
In Michael Jordan and the New Global Capitalism, Walter LaFeber describes how three trends of the 70s and 80s converged on the person of Michael Jordan in the 1990s to catapult him to international superstardom.  The rise of transnational corporations, the development and use of high-speed communications technology, and the ascendancy of basketball as an international sport made Jordan a global phenomenon that became a marketing bonanza for his corporate sponsor, Nike.


Jordan first earned national attention in 1982, when, as a sophomore at the University of North Carolina, his last second game-clincher delivered a championship to Dean Smith’s perennial runner-up Tar Heels.  He turned pro two years later in 1984.  It was his good fortune to enter a league guided by the “manifest destiny regime” of then newly inaugurated Commissioner, David Stern (135).  The NBA was in its 37th year, had eclipsed baseball as America’s number-two sport and was poised to expand globally.  Stern understood the game’s international potential and marketed aggressively overseas. Though drafted by a reluctant Chicago Bulls, Jordan did not disappoint.  In 1986 he won the league scoring title, and the MVP in 1988.  By 1990 he was “probably the world’s richest athlete.” (54).  The League’s new global reach meant that a worldwide audience would watch him lead the Bulls on six championship runs throughout the decade.  


Jordan’s lucrative NBA contract was not his primary source of income.  By 1990, corporate endorsements, especially Nike’s, accounted for more than four-fifths of his income.  Nike could afford to be generous with Jordan, and not just because he delivered on return.  The firm was reaping the benefits of the new global economy that characterized the decade.


Founded in 1963 when Phil Knight started selling Japanese running shoes at Portland track events, by 1990 Nike was the most recognized brand in global sports.  Like Stern, Knight understood the profitability of global markets and used them to reduce labor costs and increase customer base.  In the 1960s, Knight took advantage of cheap Japanese labor and based manufacturing there.  Japanese wages increased, however, and Knight responded by moving production to South Korea.  When similar cost increases occurred in South Korea, he escaped to Central Asia, and then to China.  Through independently contracted management, Nike kept costs low by paying slave-wages and using prison labor.  Though it profited, Nike’s labor record became problematic in the 1990s when it became public that the firm was indifferent to the presence of carcinogens in their Vietnamese factories.


Nike’s marketing scheme was international as well.  Their simple swoosh symbol overcame linguistic barriers, and their television ads, with only images and music, could be aired and understood anywhere in the world.   In 1987 advertising executive David Falk brought Nike and Jordan together. He envisioned a relationship in which Jordan did more than wear Nike products.  He would “actively enter the marketplace, drive sales upward, then profit handsomely” through royalties (63).  For Falk, Jordan was ideal because he self-consciously cultivated an image of mass appeal.  For its part, Nike would employ Jordan’s image much as it did its unmistakable swoosh:  as a universally understood visual text.    


Nike’s globalism was emblematic of the late 20th century consolidation of corporate transnationalism.  Though entrepreneurs had always forged new markets, transnationals were distinct from their predecessors in that they manufactured almost exclusively abroad and sold half or more of their product in foreign markets (in 1980, 80% of U.S. based transnationals’ profits were overseas).  They more often sold technology, information, or technical expertise than consumer durables, and relied upon advertising and the high-speed communications systems over which it flowed.  Because profits were foreign, they were less accountable to the domestic consumer, and their global operations proceeded outside the regulatory jurisdiction of any single government.


A revolution in communications technology allowed transnationals to advertise to foreign consumers.  The United States government developed satellite technology to fight the Cold War in the 1970s.  Private entrepreneurs appropriated the technology and sold information delivery, most profitably in the form of advertising.  In the 1980s, fiber optics quickened the pace and expanded the capacity of delivery.  The new infrastructure “blew apart governmental regulations and geographical boundaries,” and became a portal for the dissemination of American culture throughout the world (70).  


Transnationals responded to the new reach of media with innovative advertising techniques.  Their campaigns became more expensive, rationalized and synergistic. The firms “no longer thought in terms of just one product (as basketball) and one country (as the United States).  They saw the whole world as their market, a market tied together by satellites” (142).    The spread of American media coalesced with international product saturation to ignite an explosion of American culture throughout the world.  For Jordan’s sponsors it meant that “his fans [could] watch the Space Jam film [Jordan’s 1996 cinematic venture] while sitting in their Hanes underwear, eating Big Macs, washing those down with Gatorade, and preparing to buy Jordan’s videos over their Jordan-endorsed cell phones” (143).  Michael Jordan became more than a basketball player.  He was an American cultural export, one packaged and delivered in Nike sneakers.  


Through its global advertising, Nike began “swooshifying the world.”  (143).  It cultivated a consumer willing to spend more to purchase affiliation with Jordan and the Nike image.  In tandem with its foreign manufacturing, this meant that Nike could produce cheaply while still commanding exorbitant prices from customers willing to spend more to “be like Mike”.  Though the scheme was a bonanza for Nike in the early 90s, by 1996, Nike’s media presence was so ubiquitous that the corporation began to reduce global advertising to recapture its chic.  


The pervasive reach of American pop culture has, according to LaFeber, produced an explosive backlash.  Traditionalist elements in the third world, most notably politicized Muslims, responded with violent and ideological opposition to modernism and the United States in particular.  Even in Western Europe, the base of many large transnatoinals, cultural critics feared the American invasion would result in homogonization and a loss of ethnic culture. 

In his concluding chapters, LaFeber describes the cultural explosion as an exercise in American “soft power” (156).   He raises the question of whether the new trend can be called imperialism and notes two characteristics of the Jordan-Nike phenomena that set it apart from traditional imperialism: (1) the acquisition of markets with capital, and (2) the role of elites, instead of nation-states and military campaigns, in that acquisition.  Though distinct from traditional imperialism, the new phenomena functions similarly in that when market shares are threatened, transnationals turn their “soft power,” into “tough power” and use their leverage to appeal to governments for protection.  LaFeber predicts an acrimonious struggle between capital and culture as transationals become increasingly powerful and threaten Traditionalist elements.

Though through his relationship with Nike Jordan amassed an impressive personal fortune, however, he also became an object of ridicule.  At the 1992 Olympics Jordan announced that he would skip the Dream Team appearance atop the gold-medal stand.  He was concerned about appearing before audiences in the Team U.S.A. jumpsuit sponsored by Nike rival Reebok.  Critics accused Jordan of playing for Nike instead of the U.S.A.  Particularly searing were accusations that Jordan remained silent on America’s race problem for fear of alienating his corporate sponsors’ white customers. In 1990, Jesse Jackson accused Nike of profiting from the black community while employing exclusively white management.  He organized a boycott of Nike and Jordan’s sneakers.  In the same year, Jordan refused to endorse the African-American Harvey Gantt’s campaign to unseat Jesse Helms in North Carolina’s Senate Race.  Tennis star Arthur Ashe quipped that Jordan had been “politically neutered” (94).  For Jordan’s critics, his primary off-court responsibility was to avoid behavior that could prove unpalatable to potential customers.  While the charges were weighty, they are unlikely to be more than an embarrassing footnote in the Michael Jordan legacy.  Jordan, after all, will be eulogized in the same media that was created and controlled by the transnational capitalists that made his image so profitable.   
