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A sociologist’s perspective on the relationship between transnational corporations (TNCs) and 
transnational activism should be embraced as a fresh interpretation of a research narrative overly 
influenced by political scientists, economists, and the field of international business and management. 
The central argument of this book, that transnational activists have managed to ‘moralize’ the TNC to 
an extent that the TNC must now consider itself a moral entity and understand its operations and their 
impact from a moral perspective, absolutely fits this criterion. Unfortunately, the structure of the book 
appears to be based more on stringing together existing works from the author and less about 
developing the argument and exploring the implications of a ‘moralized’ TNC. Five of the seven 
content chapters within this book were previously published (most verbatim). While this in itself is no 
grounds for constructive critique, the fact that none of these articles originally embraced as its central 
theme the concept of a ‘moralized’ TNC is a problem. The result is that the chapters, while very 
informative and insightful in their own right, together fail to advance what would otherwise be a very 
interesting take on the role of the TNC in a globalised world.  
 
Playing the lead role of ‘moralized’ TNC is the Royal Dutch / Shell Group. Holzer begins by arguing 
that the TNC is not the all-powerful, dominating force that the literature has made it out to be, 
illustrating the competing power of transnational activism as a check on the TNC through Shell’s 
attempt (blocked by Greenpeace) to dump the Brent Spar oil buoy in the Atlantic Ocean in the mid-
1990s. Right away the book appears to be uninformed by the existing literature on political risk or the 
concept of the ‘bargain’ as developed within the study of international political economy. Referencing 
either is not a prerequisite for a book on TNCs; it is a prerequisite for a book that wants to impact the 
scholarship in either of these fields. The idea of the ‘all-powerful’ TNC died with the advent of 
expropriation (see, for instance, Iran in 1951 or Chile in 1971). Transnational activism as a check on 
the TNC is equally dated. While Holzer briefly acknowledges the fact that industry concern about 
transnational activists significantly predates Shell’s trouble in the 1990s (e.g. companies operating in 
apartheid South Africa), he fails to compare (or even recognize) the political risk framework that was 
advanced in the 1970s and 1980s as a result of situations like South Africa against his ‘moralized’ 
TNC framework.  
 
From there, Holzer goes on to argue that the relationship between the TNC and the social movement 
organization (SMO) is better understood from a neo-institutionalist perspective in which the SMO 
attempts to ‘moralize’ the TNC according to a normative discourse (as expressed in the book through 
newspaper articles reporting on the Brent Spar event). Holzer then presents in the chapter that 
follows the TNC’s subsequent difficulty in preventing itself from becoming defined by this moralization, 
evident, he argues, in Shell’s troubles in Nigeria in the mid-1990s.  
 
At this point the book takes an unexpected turn that raises theoretical questions and highlights the 
disjointedness of the text. Holzer returns to the concept of power, arguing that the SMO’s power is 
derived from its ability to mobilise the consumer. This chapter by itself is fascinating (despite the fact 
that it was cut and paste from his article in the International Journal of Consumer Studies): Holzer 
deconstructs the emergence of the social movement, noting how it is dependent on more than simple 
grievances, but instead relies on an understanding of the role of the individual and how that role can 
be mobilised into a form of political consumerism. From there Holzer brings in the existing literature on 
corporate social responsibility and stakeholder management to show how the TNC responds to 
political consumerism by remaining attentive to the demands of social movements while recognizing 
that there cannot always be congruence in interests.  
 
Oddly (and critically), Holzer introduces the Body Shop and BASF to serve as the primary examples 
immediately following what appears to be the theoretical lynchpin of this book, with Shell only coming 



back into the picture in the last two chapters to examine the ‘political coalitions’ Shell makes with 
various stakeholders (a great chapter from the perspective of stakeholder management, but one 
which makes no reference to ‘moralization’) and to highlight corporate accountability reports as a 
reaction to activist interest. The Body Shop (and to a lesser but still significant degree, BASF) is a 
very different flavour of TNC than Shell. To build an argument on consumerism with an organization 
allegedly built around social principles (with an explicit activist mission) on top of an existing argument 
based off of a natural resources company is a theoretical stretch, to say the least. Mining by its very 
nature is socially and environmentally disruptive on a scale that dwarves the cosmetics industry. 
These industry-specific factors and their implications, along with several others, are well documented 
in the literature on political risk and make little appearance here. 
 
In fact, even the author’s portrayal of Shell appears uninformed. It seems as the book concludes that 
the narrative Holzer was trying to maintain was one of this: Shell fails to acknowledge the power of 
SMOs in ‘moralizing’ the company during the 1990s; Shell recognises this new moral image; and 
finally, Shell embraces CSR and stakeholder management in response to its new image (with 
interludes of the Body Shop and BASF). But the truth is that Shell has relied on risk management 
strategies since the early 1970s, and while the events of the mid-1990s represent failures of risk 
management, the degree to which Shell learned from these failures (i.e. recognizing its image as a 
moral actor) could be equally challenged as the company continues to suffer from transnational 
activism in Nigeria today. This is not to say that the events in the 1990s were not catalysts for 
substantial corporate transformation within Shell – but Moralizing the Corporation is a book published 
in 2010 and as such it is reasonable to expect the author to take advantage of his historical position 
and the perspective that it allows. 
 
Each chapter in this book by itself is a worthy contribution to the existing research on the TNC in a 
globalised world. But the book would be more accurately marketed if it claimed to be a collection of 
very insightful articles by Boris Holzer on a sociologist’s interpretation of the relationship between the 
TNC and the SMO. However, when taken together and judged against the central argument of the 
book, it fails to deliver. If the book’s original intent was to make general claims about TNCs under the 
moralisation framework, the case studies would need to be diversified by industry and balanced in 
focus (not so Shell-heavy). If the book’s original intent was to apply the framework to Shell, then the 
most important chapters of the book equally would have to focus on Shell (and on ‘moralization’!). 
This book does neither, and as such leaves the reader unsatisfied and unable to appreciate the full 
significance of the TNC (even an industry-specific TNC) as a moral actor.  
 


