
https://doi.org/10.1177/00187267221128262

human relations
2024, Vol. 77(1) 29 –52
© The Author(s) 2022

Article reuse guidelines:  
sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/00187267221128262
journals.sagepub.com/home/hum

human relations

Unsettling West-centrism in the 
study of professional service firms

Mehdi Boussebaa
University of Glasgow, UK

Abstract
Over the last two decades, research on professional service firms has developed into 
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conducted in the West but also generally presents its theorizing as though it were 
universal. This is despite the field being mostly focused on transnational firms. It is 
also despite professional service firm scholars generally being distinctly sensitive 
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Importantly, I also contend that professional service firm scholarship tends to 
construct an image of Western professionals as bearers of universal experience, 
knowledge and ‘professional’ culture while overlooking, if not obscuring, their 
role in neo-colonialism. Thus, what started as a useful effort to study an unusual 
– ‘professional’ – type of organization appears to have evolved into a West-centric 
scholarly enterprise. I urge scholars to recognize and interrogate the problem and 
work self-reflexively to address it in their own research – and I offer suggestions 
to that end. My contribution also has implications for the postcolonial critique in 
management studies and related efforts to decolonize the field.
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Introduction

Over the last two decades, research on professional service firms (PSFs) has developed 
into an important subfield of management studies (Brock et al., 2014; Empson et al., 
2015; Muzio et al., 2020).1 This is, perhaps, unsurprising. PSFs constitute a fast-growing 
economic sector and the largest among them operate globally and play a key role in the 
functioning of the world economy. Among other things, they provide services to major 
multinational corporations, facilitate complex international financial transactions, dif-
fuse ‘best’ management practices globally, advise government institutions around the 
world, and contribute significantly to building ‘the legal and fiscal infrastructure that 
supports global capitalism’ (Muzio et al., 2013: 704). In recent years, some of these firms 
have also been accused of corporate malpractice (Gabbioneta et al., 2019), including the 
facilitation of large-scale tax evasion (Sikka and Willmott, 2013).

In this article, I offer a constructive critique of research on these organizations, build-
ing on the growing body of postcolonial studies concerned with the politics of (schol-
arly) management knowledge.2 Informed by the seminal work of Edward Said (1978) 
and other important critics of colonialism and its legacies, these studies have engaged 
critically with diverse aspects of management scholarship, including inter-alia: Geert 
Hofstede’s classic book Culture’s Consequences (Ailon, 2008), cross-cultural manage-
ment research (Jack and Westwood, 2009), discussions of ‘culture’ in international busi-
ness textbooks (Fougère and Moulettes, 2012), critical management studies (Prasad, 
2015) and research using the ‘institutional voids’ concept (Bothello et al., 2019). In brief, 
this body of work highlights the need to expose and address the West-centricity of man-
agement scholarship, in particular its assumed universality and tendencies to marginalize 
or devalue the Global South (see also Abdelnour and Abu Moghli, 2021; Alcadipani 
et al., 2012; Banerjee and Prasad, 2008; Boussebaa and Morgan, 2014; Frenkel and 
Shenhav, 2006; Nkomo, 2011; Özkazanç-Pan, 2008).3

Given the far-reaching influence of its object of analysis, it seems appropriate to sub-
ject the study of PSFs to postcolonial scrutiny. Indeed, considering the global reach of 
many PSFs and the fact that PSF scholars are mainly concerned with large transnational 
firms, it is startling that in the extant literature there has been little engagement with 
postcolonial scholarship. A few studies have selectively drawn on such scholarship to 
examine the management and organization of ostensibly ‘global’ PSFs (Boussebaa, 
2015b; Boussebaa et al., 2012) and the role played by these firms in global production 
networks (Faulconbridge, 2019), but these remain few and far between. Importantly, PSF 
scholarship is itself yet to be subjected to postcolonial critique. While scrutinizing the 
claims and practices of PSFs is important, we should also not exclude from critical 
examination our own scholarly knowledge about such organizations and the contexts in 
which this knowledge is produced. Indeed, postcolonial thought invites us to critique not 
just the (colonial) world ‘out there’ but also how that world shapes – and is shaped by – 
the knowledge we (academics) produce. Here, PSF scholars are yet to intervene.

Based on a close reading of its literature,4 I show that the PSF subfield is not only built 
almost exclusively on studies conducted in the West (mainly North America, Scandinavia 
and the UK) but also generally presents its theorizing as though it were universal. This is 
despite the field being mostly focused on transnational firms. It is also despite PSF 
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scholars generally being distinctly sensitive to (organizational) difference and having no 
steadfast commitment to positivism. Importantly, I also contend that PSF scholarship 
tends to construct an image of Western professionals as bearers of universal experience, 
knowledge and ‘professional’ culture while overlooking, if not obscuring, their role in 
neo-colonialism, i.e., broadly, continued efforts by dominant, expansionist economies to 
access, shape and exploit once colonized nations to the advantage of the former.5

The upshot of my critique is that the PSF subfield may be not only over-generalizing 
and thus misleading, but also biased towards Western professionals and unwittingly serv-
ing to naturalize – rather than problematize – ‘West-rest’ power relations. What started 
as a useful effort to research an unusual – ‘professional’ – type of organization in effect 
appears to have evolved into a West-centric scholarly enterprise. I urge scholars to rec-
ognize and interrogate the problem and work self-reflexively to address it in their own 
research – and I go on to make recommendations to that end. Among other things, I 
advocate studying PSFs from the perspective of those who have been (largely) written 
out of the analysis and, as part of this, paying greater attention to dynamics of neo-
colonialism in the work of these organizations.

My contribution also has implications for the postcolonial critique in management stud-
ies and related efforts to decolonize the field. First, it further highlights the need to expose 
and challenge West-centrism in the production of management knowledge. However, I 
caution postcolonial scholars against reductive portrayals of such knowledge as routinely 
essentializing, exoticizing and denigrating the non-West. While this may be the case in 
some parts of the field (and perhaps also in the world of practice), it would be an exaggera-
tion to say the same about PSF scholarship. Othering/devaluing is not entirely absent in this 
subfield but it manifests itself much more implicitly here – mainly through (1) the discur-
sive erasure or marginalization of the non-West in theorizing the ‘global’ and (2) implicit 
representations of Western professionals as universal and hyper-agential. I thus call for 
more attentiveness to subfield-level heterogeneity across management knowledge.

Second, my contribution poses a conundrum for the postcolonial critique. A recurrent 
theme in this critique is that Western knowledge assumes universality because it is under-
pinned by positivist  philosophy, itself rooted in Western colonialism and its Enlightenment 
assumption that ‘theories that embrace the entirety of humanity’ (Chakrabarty, 2000: 29) 
can be developed. My exploration of PSF scholarship reveals no steadfast commitment 
to positivism (the field’s thinking has been significantly shaped by constructivism and 
poststructuralism), and yet the assumption of universalism is nevertheless present here 
too. I do not pretend to know how this conundrum might be resolved, but the question 
needs to be raised as to whether positivism is the issue. Or could it be that non-positivist 
scholars have themselves succumbed to positivism? I urge postcolonial scholars to 
reflect on this tension in their future interrogations and take heed of epistemological dif-
ferences within and across subfields.

Finally, the fine-grained critique offered in this article highlights an effect or manifes-
tation of West-centrism that has thus far received little attention: the obscuring or de-
thematizing of neo-colonialism in the study of (transnational) organizations. The relevant 
extant postcolonial criticism has tended to understand West-centrism as universalizing 
Western thought and simultaneously devaluing and/or silencing the Global South. I 
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reveal similar processes in PSF scholarship but also show how West-centrism addition-
ally occludes the reality of neo-colonialism. I argue that this form of epistemic erasure 
requires further scrutiny and also has implications for how West-centrism might be 
addressed in the field. Specifically, it directs attention to the need to not only ‘expose the 
provincialism of the North’s knowledge systems [and] re-surface [Southern] alterna-
tives’ (Ul-Haq and Westwood, 2012: 234) but also to challenge sanitized scholarly 
accounts and probe into the role of (transnational) organizations in perpetuating neo-
colonial relations.

Before I begin with my critique, I should highlight that it is not my intention to dis-
miss wholesale PSF scholarship as Western-centric, or to accuse individual scholars of 
this tendency. Indeed, traces of West-centrism may be found in my own PSF-related 
writings. What I offer is a constructive critique in the spirit of scholarly dialogue about a 
problem of mutual concern. My central argument is that PSF scholarship is shaped by, 
and constitutive of, West-centrism and that effort must be made to address the problem. 
Given the growing importance and power of PSFs in the world economy, I also encour-
age postcolonial scholars to join this effort.

PSF scholarship: A brief outline

PSF scholarship is now a large body of work, and it is of course not my intention to pro-
vide a comprehensive review here – The Oxford Handbook of Professional Service Firms 
edited by Empson et al. (2015) does just that, and concise overviews can also be found 
in Brock et al. (2014) and Muzio et al. (2020). I will instead provide a brief outline that 
will pave the way for my critique. A good starting point is Greenwood et al.’s (1990) 
seminal article. The article drew attention to a type of organization that had previously 
been ignored in the field of management and that the authors considered to be distinctive: 
the Professional Partnership (‘P2’). This differed from traditional business organizations 
in two main ways: first, in terms of the ‘nature of the primary task’ (work mostly carried 
out by professionals such as accountants and lawyers and hence typically being knowl-
edge-intensive, expert-based and relatively customized); and second, in terms of ‘owner-
ship and governance’ (the firm being owned and managed by partners, in line with the 
‘professional’ task, and thus different from traditional corporations). Elements of this P2 
model included autonomy, collegiality, minimal hierarchy, peer evaluation, among other 
characteristics.

This initial statement on the PSF was followed by a stream of research on the strategic 
management of PSFs (see Skjølsvik et al., 2017) and studies covering an increasingly 
wide range of issues such as: change in the P2 model towards a more managed, ‘busi-
nesslike’ form (Cooper et al., 1996; Pinnington and Morris, 2003) and hybridizations 
between professional and commercial/bureaucratic principles (Brivot, 2011; 
Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2008); diversity/inclusion (e.g., Ashley and Empson, 2013) 
and the thorny issue that ‘the senior ranks of most PSFs [are] still dominated by white, 
heterosexual, middle-class males’ (Empson et al., 2015: 14); knowledge management 
(e.g., Empson, 2001; Morris, 2001); reputation management (Harvey et al., 2017), 
careers and human resource management (Gustafsson and Swart, 2020; Yalabik et al., 
2015); and intra-sector heterogeneities (e.g., Malhotra and Morris, 2009).



Boussebaa 33

Also important has been the anthropologically-oriented work of Mats Alvesson (e.g., 
Alvesson, 2001, 2011). Among other things, Alvesson has challenged essentialist con-
ceptions of the ‘knowledge-intensive’ firm (of which the PSF is held to be a prime exam-
ple) and instead directed attention to the ambiguities and uncertainties of knowledge-related 
discourses. This work also triggered a stream of studies examining various other PSF 
discourses and related processes of identity regulation (e.g., Alvehus and Spicer, 2012; 
Alvesson and Kärreman, 2004; Costas and Kärreman, 2016; Kärreman and Alvesson, 
2009; Robertson and Swan, 2003; see also Alvehus, 2021). Related studies of control and 
professional socialization in PSFs have also been important (e.g., Anderson-Gough et al., 
2000; Grey, 1998).

Much of this research has been developed based on studies conducted in transna-
tional PSFs and, understandably, the themes of ‘internationalization’ and ‘globalization’ 
have received attention too. The literature on these themes is substantial and this is not 
the place to review it (see e.g., Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2016; Boussebaa and 
Morgan, 2015; O’Higgins et al., 2022), but I will return to it below. Suffice to say at this 
stage that a growing number of PSFs operate internationally and the largest are often said 
to be ‘global’ in scope, capability and impact. The term ‘global’ is used in different ways 
in the literature, sometimes to highlight the geographical scope of PSFs (i.e., firms oper-
ating across the globe) and sometimes to refer to efforts by PSFs to develop ways of 
working and being a professional that transcend national borders (i.e., firms nurturing 
global corporate-professional cultures).

While the bulk of PSF scholarship is concerned with the internal workings of PSFs, a 
growing body of research also looks outside in an attempt to understand the increasing 
power, influence and unethical behaviour of PSFs in business and in society at large 
(e.g., Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2019; Brès and Gond 2014; Gabbioneta et al. 2019; 
Hurl and Vogelpohl, 2021; Mueller et al., 2015; O’Mahoney and Sturdy, 2016; Ramirez, 
2012; Sikka and Willmott, 2013). Moreover, much research on PSFs has been conducted 
by scholars working outside the ‘PSF domain’ and indeed often outside the field of man-
agement more broadly. For instance, many PSF studies are available in separate disci-
plines such as accounting (e.g., Spence et al., 2017; Wen and Sonnerfeldt, 2022) business 
history (e.g., McKenna, 2006), international political economy (e.g., Christensen and 
Seabrooke, 2022) and socio-legal research (e.g., Flood, 2017; Garth, 2016; Silver et al., 
2009). A considerable body of sociologically oriented work focused on ‘professionals’ 
rather than ‘PSFs’ also frequently interacts with the PSF subfield (e.g., Harrington, 2015; 
Sako, 2013; Seabrooke and Henriksen, 2017).

This diversity makes it difficult to draw clear disciplinary boundaries around the PSF 
subfield, and it also means that PSF studies do not necessarily cohere into a unified pro-
gramme of research. Indeed, even management studies of PSFs do not always have the 
goal of advancing understanding of PSFs per se, with some instead using PSFs as a 
context in which to develop theory or explore other issues. That said, it is now generally 
accepted – in the field of management – that ‘the study of professional service firms is 
now institutionalized’ (Greenwood et al., 2017: 6) and that such scholarship may be 
considered a distinct subfield of management studies (Empson et al., 2015).

This is also reflected in the growth of a significant disciplinary ecosystem supporting 
the subfield, including a specialist journal (Journal of Professions and Organization), 
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regular conferences and workshops and several university-based research centres such as 
the Centre for Professional Service Firms at Bayes Business School or the (now defunct) 
Clifford Chance (later renamed Novak Druce) Centre for Professional Service Firms at 
the University of Oxford.

My claim in this article is that the knowledge produced by this subfield is, for the most 
part, West-centric and therefore in need of problematizing. I unpack this argument in 
what follows.

Producing a false universalism

In their introduction to the Oxford Handbook of Professional Service firms, Empson 
et al. (2015: 16) note that ‘most of what we know [in the PSF subfield] derives from stud-
ies of large firms, usually in law or accountancy and [conducted] overwhelmingly in 
Western if not Anglo-Saxon contexts’ My own reading of the literature confirms that, 
although I would argue Scandinavia has also been a major source of PSF knowledge, not 
least through the research of Mats Alvesson and colleagues in the management/IT con-
sulting sector in Sweden and that of Norway-based scholars, most notably Bente 
Løwendahl. In recent years, the number of studies in non-Western contexts has grown 
but these remain relatively rare and mostly limited to China and India (e.g., Ballakrishnen, 
2019; Li, 2019; Wen and Sonnerfeldt, 2022; Zhu et al., 2020).

Overall, it is fair to say that PSF scholarship is, for the most part, empirically Western 
and this is further confirmed by various studies and literature reviews highlighting a lack 
of research outside the West (Boussebaa et al., 2012; Brock et al., 2014; Spence et al., 
2017). PSF scholarship may also be considered Western theoretically, being as it is 
informed by theoretical perspectives that were developed to make sense of issues encoun-
tered in Western societies.6 This arguably also applies to the few PSF studies conducted 
in or inclusive of non-Western contexts given these are typically performed by Western-
trained/based scholars and framed by Western theoretical debates.

Such empirical-theoretical West-centricity is, perhaps, unsurprising given that PSFs 
emerged in the West and that it is only relatively recently that similar organizations have 
been established elsewhere, notably China and India. What is surprising or rather prob-
lematic – and this is the first part of my twofold argument – is that the vast majority of 
PSF scholars present their theorizing without specifying its (spatial) boundary conditions 
and thus as though it were universally applicable.

The seminal paper of Greenwood et al. (1990), which initiated interest in the ‘profes-
sional partnership’ as a distinctive organizational form, provides a good example. 
Drawing on a study of four of the Anglo-American ‘Big Eight’ (now Big Four) account-
ancies, the authors seek to ‘describe and explain the strategic management practices of 
professional partnerships in general’ (p. 751, emphasis added). Yet, they do so merely 
based on research conducted in Canada and offer no reflection on the theoretical implica-
tions of that. The Canadian location of the study is disclosed in the methodology section 
but subsequently purged from the analysis and the reader presented with an ostensibly 
general-universal theory of professional organization.

Fast forward two decades and one finds the same decontextualizing habit still at work, 
and despite early warnings that general PSF theory may not be universally applicable 
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(e.g., Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2007). For instance, Von Nordenflycht’s (2010) concep-
tual paper seeks to theorize the ‘professional service firm’ – its distinctiveness and organ-
izational implications – but does so merely based on research in the West (mainly North 
America). The possibility that such theorizing may be of limited relevance beyond a 
handful of Western contexts is given no consideration. Von Nordenflycht usefully calls 
for future comparative research that can ‘capture variation across knowledge intensity, 
capital intensity, and workforce professionalization’ (p. 171). but omits the possibility 
that variation may also exist across countries or indeed that the core constructs being 
theorized may not be meaningful outside the few Western contexts from which they were 
derived.

The same habit of thought runs through much of the PSF literature, including studies 
that do not have as a goal to produce a theory of the PSF. For instance, the work of Alvesson 
and followers is concerned not with developing such theory but rather with critiquing PSF-
related discourses and associated processes of identity formation (e.g., Alvesson and 
Kärreman, 2004; Kärreman and Alvesson, 2009; Robertson and Swan, 2003). Importantly, 
being as it is informed by poststructuralism, this work is, by definition, sceptical about 
universal truth claims. It is certainly sceptical about the various claims made by PSFs about 
their work (‘knowledge-intensive’, ‘professional’, ‘expert’, ‘creative’, etc.) and rejects – 
implicitly at least – the idea that there can be a universal understanding of professional 
organization (see also Alvehus, 2021).7 Yet, paradoxically, this line of research also decon-
textualizes in a manner similar to positivist PSF studies. What it observes in the West 
(mostly in English and Swedish professional milieux in this case) – diverse, ambiguous 
and complex as it may be – is theorized as though it were universal.

This mode of theorizing is especially curious given the field is mainly focused on trans-
national PSFs, and scholars indeed frequently highlight the ‘globe’ scope of the firms in 
which they collect their data. It is even more curious given several studies have the ‘global’ 
dimension built into their analysis (e.g., Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006) and many are spe-
cifically concerned with theorizing the (organizational, leadership, HRM, etc.) implications 
of PSFs transforming themselves into ‘global’ firms (e.g., Aharoni, 1996; Boussebaa, 2009; 
Breunig et al., 2014; Brock and Hydle, 2018; Fenton and Pettigrew, 2000, 2003, 2006; 
Greenwood et al., 2010; Hydle and Hopwood, 2019; Jones, 2005; Løwendahl, 2000; Rose 
and Hinings, 1999; Segal-Horn and Dean, 2009; Silver et al., 2009). A close reading of these 
reveals scholars to be theorizing the ‘global’ almost exclusively based on research con-
ducted in the West. And the same generally also applies to studies exploring the role of PSFs 
in transnational governance (e.g., Christensen and Seabrooke, 2022; Suddaby et al., 2007).

A few studies usefully adopt an international comparative angle and thus avoid the 
trap of decontextualization and, in this way, also begin to challenge, if implicitly, the 
field’s assumption of universalism (e.g., Merilainen et al., 2004; Morgan and Quack, 
2005; Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013; Smets et al., 2012). They reveal significant spa-
tial (cross-national) variations in, for instance, how professionals are trained, how they 
understand their roles and how they engage with professional discourses. They also offer 
useful insights into how such variations affect efforts to develop ‘global’ practices and 
ways of being a professional.8 That said, such studies are few and far between and mostly 
focused on intra-West comparisons (see also Barrett et al., 2005; Klimkeit and Reihlen, 
2016), thereby also reducing the study of PSFs to a study of Western professional milieux. 
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Comparative studies venturing beyond the West are extremely rare (for notable exam-
ples, see Spence et al., 2017; Wen and Sonnerfeldt, 2022).

Overall, it is fair to suggest that PSF scholarship is not just empirically/theoretically 
Western but also generally fails to place (spatial) boundary conditions on its theorizing 
and, in that sense, assumes universality. This is problematic for several reasons, not least 
because it is commonly understood that different national contexts tend to produce dif-
ferent organizational realities – the few PSF studies taking a comparative angle indeed 
show just that with specific reference to the professional context. To speak in ‘general’ 
terms about PSFs based on studies in a handful of Western contexts is therefore to pro-
duce a false universalism. It is also to ignore or disregard the long-standing critique of 
context-blind theory in the wider field of management, starting with Boyacigiller and 
Adler’s (1991) indictment of (American) organization science, all the way through to 
more recent discussions on the value of ‘general’ versus ‘context-specific’ theory to 
explain management practice around the world (e.g., Filatotchev et al., 2020), including 
those informed by postcolonial theory (see Hamann et al., 2020, for a recent discussion). 
PSF scholarship in effect proceeds as if this reflexive conversation was not relevant 
within its own disciplinary boundaries and, in so doing, reinforces the problem of false 
universalism in management studies.

Of course, such a ‘business-as-usual’ situation is not unique to PSF scholarship – 
other subfields can also be accused of perpetuating the problem and ignoring pleas to 
address it. But that does not justify the status quo within the PSF subfield. Moreover, 
what is especially interesting or rather paradoxical about this subfield is that it is argua-
bly highly sensitive to (organizational) difference. The foundational paper of Greenwood 
et al. (1990) explicitly sought to challenge the ‘general’ theories that dominated the field 
of organization theory in the 1980s. They argued that such ‘generic theories may be mis-
leading’ and – through an analysis of PSFs – pointed to the need to examine diverse 
organizational realities (see also Greenwood and Hinings, 1996). Later work has also 
argued heterogeneities within the professional-sectoral context itself (accounting, con-
sulting, law, etc.) must be taken seriously (e.g., Malhotra and Morris, 2009; Morris and 
Pinnington, 1998; Pinnington and Morris, 2003). One would have therefore expected 
this subfield to be more modest about its knowledge claims than other areas of manage-
ment studies.

Furthermore, unlike other subfields of management such as international business, 
there is no steadfast commitment to positivism in PSF scholarship. There is of course a 
strong interest in developing general theory, but the field’s thinking has also been sig-
nificantly shaped by institutional theory (Greenwood et al., 2017) which is broadly 
constructivist or post-positivist. Additionally, as noted above, a good part of PSF schol-
arship is informed by poststructuralism and rooted in relativist studies of organizational 
culture. Given these epistemological proclivities, one would have expected PSF schol-
arship to be especially wary of over-generalizations and the universal truth claims com-
monly found in unashamedly positivist management research, and indeed to be an 
exception to the rule or at least to limit it in a significant way. Our reading suggests this 
is not the case; PSF scholarship falls into the same decontextualizing trap as other areas 
of management.
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I think this issue needs reflecting on and addressing, especially given the field’s focus 
on so-called ‘global’ PSFs, and I offer suggestions to that end below. Prior to that, how-
ever, there is another, almost imperceptible aspect of PSF scholarship’s West-centrism 
that requires unpacking. I do that next.

Intertwining with power

The false universalism discussed above may be viewed as simply an erroneous generali-
zation: namely, a failure to specify boundary conditions and consider cross-national het-
erogeneities in the study of PSFs. But it can also be seen as part of a Western perspective 
that constructs its object of analysis in a particular (geopolitically inflected) way. After 
all, knowledge has performative functions (Gond et al., 2016). This is well understood 
by poststructuralist PSF scholars, and Alvesson (2001: 1645) puts it succinctly: ‘knowl-
edge . . . orders and produces rather than mirrors or gives us pure and innocent knowl-
edge of the world “out there”’.9 From this perspective, the false universalism described 
above can be seen as constructing Western professionals as carriers of universal experi-
ence, knowledge and ‘professional’ culture. The act of leaping from the specific experi-
ences of these actors to general theoretical statements, in effect, does just that.

This is reinforced by studies analysing and/or theorizing the international dimension 
of PSFs. A key theme here is that PSFs have been developing norms, standards and prac-
tices that transcend national borders, that is, ‘global’ corporate-professional cultures (see 
e.g., Boussebaa, 2009; Brock and Hydle, 2018; Greenwood et al., 2010; Faulconbridge 
and Muzio, 2012; Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006; Segal-Horn and Dean, 2009; Spence 
et al., 2015). The firms themselves certainly make strong claims about such ‘cultural 
globality’ and PSF scholars often all too easily reproduce that narrative uncritically. Yet, 
a close reading of the literature reveals there is little empirical evidence demonstrating 
such cultures have been developed. Indeed, as explained above, PSF knowledge is based 
almost exclusively on research conducted in the West. The few somewhat critical and 
comparative studies that exist suggest that Western PSFs are in fact seeking to universal-
ize their home-country corporate-professional cultures (e.g., Boussebaa et al., 2012; 
Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2019; Morgan and Quack, 2005; Muzio and Faulconbridge, 
2013). Thus, the dominant narrative tends to conflate the ‘global’ with the ‘Western’, and 
in doing so further contributes to constructing Western accountants, consultants, law-
yers, and so forth, as universal.

Such a conflation is also coupled with a tendency to marginalize, if not erase all 
together, professionals outside the West. Indeed, paradoxically, the Global South is 
rarely, if at all, mentioned in studies commenting on and theorizing the ‘globality’ of 
PSFs. We learn much about the firms’ global strategies and associated organizational 
designs, as narrated by Western professionals, but surprisingly little about how these are 
enacted in the Global South. A few studies touch on that theme but typically narrate 
interactions with the Global South from a purely Western perspective, the focus centring 
on the concerns and practices of Western professionals (see e.g., Beaverstock, 2004; 
Boussebaa, 2015a; Faulconbridge et al., 2008; Fenton and Pettigrew, 2000, 2006). 
Professionals outside the West are in effect silenced, provided no opportunity to 
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elaborate on the ‘global’ ambitions and cultural efforts of their Western counterparts or 
indeed their own domestic aspirations.

A handful of comparative studies give more voice to Southern professionals but 
exhibit some analytical ambivalence and can fall prey to the global/western conflation 
being as they are almost invariably framed through the ‘global-local’ optic. For instance, 
Belal et al. (2017) usefully attaches the label ‘Western’ to the ‘Big Four’ accountancies 
and also adds that these can be ‘thought of as proselytizers of Anglo-American modes of 
professional organization’ (p. 151). Yet, they do so fleetingly and end up reproducing the 
global/Western conflation. The authors frequently refer to the firms’ Western headquar-
ters as ‘global headquarters’ and ‘global parents’, their Western training courses as 
‘global training courses’, their Western partners as ‘global partners’, their Western stand-
ards as ‘global standards’, and the firms’ internationalization efforts as ‘globalizing 
forces’ (see also Ballakrishnen, 2019; Zhu et al., 2020).

In some cases, the silenced or partly silenced professionals are also depicted as some-
what problematic, creating ‘barriers’ to global cultural formation and, relatedly, lacking 
in ‘professionalism’. For example, Fenton and Pettigrew (2000: 75) cite a partner whose 
view is that ‘in Asia they [Asian consultants] have a very strong work ethic and profit 
related ethic . . . we could argue in England there is a very high quality ethic and not very 
high profit ethic’. Implied in this statement, of course, is that Asian professionals are less 
‘professional’ (profit- rather than quality-minded) than Western colleagues (quality 
rather than profit-oriented). In this way, the colonial trope of lack and deficiency (Said, 
1978) is reproduced in the contemporary professional world. Needless to say, the nega-
tive representation in this example is expressed by the practitioner (partner), not the 
authors themselves, but the resulting power effect is nevertheless the same: a portrayal 
of the ‘Other’ as somewhat ‘inferior’ to the more fully professionalized – and, by impli-
cation, arguably also more ethically minded – Western PSF workforce (for a more criti-
cal take on this, see Belal et al., 2017).

Indeed, the fact that the authors do not problematize the partner’s account or invite 
Southern professionals to comment on it serves to propagate or naturalize such a repre-
sentation. In addition to seeking the view of ‘Others’, the authors could have, for instance, 
drawn attention to the fact that a ‘very high profit ethic’ is present among Western profes-
sionals themselves (see e.g., Boussebaa, 2009). They could have also highlighted how 
these actors can sometimes behave unprofessionally towards their colleagues outside the 
West, putting profit over professional conduct. For instance, in their discussion of 
‘global-local’ tensions within transnational accounting firms, Rose and Hinings (1999: 
66) note how, in the Global South, Western partners ‘may not always be ready to lower 
fees or share information because it is socially right to do so [i.e.,] because it is “partner-
ship like” and professional to do so’ (see also Boussebaa et al., 2012). Instead, the authors 
go along with the practitioner’s West-centric account and, in so doing, contribute to 
othering and devaluing the ‘Other’.

In all fairness, such crude Western/Other depictions are not very common in PSF 
scholarship compared with other area of management studies (see e.g., Jack and 
Westwood, 2009; Prasad, 2015) but, as shown above, they are not absent either. Moreover, 
the aforementioned tendencies to construct Western professionals as universal and to 
marginalize or erase Southern counterparts in discussions of the ‘global’, in effect, fur-
ther contributes to constructing a ‘West-rest’ hierarchy of professional subjects.
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Furthermore, these two tendencies also have the effect of amplifying Western profes-
sional agency and erasing or denying Southern agency. Western professionals are effec-
tively (implicitly) represented as ‘hypermuscular supermen’ (Suddaby, 2010: 15) – the 
originators of all meaningful thought, initiative, and action – while ‘Others’ are con-
structed as inexistent or peripheral. In a few studies, a greater degree of agency is attrib-
uted to professionals outside the West. For instance, Zhu et al.’s (2020) study shows how 
Chinese corporate lawyers do not just passively reproduce ‘global’ (Western) models: 
global-local interactions tend to result in hybridities and indeed, in this case, hybridiza-
tion ‘contains significantly more local elements than global ones’ (p. 98). This usefully 
begins to recover the agency of those being marginalized in the dominant discourse. That 
said, such work remains conditioned by the ‘global-local’ narrative and somewhat repro-
ductive of the West-rest hierarchy it implies.

Importantly, PSF scholarship, for the most part, tends to occlude the issue of neo-
colonialism and PSFs’ role in it. This issue is (in part) captured well in the following 
example about UK and US law firms seeking entry into the Indian market.10 Here, 
Krishnan (2010: 93) explains, ‘there is a political reality that must be recognized’. 
Krishnan means that, for many in India, ‘liberalizing the legal services sector would 
inevitably lead to India’s legal system being controlled by modern-day Western colonial-
ists – something a country that suffered from centuries of imperial rule can never permit’. 
Krishnan adds that (and it is worth quoting him at more length):

. . . for a group of private British law firms, with the support of the British government, to claim 
as a substantive policy argument that their entering India will only help their counterparts and 
improve the country overall is in reality a smokescreen for ulterior motives and recalls the 
rhetoric used by the British East India Company in the 17th century. Add to this that law firms 
from the United States – a country that has clear expansionist ambitions – are aligned with the 
British on this issue, and Indians have no choice but to resist (p. 87).

Critical accounting studies (e.g., Annisette, 2000; Graham and Annisette, 2012; Lassou 
et al., 2019) shed additional light on this issue of neo-colonialism, albeit not always 
explicitly. For instance, Arnold (2005) reveals significant efforts by Western accounting 
firms (together with Western industry lobbies), supported by the World Trade Organization, 
to create a global market for their services. The author also shows how the legal and insti-
tutional arrangements produced by such efforts can ‘trump domestic laws to the disadvan-
tage of developing nations by pre-empting laws designed to protect indigenous accounting 
industries, and by instituting transparency rules [that give Western firms] access to and a 
voice in the rulemaking deliberations of smaller nations’ (Arnold, 2005: 323).

Critical socio-legal scholars (e.g., Dezalay and Garth, 2012; Flood, 2017; Garth, 2016) 
provide further insights into these neo-colonial dynamics. Also worth mentioning is the 
growing body of literature revealing the role of PSFs in designing complex tax avoidance 
schemes that result in the Global South being stripped of hundreds of US$ billions in tax 
revenue each year (see e.g., Hearson, 2021; Mitchell and Sikka, 2011; Sikka and Willmott, 
2013). Dynamics of neo-colonialism additionally appear to play out within the firms’ own 
organizational boundaries, through complex staffing practices and knowledge exchange 
relations as well as efforts by the firms to universalize Western ways of working and being 
a professional (Boussebaa et al., 2012, 2014).
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Yet, the bulk of PSF scholarship remains largely oblivious to this reality and, I would 
argue, actively, and yet unwittingly, obscures it. On the one hand, there is a large body of 
studies conducted in ‘global’ PSFs that has little, if anything, to say about the ‘global’ - 
being instead preoccupied with domestic issues (generally presented as ‘universal’ con-
cerns) - and, on the other, are numerous studies that discuss and even seek to theorize the 
global, but systematically abstract ‘global-local’ dynamics from colonial history and 
contemporary neo-colonial relations. In each case, the result is the same: the discursive 
erasure of neo-colonialism and the role of PSFs play in it. The growing body of PSF-
specific literature reviews and overviews further contributes to this erasure by systemati-
cally de-thematizing the issue (but see Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2016). The fact 
that the bulk of PSF studies are conducted in ‘global’ PSFs and that, as noted already, 
PSF scholars are mainly concerned with these organizations makes this state of affairs all 
the more startling.

Where should we go from here?

Readers might quite rightly ask where the PSF subfield should go from here or, put in the 
language of postcolonial theorizing and related scholarship on epistemic decolonization, 
how it might be ‘decolonized’ (Alcadipani and Faria, 2014; Girei, 2017; Jammulamadaka 
et al., 2021; Prasad, 2015). This is, of course, a difficult question given epistemic decolo-
nization is a complex and long-term project requiring change on multiple fronts, but I 
provide some suggestions in this final section of the article.

Clarifying boundary conditions

The first and perhaps most obvious step forward is simply to carefully outline the bound-
ary (spatial) conditions under which one’s theorizing will or will not apply. For instance, 
the effort to develop ‘a theory of professional service firms’ (Greenwood et al., 2017: 8) 
has been useful in challenging generic theories of organization, but we must now, in turn, 
ask whether such a theory may itself be over-generalizing and thus misleading. We should 
seek to clarify in which national contexts such a theory and its various constructs (profes-
sionalism, partnership, collegiality, etc.) will make sense. Is it relevant in Brazil, China, 
India, Iran, Nigeria and the many other countries that exist outside the West? Or is it sim-
ply a theory limited to a handful of Western (mostly Anglo-American) contexts?

Of course, as noted earlier, not all PSF scholars are seeking to produce a theory of the 
PSF. Indeed, poststructuralist research à la Alvesson would likely object to such a project 
and instead direct attention to the task of challenging dominant PSF discourses. But, as I 
have shown, even such non-positivist work leaps from domestic analyses to general the-
oretical statements about life in PSFs. The question needs raising as to whether and how 
far the various discourses being sceptically explored in a handful of Western PSF con-
texts are of relevance, for example, to Indonesia, Russia and Iraq. To illustrate, the notion 
of the ‘bored self’ as a constitutive element of professional/knowledge work (Costas and 
Kärreman, 2016) may not apply beyond the north-western European context in which it 
was identified/theorized. There is no claim in the literature that such notions are univer-
sal (they are more expressive of identities that professionals might struggle to enact) but 
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the lack of reflection on boundary conditions nevertheless results in the false universal-
ism discussed above. I urge PSF scholars, regardless of the epistemological stance taken, 
to place boundary conditions on their theorizing.

Redirecting towards comparative analysis

A corollary of the previous point – and indeed my wider critique – is that the PSF sub-
field needs broadening to include the voices of professionals outside the West. One way 
of achieving this is through international comparative studies. Here, PSF scholars may 
find inspiration in the comparative sociology of the professions (e.g., Burrage and 
Torstendahl, 1990) and the few studies deploying its insights in the study of PSFs (e.g., 
Morgan and Quack, 2005; Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013). As noted earlier, such stud-
ies are concerned with Western professional milieux but nevertheless suggest that cross-
national variations in the work and organization of PSFs should be expected. There is no 
a priori reason why the same should not be expected outside the West (see Boussebaa and 
Faulconbridge, 2016; Spence et al., 2017). The field is ripe for comparative studies that 
can shed light on differences in professional practice across the globe and explore their 
implications.

The need for such comparative work is especially important given the PSF subfield 
is, as noted already, mostly concerned with transnational firms. It would be peculiar to 
continue studying and theorizing these organizations merely based on research in the 
West. Importantly, it is useful to highlight once more that these firms are said to have 
put much effort into constructing ‘global’ corporate-professional cultures. Given this, 
an important task is to explore how such an effort is understood and contributed to by 
those whom the PSF field has thus far largely left out of the analysis, that is, those 
located in the Global South. That said, as I have shown, comparative studies can them-
selves be contaminated by West-centrism so it will be important to develop a firmly 
Southern perspective on PSFs.

Nurturing a Southern perspective

One way towards a Southern perspective would be to develop studies that go beyond 
merely ‘testing’ Western theory in the Global South. Here, inspiration might be found in 
the ongoing debate on how to decolonize management theory (e.g., Banerjee, 2022; 
Hamann et al., 2020; see also Filatotchev et al., 2020). Among other things, this work 
highlights the need to develop theory ‘without an exclusive recourse to concepts that are 
emerging from a primarily Western . . . experience’ (Khan and Koshul, 2011: 319; see 
also Alcadipani et al., 2012; Seremani and Clegg, 2016). This need could, for instance, 
be addressed through inductive studies focused on describing and understanding the 
work and practices of the PSFs that have been established in the Global South.

Doing so without exclusive recourse to Western PSF theory may, however, be diffi-
cult in practice given that scholars researching in the Global South are likely to draw on 
existing PSF knowledge to formulate their research problems and to engage with 
Western debates, if only to get published in ‘international’ journals. Moreover, initial 
evidence suggests that Southern PSFs are themselves actively emulating the norms and 
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practices of Western professionals – albeit with a degree of localization or hybridiza-
tion, as has been revealed in recent sociological studies of Chinese and Indian firms 
(e.g., Ballakrishnen, 2019; Zhu et al., 2020). This raises the question as to whether 
generating independent Southern knowledge is at all possible in the PSF subfield, but 
there is certainly scope for greater ‘indigenous theorization’ (Bothello et al., 2019: 
1499). This is an issue PSF scholars ought to reflect on as they develop new studies.

Another, but related, way forward is to question a core assumption underlying the PSF 
subfield (at least PSF studies concerned with the ‘global’), namely that professional 
norms and practices are necessarily ‘Western’ in origin and en route to be institutional-
ized worldwide. There may be an element of truth in this, but it seems important to also 
examine how Southern contexts might themselves be the source of knowledge and 
expertise that then gets diffused globally. Postcolonial sociological studies of global 
knowledge diffusion are useful here. For instance, Edwards’ (2020) historical study 
shows how the Trade Disputes Ordinance first emerged in Trinidad and Tobago in 1938 
and was then diffused throughout the British Empire. There is no a priori reason to 
believe such ‘South-to-Rest’ knowledge transfer might not be present in the professional 
services sector and indeed in the world of business more generally. The lack of attention 
to that possibility is itself symptomatic of West-centrism and addressing it will help over-
turn the latter. Rather than simply studying the ‘local’ workings of ‘global’ (Western) 
professional norms and practices, scholars could examine how Southern knowledge is 
developed and diffused globally, including in the West.

The above would help not only address a blind spot in the literature but also recover 
the agency of Southern professionals which, as I have shown, the PSF subfield tends to 
deny. Related to this, future studies might explore the active role of Southern profession-
als in enabling the global expansion of Western PSFs and building so-called ‘global’ 
firms. Rather than merely seeing such professionals as ‘barriers’, ‘constraints’ or ‘periph-
eral’ in such globalization and related processes of ‘global’ cultural formation, a Southern 
perspective would encourage the examination of their facilitative role – for without 
Southern professionals, it is unlikely that Western PSFs would have been able to expand 
into the Global South and build ‘global’ firms. Indeed, some evidence suggests Southern 
professionals may be playing an important role in this respect, by providing advice to 
Western PSFs but also by allowing their firms to be absorbed within Western PSFs via 
mergers and/or network associations (see e.g., Liu, 2008).

This leads to a further question, namely the role of PSFs in neo-colonialism, which I 
have argued is overlooked, if not obscured, in the PSF literature. A few studies have 
begun to address this question (e.g., Boussebaa, 2015b, 2017, 2022; Faulconbridge, 
2019; also Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2019) but much remains to be done. For 
instance, little is known about the various power strategies which PSFs deploy to access 
and shape Southern societies in line with corporate goals. Even less is known about the 
role played by Southern professionals and state agencies in supporting but also resisting 
such efforts. We might, for instance, conceive of collaborative Southern professionals as 
constituting a ‘comprador’ class, i.e., a segment of the Global South’s professional elite 
that is subordinated to PSFs and whose raison d’être is to act as ‘a kind of staging-post 
and direct intermediary for the implantation and reproduction of foreign capital in the 
countries concerned’ (Poulantzas, 1976: 42). Research conducted from the perspective of 
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these ‘compradors’, including on how they are being assimilated within PSFs and con-
verted into agents of neo-colonialism – but also potentially resistors to it – would make 
a useful contribution towards undoing West-centrism in the PSF field. The role of the 
state in enabling and/or resisting the expansion and activities of PSFs in the Global South 
will also be an important theme to explore.

Finally, transnational PSFs hailing from the Global South need researching. Over the 
last three decades or so, a growing number of such firms have emerged, but research on 
their ‘global’ work, organization and societal impacts is yet to appear (see Li, 2019, for 
a notable exception). Firms such as Infosys, Tata Consultancy Services and Wipro from 
India or ShineWing, Yingke and Zhong Lun from China are just a few examples. The 
neglect of these is symptomatic of the field’s West-centrism and shifting attention to 
them will help to address the problem. Research that can explore the ‘global’ models of 
professional practice and organization being developed by these firms as well as the 
rationales for and complexities of their internationalization and the various societal 
impacts of their activities around the world will be highly useful. Theoretically, one 
might ask whether and how far these firms can be understood through theoretical frame-
works derived from studies of Western PSFs; but, again, genuinely going beyond West-
centrism will likely require more locally grounded research and, importantly, attentiveness 
to the issue of neo-colonialism.

Changing the wider institutional context

One final point is worth making, namely that changes to the institutional infrastructure 
the PSF subfield will also be required to address its West-centricity. This deserves a 
paper-length discussion, but I make some suggestions here. The first relates to journals. 
The question can be posed as to whether these are creating enough space and opportuni-
ties for non-West-centric and Southern research and theory to grow. One step in this 
direction would be to reflect on the PSF subfield’s premier journal – Journal of 
Professions and Organization – and explore ways of diversifying its editorial leadership 
and editorial review board so that they are more inclusive of the Global South. Here, 
useful insights may be found in critiques of, and efforts to decolonize, ‘international’ 
management journals (e.g., Barros and Alcadipani, 2022; Murphy and Zhu, 2012).

I can think of two additional measures in this area. First, I suggest editors (and review-
ers) at JPO and other journals actively demand that authors avoid over-generalizing 
based on Western research and systematically place (spatial) boundary conditions on 
their theorizing. Second, I suggest editors also encourage greater scrutiny of papers that 
discuss and/or theorize the ‘global’ but that fail to research such a dimension from the 
perspective of Southern actors and/or include or acknowledge Southern collaborators. 
The esteemed medical journal The Lancet now rejects manuscripts using data from 
Africa and not acknowledging African collaborators (Waruru, 2022); the same practice 
should be extended to management journals, including JPO, but applied to the Global 
South as a whole. At minimum, authors should be encouraged to explain why they con-
sider it appropriate to discuss/theorize the ‘global’ without research outside the West.

The unquestioned use of English in PSF scholarship will also require discussion. 
While some PSF publications do appear in other languages (e.g., Djelic, 2004), English 
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is generally used as the main language of publishing, and that might be a contributing 
factor to the West-centrism I have critiqued here. It certainly has been noted elsewhere 
that the hegemony of English does not just facilitate communication and knowledge 
exchange but also create complex power relations and exclusionary effects in processes 
of knowledge production (Boussebaa and Brown, 2017; Boussebaa and Tienari, 2021; 
Śliwa and Johansson, 2015; Tietze and Dick 2013). PSF scholarship may not be different 
in that respect but, unlike other areas of management, it is yet to explore and reflect on 
the issue. There have been some useful initial reflections on the politics of English in 
transnational PSFs (e.g., Aburous and Kamla, 2022) and I would argue such reflections 
require extending to PSF scholarship itself.

Conclusion

I have argued that the PSF subfield is predominantly a West-centric scholarly domain. 
By West-centric, I mean not only that this domain is overwhelmingly about the study of 
Western (mostly Anglo-American) firms in Western contexts, but also that its theorizing 
assumes universality and tends to construct an image of Western professionals as univer-
sal while overlooking, if not deliberately de-thematizing, these actors’ role in neo-colo-
nialism. I hope that this contribution will help scholars reflect upon and address, and so 
obviate, such West-centrism in future research, and I have provided recommendations to 
this end that I hope will help to catalyse the journey. I also hope that my contribution 
further advances the postcolonial critique within the wider field of management, in terms 
of both understanding how the latter interplays with West-centrism and how it might be 
decolonized.
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Notes

 1 Typical examples of PSFs include the ‘Big Four’ accountancies, American consultancies such 
as Accenture and McKinsey and the London-headquartered ‘Magic Circle’ law firms.

 2 Postcolonial studies (aka postcolonial theory) is a broad field of research concerned with a 
variety of different topics and questions (for overviews, see e.g., Jack et al., 2011; Prasad, 
2003). In the field of management, a significant part of this work is concerned with the poli-
tics of organizational knowledge (e.g., Boussebaa et al., 2014; Dar, 2018), often with a focus 
on processes of knowledge transfer between the Global North and the Global South (e.g., 
Alcadipani and Caldas, 2012; Srinivas, 2008; Yousfi, 2014). In this article, I am specifically 
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concerned with scholarly knowledge, that is, knowledge that we (academics) produce (see 
also Boussebaa, 2021).

 3 West-centrism is more commonly called ‘Eurocentrism’ in specialist studies of the phenom-
enon (e.g., Amin, 1988; Hobson, 2012) but I prefer the former given the West’s hegemonic 
centre has long moved to the USA. I use the terms ‘West’, ‘Global North’ and ‘Global South’ 
heuristically and, while I recognize the risk of essentialism in using them, agree with postco-
lonial theorists that such usage is ‘a necessary device to avoid clumsiness and endless caveats’ 
(Khan and Koshul, 2011: 320).

 4 It is perhaps worth noting here that I have been closely associated with the PSF subfield since 
2003, starting with my PSF-focused doctoral studies at Warwick Business School (2003–
2008) and, subsequently, a postdoctoral research fellowship at Said Business School’s (now 
defunct) Clifford Chance Centre for Professional Service Firms (2008–2009).

 5 For a recent and detailed discussion of neo-colonialism, see for example Langan (2018).
 6 Key influences are the work of Henry Mintzberg, contingency theory and institutional theory. 

Also important has been critical theory, including poststructuralism, as reflected in the work 
of Alvesson and colleagues.

 7 Additionally, it is useful to note that this line of work also emerged from earlier studies of 
organizational culture, a stream of research that recognized ‘the relativity of . . . Western 
society and its business culture’ (Alvesson, 1989: 132).

 8 Some studies challenge the cultural ‘heterogeneity’ thesis, pointing to increasing levels of global 
‘homogeneity’ within transnational PSFs (Boussebaa, 2009; Spence et al., 2015).

 9 Poststructuralist PSF scholars have mainly been concerned with the performativity of organi-
zational knowledge, not scholarly knowledge as such, and as noted earlier, it is the latter that 
I am concerned with in this article.

10 Western corporate law firms are presently banned from opening offices in India.
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