nation-states and particular 

constructions of ethnicity often go together; it is 

evident that globalization has coincided with 

the rise in ethnic conflicts across the world. 

Current proliferation and intensity of ethnic 

conflicts should not, however, mask the fact that 

nationalism is by no means necessarily linked 

to ethnicity. Michael Billig (1995; 1996) pro-

vides an insightful theorization of how and why 

nationalism and the construction of national 

identities persists. Billig (1996: 182) views na-

tionalism as a constituent feature of the contem-

porary world; ”it is the ideology by which na-

tion-states are reproduced as nations”. Crucial-

ly, nationalism is a general ideological condi-

tion of the contemporary world: 

”If the globe is covered by nation-states, then 

so will it be filled with discourses, 

representations and habits of thought which 

reproduce the nation-state as the accepted, 

and generally desired, form of community 

today. […] Nationalism not only permits 

different peoples to think of themselves as 

uniquely different ‘nations’, deserving their 

own independent state (Anderson, 1983); 

but it allows these communities to be 

imagined in a uniform, globally distributed 

way” (Billig 1996: 183; see also e.g. Giddens 

1985b; Birch 1989).

The world of nations, then, is not merely a po-

litical form; it is also a psychological or ideo-

logical form. Therefore, it is important to study 

its mundane or banal aspects, and pay particu-

lar attention to the ways in which the socio-

psychological aspects of nationhood are consti-

tuted within familiar discourses (Billig 1996). 

Nations can only be imagined vis-à-vis other 

nations. ”Nationalism as an international and 

banal ideology, involves more than the imagin-

ing of ingroups and outgroups: ‘we’ and ‘them’ 

have to be imagined as nations, and, thus, na-

tionhood itself has to be imagined (Breuilly, 

1985).” These imaginings take the form of com-

mon-sense assumptions about the naturalness 

of nations in a world of nations, that is, assum-

ing who ”we” are, who are not ”we” (i.e. who 

are ”them”), and placing these social categories 

in a totality (Billig 1996). Ruth Wodak and her 

colleagues, for example, have examined the 

central characteristics of nationalistic discourse 

and ideology and elaborated on various kinds 
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of macro- and micro-level functions and strate-

gies used when (re)constructing national identi-

ties (e.g. Wodak et al 1999). 

In all, globalization in the form of neo-

liberal global capitalism continues to be met 

with another powerful conception; that of na-

tions, nationalism and national identities. Next, 

we discuss multinational corporations (MNCs) 

as constituents and carriers of economic, finan-

cial, social and cultural globalization in terms 

of these contrasting ideological and discursive 

bases. 

Globalization and multinational 
corporations
Multinational corporation (MNC) refers here in 

the first instance to corporations with operations 

across more than one nation and to division of 

ownership between nationals (private and cor-

porate) of two or more nations. It must be born 

in mind that the growing impact of MNCs pre-

dates neo-liberalism in its present form. Con-

cerns about the impact of international eco-

nomic activity also predates the term ”multina-

tional corporation”, which is said to have been 

first used by David Lilienthal at a conference at 

Carnegie Mellon University in 1960 (cf. Field-

house 1986). It is useful to note, for example, 

that the number of subsidiaries of American 

MNCs more than tripled already from 1950 to 

1967 and that the average size of subsidiaries 

grew by 50 percent during this period (UN 

1973; Kobrin 2001b). 

The growing power of multinational cor-

porations in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s began 

to attract scholarly attention in several scientific 

fields. Literature on neo-imperialism and new 

colonialism, for example, were concerned 

about the actions of MNCs in their host coun-

tries. Theories of neoimperialism assumed that 

dependence and poverty in the developing 

countries are structural and systemic. Capital-

ism was conceived of as a global international 

system while national economies and nation 

states were defined as subsystems within it (e.g. 

Sunkel 1972). As an example of theorizing from 

a new colonialist perspective, Levitt (1970: 98) 

maintained that ”[t]he new colonialism is car-

ried by the ideology of materialism, liberalism 

and anti-nationalism. By means of these values 

they seek to disarm the resistance of national 

communities to alien consumption patterns and 

the presence of alien power.” It is interesting to 

note that Levitt wrote about Canada as a periph-

eral satellite of the US in his theorization of new 

colonialism.

On a more practical note, the rise of the 

multinational corporation triggered research on 

the new management challenges for coordina-

tion and control, which the cross-national as-

pects of business brought about. The problemat-

ics of what has been termed cross-cultural, 

comparative management began to receive in-

creasing attention in the 1950s and 1960s. Har-

bison and Myers’ Management in the Industrial 

World: An International Analysis (1959) and 

Farmer and Richman’s Comparative Manage-

ment and Economic Progress (1965) are two 

early examples of this. In brief, while before 

World War II research interest was focused at 

the macro, abstracted and universal level of 

nomothetic economic theory rather than at dif-

ferences in management systems and styles, 

subsequent focus on cultural aspects of man-

agement from a comparative point of view co-

incided with, and drew from, several interre-

lated influential research programs and projects 

(for a discussion, see e.g. Westwood 2001).

By way of example, the ”crystallization of 

anthropological concerns with culture” as well 



431

LTA  3 /05  •  J .  T I E N A R I  A N D  E .  V A A R A

as more ”ideographic anthropological concerns 

with personality and national character” was 

influential in forming research agendas in com-

parative, cross-cultural management (Westwood 

2001: 251). Other sources of inspiration includ-

ed Talcott Parsons’ theories of societal evolution 

and the role of cultural values therein as well as 

the debates around modernization, develop-

ment and industrialization. These debates in-

volved Western economists, sociologists and 

political scientists especially from the 1950s 

onwards (ibid.).

In the study of internationalization and 

MNCs, Morgan (2001) outlines three currently 

dominant concerns: first, the focus is on how 

firms make choices regarding expansion of their 

operations, second, what stages characterize 

internationalization and, third, how multina-

tional firms can be managed. This includes, for 

example, the multiculturalism issue discussed 

above. Morgan (2001) admits that the three 

concerns provide a powerful template for exam-

ining the development of multinationals, but 

questions the ways in which they are bound to-

gether by a certain underlying set of assump-

tions that is concerned with the building of ra-

tional models and testing them empirically. 

Also, in contrast to emphasizing the glo-

bal scale of business activities, the regional as-

pects of contemporary multinational business 

have been argued to be crucial. Rugman (2000; 

2005), for example, criticizes authors such as 

Bhagwati (2002) for taking a quantum leap by 

equating internationalization with globalization 

and equating it with the idea that the world is a 

fully integrated market place. In contrast, Rug-

man claims to expose the facts behind the pop-

ular myths of doing business globally. Accord-

ing to Rugman (2005), a ”global” perspective 

assumes away the necessity of selectivity in in-

ternationalization, which, he points out, is 

mainly a firm-driven phenomenon (see also e.g. 

Yin and Choi 2004). According to Rugman and 

Verbeke (2003), authors such as Bhagwati 

(2002) have emphasized the alleged economic 

inferiority of regional vis-à-vis multilateral inte-

gration outcomes, while in reality regionalism 

is often an efficient substitute for ill-functioning 

multilateral institutions. Economic integration 

in regional clusters is often organic and many 

multinational corporations remain in practice 

strongly regional rather than ”global”.

Further, it is notable that the emergence 

and proliferation of multinational corporations 

has given rise to a growing interest in what have 

been rather vaguely termed cultural differences. 

Among the most well-known individual exam-

ples of such theorizing are Geert Hofstede’s 

Culture’s Consequences: International Differ-

ences in Work-related Values (1980) and Fons 

Trompenaars’ Riding the Waves of Change: Un-

derstanding Cultural Diversity in Business 

(1993). Both dimensionalize culture and study 

how these dimensions appear in different forms 

across nations and clusters of nations. The bulk 

of cross-cultural, comparative management re-

search has placed into the centre of attention 

the question of the extent to which management 

practice follows universal logics and principles, 

on the one hand, and the ways in which it is 

determined by local tradition, custom and val-

ues, that is, ”culture”, on the other. Analysis is 

frequently based on the level of the individual 

manager and his preferences and behaviors 

(Hofstede 1980; see also e.g. Manev and Ste-

venson 2001). Debates have centred around the 

tendency to convergence vis-à-vis continuing 

diversity of organizational forms and practices 

in varying national settings (Quintanilla and 

Ferner 2003). As pointed out above, in recent 
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decades these debates have taken place in a 

context where the lifting of various barriers to 

trade across national boundaries have been ne-

gotiated and where technological development 

has been drastic. 

In the cross-national comparative man-

agement literature, differences based on ”cul-

tures” often emerge as hindrances and obstacles 

to carrying out business efficiently on an inter-

national or global scale. In other words, differ-

ences need to be managed (see e.g. Crane 2000; 

Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 2000; Harris 

et al 2004). Differences in management systems 

and practices across national divides have also 

given rise to research more concerned with na-

tionally specific institutional arrangements and 

the path-dependencies these arrangements give 

rise to (see e.g. Aguilera and Jackson 2000). 

Seminal works have, for example, addressed 

such issues in relation to social capital in MNCs 

(Kostova and Roth 2003). 

One way to assess the development of the 

institutionally-oriented field of research on con-

vergence and divergence in management is to 

identify influential research programs such as 

the societal effect approach (Maurice et al 1980; 

Sorge 1996) and the business systems approach 

(Whitley 1992; Lilja, Ed. 2005; cf. Lane 2000). 

Both research programs include reflections on 

management practice, albeit as part of systemic, 

societal totalities. The business systems ap-

proach in particular has developed into an ac-

tive international network of researchers who 

have coherently and in a structured manner ex-

amined fundamental questions such as the 

varying forms of corporations in different econ-

omies (Whitley and Hull Kristensen 1996), di-

verse national capitalisms, global competition 

and economic performance (Quack et al 1999; 

cf. Hall and Soskice 2001), the multinational 

corporation (Morgan et al 2001), and globaliza-

tion and institutions (Djelic and Quack 2003). 

In contrast to economic and managerialist per-

spectives that treat multinationals as cohesive, 

goal-directed rational actors, the business sys-

tems approach draws on traditions of compara-

tive organizational analysis to understand mul-

tinationals as organizations with complex inter-

nal processes of contradiction and conflict that 

are distinct from those present in non-interna-

tional firms (Morgan 2001). Nationalism, as we 

argued above, continues to provide a basis for 

such contradiction and conflict.

Further, Child (2000) distinguishes be-

tween low- and high context research approach-

es in international business studies. This distinc-

tion is based on the various approaches’ ”sensi-

tivity to nations or regions as analytically sig-

nificant contexts” (ibid.: 30). In Child’s frame-

work, low-context perspectives view corpora-

tions structured by their environment, which is 

increasingly global. High-context perspectives, 

in turn, view organizations as institutionally 

deeply rooted and socially embedded into their 

respective (often national) contexts. 

Geppert et al (2003) outline a spectrum of 

perspectives in the present debate on the impact 

of globalization on the multinational corpora-

tion. At one extreme, it is argued that MNCs can 

be regarded as stateless (Parker 1998), transna-

tional (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1989) or highly 

globalized (Lane 2000). At another extreme, 

national and/or regional environments are re-

garded to play a significant role in the activities 

of MNCs (Rugman 2000; 2005). In making 

sense of the different positions, Geppert et al 

(2003) argue for what can be defined as the 

third way. To simplify somewhat, this position 

takes into account both similarities and differ-

ences. In our view, making sense of research on 



433

LTA  3 /05  •  J .  T I E N A R I  A N D  E .  V A A R A

MNCs can be informed by what Fiss and Hirsch 

(2005) call struggles between different discur-

sive framings on globalization. Because the 

phenomena studied are so complex and multi-

faceted, empirical support can be selectively 

cited and asserted for divergent interpretations. 

Discourse comes to play a central role in the 

argumentation.

In parallel to managerialistic framings, 

then, multinational corporations have contin-

ued to attract a distinctly critical literature, 

which is concerned, first, about the static, nor-

mative and essentialist view on ”cultures” in the 

mainstream research literature and, second, 

about the ”West” (particularly the US) being the 

unquestioned norm in the cultural comparisons 

involved (see e.g. Boyacigiller and Adler 1991; 

Westwood 2000). While early criticism of MNCs 

was primarily based on the specific actions of 

corporations, in recent times this been extended 

to criticism of MNCs for being MNCs. Kobrin 

(2001b), for example, suggests that while spe-

cific criticism of multinationals persists, much 

of the current concern is more general. MNCs 

are under fire for their role as the primary inte-

grative – or homogenizing – forces or agents in 

the world economy. 

Kobrin (2001b) provides an example of 

how to outline interrelated and interwoven con-

temporary criticisms of globalization and the 

MNC. First, the shift of decision making proc-

esses from national governments to international 

institutions such as the WTO, IMF or the World 

Bank, and the increasing power of MNCs rela-

tive to national governments and civil society, 

can be seen as a threat to democracy in general. 

Second, MNCs as organizations have been crit-

icized for being neither transparent nor demo-

cratic. Third, they represent the ”tyranny of the 

market”; MNCs can be seen as emblems of mar-

kets colonizing all aspects of social life. Fourth, 

MNCs are a significant force for economic and 

eventually cultural homogenization. 

Of course, Kobrin’s listing is not exhaus-

tive. For one, it does not consider the crucial 

role of MNCs as carriers of particular gendered 

images, discourses and practices. Recent studies 

suggest that MNCs may become the pretext for 

particular procedures, norms and values that 

have significant gendered consequences, for 

example, in terms of eroding the particular gen-

der egalitarian tradition in the Nordic countries 

(Hearn and Kovalainen, 2000; Meriläinen et al, 

2004; Tienari et al 2005). 

All these concerns bring us back to the 

crucial question of nations, nationalism and na-

tional identities. While nation-states and nation-

alism have been actively debated in relation to 

the concept of globalization, it is interesting to 

note that the literature on multinational corpo-

rations is relatively silent on the subject. This is 

not unsurprising as the study of nationalism has 

been neglected in many academic disciplines, 

due to the kaleidoscopic forms nationalism 

takes, on the one hand, and to its interdiscipli-

nary nature, on the other (Hutchinson and Smith 

1994). The traditional, taken-for-granted view 

seems to pit multinationals (as carriers of glo-

balization and universalism) and nation states 

(as carriers of nationalism, difference and par-

ticularism) against each other. In this way, al-

ready in the 1970s, attention was paid to the 

clash between corporate and national interests, 

particularly in relation to the operations of 

MNCs (Levitt 1970; Sunkel 1972). In the 1990s, 

the ”race to the bottom” (or ”race to the top”, 

depending on the viewpoint) has raised similar 

concerns (cf. Greider 1997). 

Yet, it may be argued that the more that 

national economic and political sovereignty is 
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undermined, the greater the need for construct-

ing a semiotically potent cultural nation (cf. 

Rowe et al 1998). As a social and discursive 

space, sports provide a particularly clear-cut 

example of this (e.g. Boyle and Haynes 1996; 

Rowe et al 1998; Bishop and Jaworski 2003). 

We suggest that MNCs are no different from 

sports in terms of the mundane construction and 

reconstruction of nationalism and national iden-

tities. This is evident in studies of managers in 

multinationals (e.g. Vaara et al 2003a; 2003b) 

and media discussions around them (e.g. Ris-

berg et al 2003; Tienari et al 2003).

Nations, nationalisms and national identi-

ties do not ”disappear” in the face of contem-

porary (neo-liberal) globalization because they 

are imagined or socially constructed. We argue 

that they persist precisely for this reason. As so-

cial categories, they offer individuals and groups 

possibilities for constructing identities and form-

ing a sense of belonging. Billig’s (1995) concept 

of banal nationalism captures this aptly. Banal 

nationalism refers to how the construct of na-

tion is often reproduced and accepted in every-

day life, rendered possible by mundane habits 

of language, thought and symbolism. When 

Jorma Ollila, CEO of Nokia, a major global cor-

poration, claims in public that ”The roots of 

business are much deeper in the national soil 

than is apparent on the surface” and that ”One 

of the most important explanations for the suc-

cess of Finland and Finns is, after all, the strength 

of the national culture, Finnishness” (Helsingin 

Sanomat, 4 March, 1998), he is reproducing in 

a mundane way the Finnish nation vis-à-vis 

other nations. Apparently, he needs to appropri-

ate the concept of nation to serve the needs of 

his global MNC.

In a rare example of an empirical study 

that explicitly addresses nationalism in a multi-

national organization, Cooper et al (1998) focus 

on a multinational accounting firm opening 

new markets in post-communist Eastern Europe. 

They discuss issues related to nationalism as 

part of the investment process and show how 

nationalism triggered problems for coordination 

and integration. In this way, nationalism pro-

vided a space in which people – including the 

top managers involved – could resist the actions 

of others. 

”Typically, when nationalism is discussed in 

relation to multinationals and globalization, 

the view is taken that the multinational 

represents international capital, a supra 

nationalist force that seeks the most profitable 

outlets worldwide. The nation state and local 

political elites are depicted as representing 

nationalism, seeking to maintain sovereignty 

and national independence. In this view, 

nationalism is related to protectionism and 

multinationals are seen as agents of free 

international trade.” (Cooper et al 1998: 

540).

Interestingly, in apparent contrast to the above, 

Cooper et al (1998: 541) maintain that in their 

study, ”nationalism was only loosely related to 

economic imperatives; it reflected a concern by 

managers [in the multinational organization] 

with their own identity.” One of their most strik-

ing observations was the ”overlay of nationalism 

that permeated manager’s explanations of events 

and philosophies. […] [N]ational stereotypes, 

histories and characteristics, whether real or 

imagined, were used in making investment de-

cisions” (ibid.: 541). 

With its explicit take on the peculiarities 

of nationalism in a multinational organization, 

Cooper et al’s (1998) study opens new ground. 

However, Cooper et al’s focus is not on a cor-
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poration, but on a professional partnership. 

Their claim that ”[n]ationalism is a significant 

part of the organizational landscape of the big 

international accounting firms, with most of 

these firms still reflecting their national histories 

and allegiances” (ibid.: 532) is likely to take 

more subtle forms in the MNC context. Second, 

in their argumentation of nationalism as a space 

for resistance, Cooper et al provide a relatively 

one-sided view to a complex web of discourses 

and identities. In brief, more nuanced under-

standings are called for. 

Suggestions for future research: 
specify, specify, specify!
In this article, we have reviewed literature on 

globalization and provided some conceptual 

clarifications for the benefit of management 

studies to understand its contemporary forms 

and consequences. Our aim has been, first, to 

unpack recent literature on globalization, sec-

ond, to specify neo-liberal global capitalism 

and nationalism as discourses and ideologies 

vis-à-vis globalization and, third, place multi-

national corporations (MNC:s) within this con-

text. 

As our point of departure, we noted that 

the concept of globalization reflects large-scale 

economic and social change, which affects peo-

ple differently and arouses different viewpoints, 

and suggested that the related polarization of 

theoretical and ideological perspectives on glo-

balization can be thought of as a struggle be-

tween different discursive framings (cf. Fiss and 

Hirsch 2005). We also pointed out that the re-

sultant polarization of viewpoints and analysis 

in academic research has created a situation 

where discussion and more fine-grained ex-

change of ideas on the concept of globalization 

has to a large extent stagnated. Globalization 

seems to have become a shorthand on both (or 

all) sides of the fence.

Based on our review of recent literature, 

then, we would like to pinpoint some fruitful 

agendas for future research. Overall, specifica-

tion is called for in making sense of ”globaliza-

tion” and its links to management and organiza-

tion. The ways in which transnational or global 

processes and local, nationalist considerations 

intertwine in particular organizational contexts 

is a case in point. While the literature on glo-

balization and MNCs is relatively silent on na-

tions, nationalism and national identities – 

which, as discussed above, yet continue to be 

crucial for making sense of contemporary soci-

ety – literature on specific instances of transna-

tional organizational interaction is more helpful 

in this respect. The burgeoning literature on 

mergers and acquisitions across national bor-

ders is a timely example of this (see e.g. Vaara 

et al 2003a; 2003b; Tienari et al 2003; Risberg 

et al 2003; Vaara et al 2005; Tienari et al 2005) 

and may be used as a basis for more fine-grained 

research on forms and consequences of con-

temporary ”globalization”.

On the one hand, cross-border mergers 

and acquisitions are frequently justified and le-

gitimized with notions of increasing value for 

owners, efficiency and synergies. In this way, 

these events are infused with the ideology and 

principles of neo-liberal global capitalism. On 

the other, multinational corporations formed by 

cross-border mergers and acquisitions simulta-

neously provide a platform for making sense of 

”self” and ”others” from the perspective of na-

tions and national identity, buttressing concep-

tions of difference rather than undermining 

them. In the cross-border merger context, then, 

discourses of global capitalism and nationalism 

intertwine in interesting ways, providing a dis-



436

D I S C U S S I O N

cursive space marked by ambiguities and ten-

sions. 

We suggest that the cross-border merger 

context is – metaphorically – one example of a 

microcosm of the broad field of globalization 

covered in this article. Thus, it presents particu-

larly interesting avenues for future empirical 

research. Thematically, the following sets of 

questions could be focused on:

• How do people from different national back-

grounds find solutions to meaningfully work 

together, innovate and create new knowledge 

in ”global” organizations? What conditions 

encourage (or discourage) and sustain such 

social interaction? What is the sufficient time-

frame to assess the outcomes of interaction? 

Who should make these assessments? Why?

• How does the media construct and recon-

struct particular versions of cross-national 

encounters such as mergers and acquisitions? 

Whose voices are privileged in media texts? 

Whose voices are marginalized and silenced? 

Why? How does this relate to people’s under-

standings and perceptions of the ”global” and 

the ”national”? 
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