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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the interactions between big companies and
authoritarian regimes operating under economic nationalism during
periods of economic and political transition. Focusing on FIAT, SEAT
and VAZ in the automotive industry, it shows how Spain and the
USSR leveraged FIAT's technology to support national industrialisa-
tion through politically isolated periods. In the 1940s, economic
nationalism evolved in Spain from private oligopolies to state-led
industrialisation through public enterprises, while in the 1960s the
USSR combined selective global engagement with Soviet ideology
to achieve industrial objectives. FIAT’s political capabilities allowed
the company to navigate ideological divides, fostering influence in
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Cold War contexts. These cases highlight economic nationalism as
an evolving, relational concept shaped by multinationals’ strategic
actions, offering insights on its evolution across different political
landscapes.
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1. Introduction

In the mid-twentieth century, both Spain and the Soviet Union developed distinct yet com-
parable forms of economic nationalism. After the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), Franco’s
regime pursued a model of autarky rooted in military nationalism and corporatist ideology,
reinforced by diplomatic isolation due to its alignment with fascist powers during World War
Il (San Roman, 1999). In the USSR, post-war isolation was shaped by Cold War tensions and
ideological confrontation with the capitalist West (Sanchez-Sibony, 2014). In both cases,
isolation did not imply disengagement but rather a controlled form of global interaction,
an effort to obtain foreign technology and industrial knowledge without surrendering polit-
ical autonomy.

Within this shared framework, industrial manufacturing emerged as a central instrument
of national development. Governments promoted rapid industrialisation through state-led
initiatives, particularly in the automotive sector. In Spain, this strategy culminated in the
creation of SEAT (Sociedad Espafiola de Automoviles de Turismo) in the late 1940s. In the
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USSR, a similar effort led to the foundation of VAZ (Vélzhski Avtomobilny Zavéd) in the mid-
1960s. These two decades were critical for the diffusion of Fordism in contexts antagonist
to the USA hegemony, a process with roots in the 1930s (Link, 2022; Maier, 1987). In both
cases, the regimes lacked the technological and organisational capacity to develop mass
car production autonomously, and thus turned to FIAT, a leading Italian multinational, for
support. The Spanish and Soviet governments alike encountered internal resistance from
the inside - they needed to persuade local elites of the necessity of foreign technology and
find ideological justification for it — while simultaneously contending with obstacles such
as sanctions and embargoes.

The interaction between FIAT and SEAT as well as FIAT and VAZ allows us to explore how
the same Multinational Corporation (MNC), headquartered in a capitalist country, dealt with
two different and ideologically opposite state-controlled economies with forms of business
organisation and governance distinct from those of capitalist systems (Scranton, 2020). These
two alternative economic systems shared a common characteristic: profit was not necessarily
the sole motive for business activity; ideology, and political legitimacy played a central role
in managerial decisions aligning with state interests, while access to capital depended on
political considerations (Gregory, 1990, 2003). Additionally, this analysis enables us to better
understand how state bureaucracies in authoritarian states engaged with capitalist firms.

Within this unique context, any multinational seeking to act as a technological partner
of authoritarian regimes had to behave not only as an economic actor that combined
resources to produce and sell goods or services but also as a political actor, developing
political capabilities, re-interpreting the rules of international trade and business at home
and abroad (Coen, 1997; Fougére, 2011; Rasche, 2015; Scherer et al., 2014). Following Lubinski
(2023), Hillman et al. (2004), Oliver and Holzinger (2008) and Zimmerman and Zeitz (2002),
in this paper political capabilities are understood as a firm's strategic competences to interact
with, adapt to, and influence political and bureaucratic institutions in host countries in ways
that facilitate business operations, gain legitimacy, and align with nationalist goals. As we
show through our research, these capabilities go beyond traditional lobbying or policy influ-
ence, encompassing rhetorical framing, coalition-building, informal networking with elites,
and flexible organisational adaptation to ideological and institutional environments.

Indeed, while political capabilities are often studied in relation to multinationals operating
in liberal democratic settings (Coen, 1997; Fougére, 2011; Scherer et al., 2014), scholars such
as Guillén (2001) and Bull (2005) have emphasised that large domestic firms embedded in
state-led or transitional economies often act as political agents, navigating institutional
constraints and aligning with government agendas. This article contributes to that line of
inquiry by offering a comparative analysis of FIAT's strategies in the creation of SEAT in the
1940s and VAZ in the 1960s. FIAT acted as a pragmatic intermediary — helping both govern-
ments mitigate international political isolation while pursuing its own long-term commercial
objectives. The companies that emerged from these partnerships, SEAT and VAZ, became
flagship symbols of their respective regimes: SEAT embodied Francoist industrialisation,
while VAZ represented socialist mass motorisation (Shulzhenko, 2017; Zhuravlev, 2006). In
this sense, the political capabilities developed and deployed by FIAT reveal the flexibility,
ambiguity, and strategic adaptability required of firms engaging with economic nationalism
- not as a barrier, but as a negotiated framework for internationalisation.

The relationship between these entities might also offer an opportunity to reconsider
the very concept of economic nationalism. Spain in the 1940s and the USSR in the early
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1960s applied a heterodox model of economic nationalism or, better, a model in evolution.
In Spain, the nationalism of the 1940s emphasised state intervention in business as a con-
stitutive element that had not been present in economic nationalism before the Civil War.
In both the USSR and Spain, the concept of autarky was modified to accept foreign techno-
logical assistance, as opposed to the classical notion of autarky that implied total isolation
from the outside. The effort of both regimes was to obtain technology and organisational
knowledge without accepting the political rules of the capitalist economies.

This paper is structured in six sections. After the introduction, Section 2 reviews the lit-
erature on economic nationalism and political capabilities. Section 3 describes our sources
and methodology. Section 4 presents the case narratives. Section 5 offers a comparative
analysis of the political capabilities deployed by FIAT and the actor constellations that shaped
them. Section 6 summarises the main findings and concludes the paper.

2. Economic nationalism and political capabilities

Nationalism is not an objective phenomenon, but rather a social construct based on historical
memory, cultural symbols, language, ethnicity, and religion (Anderson, 1983; Breuilly, 2013;
Gellner, 1983; Hobsbawm, 1992). As Anderson (1983, p. 6) notes, nations and nationalism
can be understood as ‘cultural artifacts of a particular kind, and to fully grasp their signifi-
cance, we must consider how they were formed, how their meanings have evolved, and why
they command such strong emotional legitimacy today.

Historians have long recognised that nationalism cannot be understood solely as a set
of economic policies (Bucheli & DeBerge, 2024). However, ‘economic nationalism’is often
used as a synonym for protectionism (Hodgson, 1933; Yarbrough & Yarbrough, 2006). This
narrow interpretation is problematic because it reduces nationalism to a limited set of
isolationist policies, often with ideological baggage that emphasises fascist or conserva-
tive versions of economic nationalism (Levi-Faur, 1997). Another misconception is to
describe economic nationalism as nothing more than economic activities subordinated
to state interests (Gilpin, 1987, 2001). This has led to the critique that economic nationalism
research has so far described a form of ‘nationalism without nationalism’ and needs to
reintroduce the nation into its analyses (Crane, 1998, p. 55; Nakano, 2007). Thus, it is rel-
evant to recognise that nationalism is neither limited to official state policies nor ade-
quately described as protectionism (Abdelal, 2001; Helleiner, 2002; Krampf, 2018; Pickel,
2005; Shulman, 2000). Nationalism encompasses a broader array of cultural and political
expressions that influence both state and non-state actors, including enterprises, and
continuously evolves.

The frequent limitation of nationalism to state policies in the research has resulted in an
underexplored examination of the role of multinationals in economic nationalism. As Pryke
(2012, p. 284) points out, ‘there is very little coverage of the role of private capital, with
scholars often assuming that states remain the key economic actors that promulgate national
identity. This presents a great opportunity for business research, to shift attention to the
interplay between foreign multinationals and public companies operating in nationalistic
contexts. Following Lubinski (2023, p. 3), multinational companies have not only acted as
drivers of globalisation, but also as‘sophisticated operators in a world of nations, with more
diverse and more refined approaches to nationalism than the literature in business history
or strategy has so far acknowledged'
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Nevertheless, in recent years economic nationalism has attracted renewed interest in the
international business literature (Basualdo et al., 2021; Rammal et al., 2022; Wu & Fan, 2023;
Zhang & He, 2014). Scholars have increasingly expressed concern over the rise of economic
nationalism as part of the backlash against globalisation (Buckley et al., 2017; Meyer & Li,
2022). As aresult, some researchers have attempted to identify various non-market strategies
used by multinational corporations to navigate the nationalistic environment of host coun-
tries (Curran & Eckhardt, 2020; De Villa, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2019). Among these strategies,
Lubinski (2023) highlights the importance of developing political capabilities understood
as the ability of firms to influence government policy in ways favourable to their interests
(Hillman et al., 2004). These capabilities include activities such as building relationships with
political actors, lobbying, forming coalitions, and participating in public policy forums (Oliver
& Holzinger, 2008). Such activities are essential for firms to navigate non-market environ-
ments, especially political ones, and to gain legitimacy, access resources, and sustain growth
(Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002).

In nationalist contexts, political capabilities must be adapted to environments where
national interests play a central role in government decision-making (Jakobsen &
Jakobsen, 2011). Abdelal (2001) emphasises that economic nationalism can represent
both a risk and an opportunity for businesses. On one hand, nationalist policies may
restrict access to certain markets, but on the other hand, companies that successfully
align their strategies with nationalist goals may gain a competitive advantage. Therefore,
for multinationals, the key lies in developing political capabilities that allow them to
align with nationalist objectives, gaining both legitimacy and government support
(Breuilly, 2013).

Recent studies by Alam et al. (2023) and Sojli and Tham (2017) suggest that firms can
legitimise their operations in host countries, and mitigate the risks of hostile government
actions, by engaging with influential members of the domestic elite. In the context of deglo-
balisation and the rise of neo-populism, Blake et al. (2024) argues that building ties with the
ruling class offers short-term protection, though more longitudinal research is needed to
assess the long-term effectiveness of these relationships. Meanwhile, Lubinski and Wadhwani
(2020, p. 402) refers to a strategy named ‘geopolitical jockeying;, where firms cultivate alli-
ances with key host-country stakeholders while delegitimising their rivals. This involves
adopting‘aspirational political practices’that address the inherently future or goal-oriented
character of nationalism in the host country.

Despite the contributions of these studies, the way in which firms adapt or even shape
nationalism remains largely unknown (Lubinski, 2023). To fill this gap, more research is
needed in international business strategy to analyse how companies engage with the his-
torical dimensions of nationalism (Lubinski & Wadhwani, 2020).

Following Scranton (2020) and Scranton and Fridenson (2013), global business history
research should also consider alternative economic systems and extend the analysis beyond
traditional capitalist paradigms. In addition, a historical perspective can provide valuable
insights into the challenges firms face in adapting to nationalist environments, especially
given the fluctuations that economic nationalism has experienced throughout the twentieth
century (Ghemawat & Jones, 2017; Jones, 2005).

In this sense, business historical studies such as Donzé and Kurosawa (2013), Forbes et al.
(2019) and Kurosawa et al. (2020) reflect that the way nationalism has influenced interna-
tional business dynamics has been strongly conditioned by context, requiring further
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research to explore it. Moreover, understanding the evolution of nationalist narratives and
their influence on business strategy can help firms better adapt to a rapidly changing global
environment (Bucheli & DeBerge, 2024), especially given the similarities between the
mid-twentieth century backlash against globalisation and the post-2008 financial crisis era
(Jones & Lopes, 2021).

3. Sources and methodology

’

This paper employs a qualitative methodology, aligning with our focus on exploring ‘how
questions rather than simply addressing‘what’ (Yin, 1998). The approach is particularly well-
suited to research where the organisational context is recognised as a critical factor (Reay,
2014). Qualitative research also provides mechanisms for generating richer, more dynamic
theoretical insights (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). The qualitative analysis in this paper is based
on two case studies —the establishment of SEAT and VAZ- that involve our three primary
actors —FIAT, SEAT, VAZ-. Although the multi-case study method may not produce stan-
dardised results, it proves highly valuable when the cases are particularly representative of
the research objectives (Yin, 2013), as is the case with the selected companies, which are
central players in their respective national automotive industries. Furthermore, case studies
facilitate theory development by enabling an in-depth exploration of empirical phenomena
within their specific contexts (Cappelli & Sherer, 1991; Dubois & Gadde, 2002).

Our empirical research draws on an extensive collection of written sources from three
countries. Table 1 presents the primary sources used in this study. In Spain, the archives of
the Instituto Nacional de Industria (INI) — the state-owned industrial holding company estab-
lished in 1941 to promote and coordinate industrial development under Franco’s regime -
and the personal archives of Juan Antonio Suanzes, the first president of the INI, contain
detailed records of the discussions that led to the creation of SEAT. FIAT historical archives
provide documentation on the strategic, technical, and organisational details of the con-
struction of the VAZ while the Mediobanca historical archives ‘Vincenzo Maranghi’ provide
information about the financial context of FIAT investments in the USSR. On the Russian side,
documentation concerning the VAZ is kept at the Department of Archives of the Togliatti
City Hall, in Togliatti. In addition, relevant documentation concerning the resolutions of the
Council of Ministers of the USSR and the Praesidium of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union (CPSU) Central Committee concerning the economic cooperation between Italy and
the USSR, between 1953 and 1970, was published by Russian State Archive of Contemporary
History as a collection of original documents in both Russian and Italian (Bettanin et al.,
2019). Arich literature, mainly in Italian, has also explored the role of Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi
(ENI) and Istituto Mobiliare Italiano (IMI) and provided the broader political and business
context in which the agreement developed (Bagnato, 2003; Cantoni, 2017; Fava, 2018, 2019;
Salacone, 2017; Sbrana, 2006, 2017).

4, Building the modern automotive industry of Spain and the USSR
4.1. FIAT process of internationalisation

As noted in the existing literature, the automobile industry was inherently international
(Bardou et al., 1982; Volpato, 1999). As early as the 1910s, and even more so in the years after
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Table 1. Main primary sources.

SEAT

INI Archive

‘Project for the Creation of an Automobile Factory in Spain’ Unique Files, 243, exp. 1-2-4.
‘Declaration of National Interest’ SEAT files, 355, exp. 3-9.

‘Draft Decree Declaring SIAT Industry of National Interest’ Unique Files, 243, exp. 1-2-6.
‘Manufacture of Utility Vehicles. Mr. Ocharén on 5-03-1942' Unique Files, 243, exp. 1-2-10.
‘Utility Car Manufacturing: Suanzes' Study". Unique Files, 243, exp. 1-1-3.

‘Assistance Agreement between Banco Urquijo and FIAT" SEAT files, 355, exp. 23-1.

‘The INI Presidency submits for approval the agreements signed between INI, Banco Urquijo, and FIAT for the manufacture
of utility vehicles' SEAT files, 355, exp. 23-15.

‘Decree of 7-06-1949 on the creation of a joint venture in Barcelona for the construction of utility vehicles'. SEAT
files, 355 exp. 1-2.

Suanzes Archive

‘Reasons for my resignation’ (10-01-44). File 2796.
‘Return to INI' (02-02-44). File 2794.

Historic Press

ABC Newspaper (1949)

VAZ

Russian State Archive of Contemporary History

‘The CPSU and Soviet-Italian Relations in 1953-1970' Original documents compiled by Bettanin, F,, Dzhalilov, T,
Prozumenshchikov, M., & Rokkucci, A. (2019).

‘Presidency of the CPSU Central Committee, 1954-1964" Minutes summarised of the sessions. Transcripts. Resolutions. Vol.
2: Resolutions. 1954-1958.

‘ltalconsult Mission in URSS, from November 10t to 24, 1961’ ASF, USSR, 27.

‘Minutes of meetings, State Labour and Wages Committee of the USSR, Council of Ministers, 19 November 1961". ASF,
USSR, 27.

‘Memorandum of Technical and Scientific Cooperation, 1 July 1965" ASF, USSR, 54.
‘General Agreement between FIAT and the Soviet Ministries, 4 May 1966". ASF, USSR, 54.
Mediobanca Archive

‘Meeting between Enrico Cuccia and Vnestorgbank, 1964. MBCA, 11.

‘Call between Vittorio Valletta and Enrico Cuccia, 1966 MBCA, 16.

‘Meeting between Guido Carli and Enrico Cuccia, 1966 MBCA, 17.
‘Correspondence between Gianni Agnelli and Piero Savoretti, 1973" MBCA, 21.
‘Correspondence between Enrico Cuccia and Piero Savoretti, 1975. MBCA, 22.
Tolyatti Archives

‘For the production of passenger cars in the city of Togliatti' Fund R-352, 1-2.
Historic Press

Socialist Industry (1973)

Pravda (1973)

Source: Own elaboration.

World War |, major American and European car manufacturers developed extensive com-
mercial networks and foreign subsidiaries (Bonin et al., 2003). FIAT, founded in Turin in 1899,
was no exception: internationalisation soon became a compelling choice and a core pillar
of its growth strategy (Bigazzi, 1991; Casalino, 2010; Volpato, 1999).

From the 1910s to the late 1940s, FIAT operated in a national context marked by a limited
domestic market and fiscal policies that discouraged car ownership and motorisation. In
this environment, foreign markets became essential for reaching the production volumes
needed to industrialise automobile manufacturing, achieve economies of scale, and adopt
Fordist organisational and technical innovations. These structural constraints explain why
FIAT invested heavily in developing critical product and process technologies, as well as
political capabilities, to support its international operations for over fifty years.
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This effort resulted in the creation, by the early 1920s, of a significant international network
with over 2,000 distributors and dealers across Europe and Latin America. The company’s
exports made up about 65% of its total output. Towards the close of the decade, it had
entered into numerous licencing agreements with foreign companies and established for-
eign subsidiaries in many countries across Europe and beyond (Volpato, 1986, pp. 186-187).
By 1929, FIAT accounted for 43% of Italy’s total car exports, and Italy ranked as the sixth-larg-
est exporter globally after the U.S., Canada, the UK, France, and Germany (Bigazzi, 1991;
Volpato, 1999).

During the 1930s, the rise of economic nationalism and protectionism severely impacted
FIAT's export-led strategy. This was further compounded by deflationary monetary policies
and the autarkic stance of the Fascist regime (Castronovo, 1999). While certain competitors,
including Renault, opted to retreat to the domestic market (Fernandez de Sevilla, 2016;
Fridenson, 1972), FIAT adopted a contrasting strategy. The company implemented a system-
atic approach to export promotion, allocating resources to the establishment of joint ven-
tures or foreign-based assembly and manufacturing facilities. Compared to its European and
American counterparts, FIAT demonstrated a noteworthy flexibility in adapting its interna-
tionalisation and product strategies to the characteristics of target markets. Unlike many of
its competitors, it was often willing to enter joint ventures with minority equity stakes or
limited managerial control — as evidenced by its involvement with NSU (1929), Polski-FIAT
(1932), and SIMCA in 1934 (Freyssenet, 1998; Laux, 1992; Loubet, 2000).

This strategic adaptability was supported by a dedicated Economic and Statistical Office
within its commercial division. The main role of this office was to identify influence zones
and adjust expansion strategies based on the political and economic contexts of both the
target country and the international environment. The office performed detailed analyses
of national economic, political, and infrastructural conditions. The firm’s careful observation
of international markets included demand profiling and segmentation (Casalino & Fava,
2001). A review of the office's documents shows that, while FIAT's main focus in the 1920s
was on creating a varied product range tailored to different export markets, by the mid-
1930s, the company - similar to several British and German manufacturers — shifted towards
specialising in lightweight, low-cost vehicles, as the Balilla (1932) and the Topolino (1936)
and reoriented towards under-motorised politically friendly states. This positioning endowed
the company with process and product expertise well-suited to the Italian context and to
countries at the early stages of motorisation.

FIAT's strategy, based on specialisation in low market segments and utilising exports
and international activities to compensate for a slowly growing domestic market,
remained broadly consistent in the post-war years, during the presidency of Vittorio
Valletta (1946-1966). Even as Italy’s domestic market gained strategic importance, FIAT
rebuilt its foreign presence, relying on underpriced exports to support production vol-
umes and privileging contractual forms - licences, technical assistance, engineering ser-
vices — over direct investment. The aim was to leverage Italian comparative advantages -
engineering a mass-produced, low-priced car model - in countries where FIAT's expertise
could ensure a dominant technical role while containing financial and political risk. This
logic became even more relevant in the 1960s, when European competitors intensified
their internationalisation efforts, and FIAT’s specialisation in lower-market segments
began to expose itin the domestic market and limit its competitiveness in more advanced
foreign markets (Casalino, 2010).
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Spain and USSR played key roles in FIAT's internationalisation strategy in the 1940s and
1960s (Bigazzi, 1991; Tappi, 2008; Volpato, 1999). FIAT's presence in both countries dates
back to the late 1920s and early 1930s. As early as the 1910s, FIAT products were being
imported into the Soviet Union, with FIAT machinery accounting for 19.1% of the overall
imports of the USSR from Italy and Spain being the third export market for FIAT automobiles
in 1929 (Casalino & Fava, 2001, p. 61). In both cases, trade and patent transfers provided the
background for developing closer collaboration. In 1930, FIAT, in cooperation with Hispano-
Suiza, re-equipped the Guadalajara (Spain) factory to assemble 200-300 cars per year. In
1931, FIAT through RIV- Officine Meccaniche, a company controlled by the Agnelli family,
signed a contract with the Soviets to build a ball-bearing factory in Ukraine (Castronovo,
1999, p. 450). Ugo Gobbato, one of the key FIAT engineers, was in charge of both projects.
Political events, the Spanish Civil War, and Stalinist purges forced FIAT to withdraw its tech-
nicians and abandon its ambitions in both Spain and the USSR; nevertheless, immediately
after World War Il, FIAT came back to charge.

In the 1940s and late 1950s, FIAT identified both Spain and the Soviet Union as under-
motorised and under-unionised markets, making them ideal targets for its products and
engineering services (Fava, 2019; Volpato, 1999). FIAT possessed the expertise and strategic
connections needed to capitalise on these opportunities because of its experience with the
Italian motorisation and the construction of the Mirafiori plantin 1939. At the time of their
renewed engagement with FIAT, both Spain and the USSR were politically isolated and in
need of a foreign partner with advanced technical and organisational knowledge in auto-
motive mass production. However, there were significant differences in the‘quality’ of polit-
ical isolation of the two countries and FIAT'’s interest. Appendix 1 presents a chronological
timeline that situates the case studies within broader international, national, and business
developments, clarifying the sequence of events.

4.2. SEAT: the symbol of Francoist industrialisation

After the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), Franco’s regime was structured around various
ideological ‘families’ with conflicting economic visions (Tusell, 1995). All shared a strong
nationalist conviction, defended private property, and sought accelerated industrialisation.
Yet they diverged in their methods: while entrepreneurs like Demetrio Carceller (Minister of
Industry and Trade, 1939-1945) favoured private initiative, the military, represented by Juan
Antonio Suanzes — Minister in 1938-1939 and again from 1945 to 1951, and first president
of the INI (Ballestero, 1993) — advocated for state intervention and autarky. The creation of
SEAT highlights the tensions between these factions and the eventual dominance of the
military’s interventionist vision over private-sector advocates during the 1940s (Miguélez
Lobo, 1977; San Roman, 1995, 1999).

SEAT's origins date back to June 1940, when Banco Urquijo - a leading private industrial
bank rooted in Spain’s family-based capitalist elite (Puig & Torres, 2005) — began negotiations
with FIAT to create a car company in Spain: Sociedad Ibérica de Automdviles de Turismo (SIAT).
FIAT was a suitable partner given Spain’s political alignment with the Axis powers during
World War Il (San Roman, 1995).

After a year of negotiations, FIAT and Banco Urquijo submitted their proposal to the
Ministry of Industry and Trade, seeking recognition as an industry of ‘national interest’ to
manufacture the FIAT 1100 in Bilbao. This designation granted legal privileges such as tax
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breaks and import authorizations. Despite some favourable reports, the proposal was
rejected.

In the 1940s, interlocking directorates were common among private banks and industrial
firms, with executives from institutions like Banco Urquijo holding seats across multiple
boards. Yet relations between the private sector and the state were marked by deep mistrust.
Banco Urquijo's direct negotiations with FIAT — without consulting the INI - exemplified this
tension and led the Institute to take over the project, sidelining the bank.

According to Suanzes'personal archive, Minister Carceller surprisingly supported greater
state intervention in the new company, reportedly telling him he‘preferred the intervention
of the Institute to be totalitarian, at least in the initial stages' The INI took over negotiations
with FIAT, sidelined Banco Urquijo — now a minority partner — and continued talks until 1943.

Although FIAT preferred to negotiate with Banco Urquijo, it did not object to the INI's
involvement and engaged seriously in renegotiating the agreement. A key point of friction
was ownership: the INI demanded a 60% majority, while FIAT proposed a 51% Spanish share
to secure the maximum control allowed under the 1939 Spanish law, which required new
firms to have 75% national capital and a Spanish manager. Yet this was not merely a matter
of negotiation tactics. Spanish law prohibited foreign majority ownership in strategic sectors,
reflecting the regime’s nationalist economic doctrine and its aim to keep essential industries
under national control.

For Francoist authorities, the nationality of capital was a key political and regulatory issue.
Even ownership by friendly powers like Fascist Italy was seen as a threat to sovereignty and
autarky. Internal INI reports described Banco Urquijo’s role in SIAT as ‘so decisive and so
beyond any state control’ that it risked sidelining the state in a matter of national defence!

In the 1940s, under Franco, private banks like Banco Urquijo could propose industrial
projects but lacked real autonomy in strategic sectors. Government approval alone was not
enough; alignment with state priorities was essential, and major initiatives required the
oversight - or leadership — of the INI. This episode also revealed internal fractures within the
regime. Although FIAT and the INI had reached an agreement by mid-1943, the government
rejected the project, officially citing wartime costs and the priority of building a truck factory.
Suanzes, however, saw the veto as a direct attack from the Ministry of Industry and Trade,
and especially from Carceller, who sought to ‘submit INI's actions to the will of the minister,
trying a whole series of systems, from the softest to the most coercive’ At the heart of the
conflict was an ideological divide: Carceller, a proponent of private initiative and economic
liberalism, clashed with Suanzes'’s vision of state-led industrial modernisation.

Frustrated by the project’s rejection, Suanzes resigned as INI president in July 1943, but
returned in February 1944 at Franco’s request. After World War Il, Franco reshaped his gov-
ernment to adapt to a changing international context. As part of a broader strategy to
strengthen state-led industrial development through the INI, he appointed Suanzes as
Minister of Industry and Commerce in 1945. Suanzes held the post until 1951 while continu-
ing to lead the INI, placing him in a strong position to implement his vision for the Spanish
automobile industry.

Towards the end of World War Il, the INI expressed to FIAT its intention to resume nego-
tiations on the automobile industry. Nevertheless, FIAT bypassed the Institute and resumed
talks with Banco Urquijo. In June 1947, both reached a new agreement to establish a car
company in Spain and again sought government approval. As expected, the Ministry of
Industry and Trade denied the request, arguing that the proposed production would‘absorb
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the national market’s capacity’ and that entrusting it to the private sector would entail ‘a
privilege and a monopoly’ The Ministry concluded that, ‘given the nature and magnitude of
the issue, [Banco Urquijo] should coordinate with the INI> The Treasury Inspector at the INI
objected, noting the existence of‘a private initiative, but to no avail: the Institute again took
over the project and forced Banco Urquijo into a minority stake. The bank later demanded
compensation ‘for relinquishing the opportunity to undertake an activity for which it had
even secured an agreement with FIAT"

The SEAT project was approved on June 7, 1949, and formally established in May 1950
with a capital of 300 million pesetas. Its shareholding was distributed among the INI (51%),
FIAT (7%), Banco Urquijo (7%), and five major Spanish banks (7% each). Based in Barcelona,
SEAT planned to produce two models under Italian licence: the FIAT 1100 and FIAT 1400.
Two days after the company’s approval, Franco delivered a speech contrasting three worl-
dviews: ‘The capitalist way, which reserves all the advantages for itself and lives off the
exploitation of the worker; the Marxist system (a voice: ‘never!’) ... and a third which is that
of the Spanish National Movement (a voice:‘that’s right!’). The speech reaffirmed the regime’s
rejection of liberalisation. Suanzes echoed this position the next day, declaring that ‘Spain
steadfastly follows its path and the fundamental points of its economic program’.

The approval of SEAT reflected the state-controlled, interventionist strategy promoted
by Suanzes and the military vision that dominated the 1940s. As minister, Suanzes opposed
authorising any rival car factories. FIAT capitalised on Spain’s post-war isolation to become
the first foreign firm in the country’s car industry, securing a privileged position through its
partnership with the state-owned INI (San Roman, 1995, 1999). In return, it helped establish
the regime’s model company - one that allowed private initiative but prioritised state lead-
ership in line with Francoist nationalism.

The Cold War prompted a shift in Western attitudes towards strategically important
regimes like Franco’s Spain. In 1950, the UN lifted sanctions, and the U.S. approved its first
economic aid. As the regime moved away from the militarised nationalism of the 1940s — and
following a change of government that saw Suanzes leave the ministry but remain at the
helm of the INI - the Spanish economy began transitioning towards a market-oriented model,
with growing space for private initiative and foreign capital. Permits for new carmakers like
Fasa-Renault (1951) and Citroen Hispania (1956) followed, but FIAT had secured the pioneer’s
advantage.

4.3. VAZ: a factory at the crossroads

The years of Kosygin's reforms, from 1964 to 1969, which were crucial for the VAZ negotia-
tions, also played a critical role in shaping the evolution of the Soviet economic system, as
Kosygin — then chairman of the Council of Ministers — promoted technological modernisation
and limited East-West economic engagement.

This period witnessed a significant clash of visions among Soviet economists regarding
the future direction of the planned economy and the integration of private consumption
within the framework of Soviet communism (Feygin, 2024). Building the VAZ did not mean
only acquiring foreign licences. The key challenge lay in justifying the allocation of state
resources to purchase licences for an automobile plant aimed at mass-producing personal
cars, as this meant diverting resources from capital-intensive industries. The decision to
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invest in the automotive sector and utilise foreign technology emerged from a long nego-
tiation process involving different factions within the Soviet economic bureaucracy.

In Italy, between 1958 and 1968, Amintore Fanfani — an influential Christian Democrat
who served several terms as Prime Minister — shaped the country’s foreign policy through
his neo-Atlanticist approach, leaving a clearimprint on Italian-Soviet relations. This strategy
aimed to preserve Italian national interests and increase Italy’s influence within the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation by positioning the country as a regional power and mediator
between East and West (Bagnato, 2003; Nuti, 2011). The implications of this strategy for
economic relations with the USSR were carefully monitored both by the Italian business
community, which sought access to the Soviet market for technology and raw materials and
by Soviet officials, who saw economic cooperation as a means of gaining political leverage
over Italian governments (Salacone, 2017, p. 34). It was in this context that the conditions
for the FIAT-Soviet agreement to build the VAZ plant matured.

FIAT's first technical missions to the USSR date back to 1955 and focused mainly on the
potential supply of capital goods. In 1956, on the instructions of the USSR’s Council of
Ministers, the Ministry of Trade consulted FIAT on the possibility of obtaining a licence for
the FIAT 600 model and technical assistance for the construction of a new car plant. However,
the Soviets soon abandoned the project as they considered it inappropriate to produce cars
using foreign technology (Siegelbaum, 2008). In 1958, the signing of the first Italo-Soviet
commercial agreement, ratified in 1962, led to a significant increase in exchanges between
Italy and the USSR, paving the way for agreements involving ENI and other Italian companies
such as Pirelli, Olivetti, Innocenti, and Ansaldo (Bagnato, 2003; Bini, 2017; Cantoni, 2017),
and from that point onward ENI signed several ‘barter’ agreements with Soyuznefteexport,
the Soviet state monopoly responsible for oil exports (Bini, 2017).

In this context, FIAT managers explored potential deals to supply the USSR with gas
pipeline turbines, marine engines, and tractors. As a result, in October 1960, a FIAT delegation,
including Dante Giacosa, the company’s chief designer, visited several industrial plants in
the Soviet Union (Bassignana, 2000). During this visit, Dzhermen Gvishiani, deputy chairman
of the Soviet State Committee for Science and Technology (GKNT) since 1965 and Kosygin's
son-in-law, suggested possible cooperation in automotive production (Rindzeviciute, 2016).
In 1961, another prominent FIAT executive, Aurelio Peccei — founder of Italconsult (1957)
and later the Club of Rome (1965) - led a delegation from Italconsult, an engineering com-
pany in which FIAT held 12% of the capital, on a tour of various Soviet plants. FIAT president
Vittorio Valletta met the following year with Nikita Khrushchey, resulting in plans for FIAT-
Soviet cooperation to build a tractor plant (Castronovo, 1999). This meeting was followed
by further missions, with Soviet experts visiting Italy and Italian experts visiting the USSR.

However, it was not until September 1965, when Aleksei Kosygin became chairman of
the USSR Council of Ministers, that the Soviet attitude towards the use of foreign licences
for car production and the promotion of private car ownership became more favourable
(Siegelbaum, 2008). In the same year, Dante Giacosa was invited to Moscow to outline tech-
nical cooperation with FIAT, this time focusing on a car plant (Bassignana, 2000). In the
summer of 1965, a memorandum of understanding was signed between FIAT and GKNT,
but the VAZ agreement was not finalised until 4 May 1966. Between 1966 and 1971, FIAT
provided licences, part of the equipment, and technical assistance to produce an adapted
version of the 124 model in a newly built factory, the VAZ (Fava, 2019; Siegelbaum, 2008).
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The negotiations were protracted and remained uncertain until the actual construction of
the plant, 1969-1971.

Reaching an agreement was complicated not only by political but also by technical issues.
To convince both the Soviet and Italian elites of the feasibility and necessity of the VAZ deal and
to ensure that FIAT was the right capitalist company for the job, FIAT management and its Soviet
counterpart had to operate on several levels. These included a political and rhetorical approach
that presented the deal as a peace initiative within the neo-Atlanticist framework, a strategic
approach to reducing the practical obstacles to doing business across the Iron Curtain, and the
willingness to adapt process and product technology to Soviet requirements.

The main problem was that the Soviet market for technology was quite competitive, and
many European companies were interested in doing business with the USSR, whose demand
for high-end equipment - and reputation as a reliable debtor - made it an attractive partner.
In addition, companies had to navigate the centralised and bureaucratic nature of the
planned economy, including its informal rules and the arbitrary nature of political power.
There were also international export controls, and the currency was not convertible. FIAT’s
success in signing the VAZ deal can be attributed to its ability to exploit favourable political
circumstances and coordinate with other Italian companies to provide the Soviets with
practical solutions to the technical and financial barriers to Italian-Soviet trade.

Until the end of the 1960s, FIAT's negotiations with Soviet officials were part of a larger
scheme. Several Italian companies, mainly in the engineering sector, negotiated jointly in
the Soviet ‘market’ to gain a competitive advantage over other European competitors. By
linking one offer to another and offering a wide range of products, the Italian companies
reduced transaction costs and overcame the challenge of absorbing countertrade goods.
This strategy was in line with Soviet ambitions (Bagnato, 2003, p. 131; Cantoni, 2017). In fact,
the USSR wanted to increase its exports not only of raw materials but also of low-quality
machinery and manufactured goods, which Italian companies found difficult to use — a
pattern linked, as Sdnchez-Sibony (2023) suggests, to Soviet oil-for-technology exchanges,
though Italian evidence shows that firms like FIAT acted with significant independence.

The challenges of fostering cooperation between two different economic systems were
manifold: one of the main problems was to develop financial relations that went beyond
the terms of normal commercial transactions and entered the realm of medium- and long-
term operations. FIAT thoroughly monitored the relationship between the State Bank for
Foreign Trade (Vneshtorgbank) and major Italian financial institutions such as Mediobanca
- specialized in financing and advising Italian industries — and IMI, which provided long-term
credit for key public and semi-public projects (Sbrana, 2017). Both IMl and Mediobanca were
involved in discussions with the Soviets on this topic, but it was the state-owned IMI that,
in the end, for political reasons, provided the credits for the VAZ (Sbrana, 2006).

Yet from 1962 onwards, an intense correspondence between the director of Vneshtorgbank
and Enrico Cuccia, the founder and first president of Mediobanca, revolved around the pos-
sibilities of financial cooperation aimed at providing the Soviets with the necessary instru-
ments to alleviate the restrictions imposed by countertrade on the expansion of Soviet trade
with the Common Market. The first draft of a very ambitious project was drawn up in 1964,
but negotiations took years because of the ‘formal and substantive complexity of our prob-
lems and their political implications; as Cuccia wrote in 1964. FIAT was not directly involved
in this project, but Gianni Agnelli, FIAT's president since 1966, was kept informed about
Mediobanca’s contacts with the Soviets by Piero Savoretti, FIAT agent in USSR, who was in
friendly terms with the Governor of the Bank of Italy, Guido Carli.
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Through Savoretti, FIAT provided itself with the network it needed to finalise the agree-
ment, both in Italy and in the USSR. In the competitive but non-market Soviet business
environment, Savoretti’s role was to help companies navigate the informal rules of the admin-
istrative command economy. His company, Novasider, represented also other Italian com-
panies such as Chatilllon, Pirelli, and Olivetti, and structured its commercial operations not
only around sales transactions but also around ‘cooperation and collaboration agreements
involving the most qualified of the major industrial groups, as well as the highest political
and financial circles in Italy; thus aligning itself with Soviet preferences and explicitly sup-
porting Soviet reformists — a strategy Savoretti later described in a 1973 letter outlining his
coordination of a‘front line’ of Italian firms (Savoretti, 2000).

Savoretti was a former member of the Communist Party, well-connected with both Italian
centre-left ministers and Communists, enjoying incredible privileges in the USSR. He was
close to Gvishiani and other Soviet officials, with whom he was very generous and from
whom he received key information which he selectively passed to FIAT. According to FIAT
documents, Savoretti designed and facilitated every negotiation between FIAT and the
Soviets until the early 1980s, he dictated verbatim every transaction, advising FIAT not only
on how to manage negotiations — what to offer, how, and when - but also on the rhetoric
‘chords’to strike to win the favour and support of the reformist faction of the Soviet bureau-
cracy, which opposed the conservative Kremlin‘curia’and advocated increased consumption
and the acquisition of foreign technology (Fava, 2018).

Ideology played a role too. Industrial cooperation with the Soviets allowed part of the
Italian business elites, including FIAT’s president Vittorio Valletta, to realise a certain vision
of the role of business in Italy’s modernisation and to act as ‘political actors not only in Italy
but also in international relations, thereby enhancing the role of Italian industry worldwide;
aligning their companies’ interests with those of the state (Amatori, 2008, p. 458). FIAT top
management shared with Soviet reformists the faith in technical expertise and industrial
automation as the main tools for increasing productivity and providing citizens with a higher
standard of living (Feygin, 2024; Rindzeviciute, 2016).

The VAZ agreement marked a victory for Kosygin’s reformist agenda, which was based
not only on peaceful competition between the communist system and capitalism but also
on the availability of consumer goods, and the relevance of technical expertise for the future
of the Soviet economy and society (Feygin, 2024). Under Savoretti's guidance, FIAT capitalised
on the network of relations built because of the 1958 commercial agreement. It wisely
exploited the Soviet struggle over the future of communism, proposing itself as an ally,
offering expertise, knowledge, and modern automated machinery to the Soviet Union and
its Technical Scientific Revolution. On December 22, 1973, the newspaper ‘Socialist Industry’
and ‘Pravda’ presented VAZ as the ‘bearer of advanced achievements of the scientific-tech-
nical Revolution’ and as a ‘shining proof of the inexhaustible possibilities of the socialist
system of automatic management.

5. Navigating nationalist regimes through political capabilities

This paper explores how a single multinational company — FIAT - was able to operate suc-
cessfully in two ideologically antagonistic, state-controlled economies during the mid-twen-
tieth century. It argues that FIAT’s success in both Francoist Spain and the Soviet Union
depended not only on its technological assets, but on its political capabilities — strategic
competences tailored to each national context. These capabilities, however, did not operate
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in a vacuum: they were activated in relation to specific constellations of actors. Table 2 and
Figure 1 provide a comparative map of the actor coalitions and political capabilities FIAT
mobilised in each case.

Among these capabilities, rhetorical framing was central. In Spain, SEAT was presented
as a project of national defense, aligning with Suanzes’s vision of autarkic industrialisation.
In the USSR, FIAT positioned VAZ as part of a peaceful, science-driven modernisation effort,
consistent with the reformist agenda of Kosygin and Gvishiani. This strategic use of language

Table 2. Key actors in the SEAT (Spain, 1940s) and VAZ (USSR, 1960s) projects.

Type of actor

Spain — SEAT (1940s)

USSR - VAZ (1960s)

FIAT (as MNC actor in both cases)

Multinational

FIAT: Foreign technology
company providing
industrial know-how to
enter a closed market.

FIAT: Provider of licences,

technology, and technical

assistance. No equity
participation in VAZ.

Vittorio Valletta (President
until 1966), Gianni Agnelli
(President from 1966), Dante
Giacosa (Chief Designer
1930s-1960s), Ugo Gobbato
(1930s project manager). Core
technical and strategic team
within FIAT.

State Promoting
Institution

INI Juan Antonio Suanzes):
Advocate of state-led
industrialisation. Led SEAT’s
creation with public
majority ownership.

GKNT (Dzhermen
Gvishiani): Soviet
Committee on Science
and Technology.
Supported selective
technical cooperation
with Western firms.

Collaboration with IMI and
Mediobanca, under tacit
coordination with Italian
diplomatic and industrial policy.
Italian Embassy in Moscow,
ambassadors Luca
Pietromarchi (1958-61) and
Federico Sensi (1964-68).

Government / Political
Leadership

Franco’s Government:
Approved and promoted SEAT
as a symbol of national
autarky. Appointed Suanzes
as Minister (1945-51).

Council of Ministers
(Aleksei Kosygin):
Promoted moderate
reforms and supported
VAZ as part of a new
consumer-oriented
vision.

FIAT aligned with Italian Cold War
diplomacy. Amintore Fanfani’s
neo-Atlanticist foreign policy
(1958-68) supported Italy’s role
as mediator between East and
West. Maintained indirect contact
with Nikita Khrushchev
(Valletta meeting in 1962).

Rival Actor / Internal
Resistance

Ministry of Industry
(Demetrio Carceller):
Opposed INI's leading role;
defended private initiative
and Banco Urquijo's
involvement.

Conservative sector of
the CPSU (‘Kremlin
clerics’): Resisted
capitalist technology.
Opposed reformist
consumption-oriented
industrial policy.

FIAT navigated these domestic
rivalries by adapting rhetoric
and ownership structures. It
used connection with the US
Administration. Used
flexibility to overcome
ideological barriers.

Financial / Support
Actor

Banco Urquijo: Private bank
that initially promoted the
SIAT project. Later sidelined
in favour of state-led SEAT.

Mediobanca (Enrico
Cuccia) and IMI:
Designed financial tools
suited to countertrade
and Soviet constraints.

Piero Savoretti kept FIAT
informed of finance
negotiations. Guido Carli
(Bank of Italy) also advised
indirectly. Coordination with
Italian financial ecosystem.
Italconsult (esp. Aurelio
Peccei): Acted as institutional
gatekeeper and technical
facilitator in early missions.

Informal Intermediary
/ Gatekeeper

Banco Urquijo: Acted as
early negotiator and
conduit between Spanish
private capital and FIAT.

Piero Savoretti /
Novasider:
Businessman with strong
personal and ideological
ties to Soviet reformists.
Represented other Italian
firms (Chatillon, Pirelli,
Olivetti).

Savoretti: key agent in the
USSR, structured deals,
advised on rhetoric, and
mediated institutional trust.
Italconsult: Provided a
neutral technical front and
helped cultivate legitimacy
with Soviet elites.

Source: Own elaboration.
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FIAT Political
Capabilities
Framed SEAT as a project Framing Framed VAZ as part of the Soviet
of national defense alignment scientific-technical revolution and
and autarky with nationalism T peaceful coexistence
Accepted majority INI Accepted full state ownership
control and a limited role Adaptation to state and acted as technical advisor
for private capital ownership models without equity stake
Negotiated with INI and ministers Used Savoretti and Italconsult
like Suanzes, adapted Elite networklng to build privileged informal ties
to internal regime rivalries and gatekeeping with reformist Soviet elites
Presented itself as supporting Rhetorical Avoided political confrontation,
Francoist industrialization and symbolic presenting cooperation
and its third way ﬂexlblllty as technical and apolitical
Coordinated with Spanish banks, Coordinated with IMI, Mediobanca,
but ultimately subordinated private Institutional and multiple Italian firms to present
initiative to INI leadership coordination a comprehensive industrial offer
Navigated laws limiting foreign Overcoming l Developed countertrade mechanisms,
capital and leveraged “national legal/political flexible financial schemes, and
interest” exemptions constraints accepted Soviet control over operations
Earned regime trust by aligning Built legitimacy among technocratic
with military-industrial Legltlmacy-bulldlng —O reformers within the Soviet
objectives across systems bureaucracy

Figure 1. Comparative political capabilities of FIAT in authoritarian contexts: the cases of Spain (SEAT,

1940s) and the USSR (VAZ, 1960s).
Source: Own elaboration.

allowed the firm to embed itself in divergent nationalist narratives without challenging state
ideology.

FIAT's relational strategies also adjusted to each political system. In Spain, the company
transitioned from initial talks with Banco Urquijo - a private actor with industrial ambitions
- to a subordinate role within a state-led project dominated by the INI. This required adapting
to a centralised, hierarchical planning model. In the Soviet Union, access depended on infor-
mal channels, most notably through Piero Savoretti and Italconsult, who helped FIAT navi-
gate the opaque and factionalised Soviet bureaucracy. These actors not only facilitated
technical cooperation but also enabled the company to interpret and adapt to the unwritten
norms of the planned economy.

Institutional coordination further illustrates the adaptability of FIAT's political capabilities.
In Spain, the firm accepted minority ownership under INI leadership and relied on national
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interest exemptions to bypass restrictions on foreign capital. In the USSR, it built a coalition
with Italian banks and firms — IMI, Mediobanca, Italconsult - to design integrated solutions
suited to countertrade constraints, non-convertible currency, and the absence of market
pricing. These arrangements were not just pragmatic responses; they signalled FIAT's will-
ingness to align with nationalist priorities.

Beyond technical and financial adaptation, FIAT succeeded in building legitimacy by
anticipating the expectations of political and bureaucratic elites. This required a deep under-
standing of the political stakes of industrialisation in each regime and a capacity to reshape
the company'’s identity and rhetoric accordingly. In doing so, FIAT acted not merely as a
foreign investor, but as an institutional entrepreneur embedded in two evolving political
economies.

These political capabilities were shaped and enabled by specific actor constellations. In
Spain, the key promoter was the INI under Suanzes, who sidelined Banco Urquijo — the initial
private partner - as part of a broader intra-regime struggle between state-led and liberal
economic visions. In the USSR, the State Committee on Science and Technology (GKNT)
served as main institutional interlocutor, with support from Kosygin's reformist faction. Here,
informal access played a decisive role: Savoretti’s position as a politically connected broker
allowed FIAT to bypass rigid hierarchies and embed itself in reformist agendas — something
not possible in Spain’s more stable, state-mediated setting. Rival actors also shaped each
case: Carceller’s ministry in Spain and the Kremlin ‘curia’in the USSR resisted cooperation,
prompting FIAT to deploy tailored strategies — rhetorical alignment in the former, informal
brokerage in the latter.

6. Conclusions: rethinking economic nationalism through political
capabilities

The comparative analysis of SEAT and VAZ shows that FIAT’s success under authoritarian
regimes was not just a matter of strategic adaptability, but also an opportunity to reconsider
the very meaning of economic nationalism. Traditionally associated with protectionism or
autarky, economic nationalism has often been framed as an obstacle to international busi-
ness. However, our study shows that in mid-twentieth century Spain and the USSR, nation-
alism was not synonymous with closure. Rather, it involved a controlled openness - an effort
to absorb foreign technology and knowledge without surrendering political autonomy. In
both regimes, autarky did not mean isolation, but a selective engagement with global
resources aligned with national priorities.

In the second half of the twentieth century, Spanish economic nationalism shifted from
autarky and protectionism towards a model centred on rapid industrialisation through public
enterprises. Since the late nineteenth century, it had relied on an oligopolistic private sector
financed by national capital, shaped by delayed industrialisation and dependence on foreign
investment. After the Civil War, however, nationalism became ‘militarized": national defense
was invoked to legitimise a new model based on state ownership, marking a rupture with
earlier traditions and generating conflict with private capital (San Roman, 2000). The nation-
ality of capital, once the defining criterion, was replaced by an emphasis on ownership and
control — culminating in a vision where large state-owned enterprises embodied national
sovereignty.
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The Soviet Union followed a different but equally dynamic path. While the Bolshevik
Revolution led to the nationalisation of all foreign assets, foreign capital remained essential.
Under the NEP (1920-1926), Lenin promoted re-engagement with the liberal world economy
and technology transfer through foreign concessions. Although foreign direct investment
was banned, foreign technology played a vital role in the First Five-Year Plan (1928-1932)
and continued through agreements in the 1930s. This trajectory was disrupted between
1935 and 1952 by Stalin’s policies and economic warfare which hampered relations between
the USSR and foreign firms. After World War Il, the USSR relied mainly on lend-lease agree-
ments and reparations. It was only with the ‘peaceful coexistence’policy and the Khrushchev-
Brezhnev reforms (1953-1970) that international economic ties were revitalised.

Recent literature revises the traditional view of Soviet autarky as driven solely by ideo-
logical rigidity and Stalinist isolationism. Sdnchez-Sibony (2014) shows that, especially after
World War Il, the USSR actively engaged with global markets in ways that served domestic
objectives. This selective and pragmatic openness reframes autarky as a strategic choice
rather than strict isolation, highlighting a pragmatic balance between self-sufficiency and
international trade opportunities.

Soviet engagement with global markets never meant relinquishing political autonomy
or altering the command economy; rather, it aimed to secure critical resources — especially
technology - for industrial and military purposes. However, structural rigidities within the
Soviet system, beyond mere geopolitical tensions, severely limited trade and integration
with the West. Overcoming these barriers required a joint learning process between Soviet
and lItalian actors to identify suitable financial and organisational arrangements, resulting
in protracted negotiations over form, coordination, financing, and implementation.

Similar to the USSR, Francoist Spain understood autarky as a selective openness to the
outside world rather than an absolute isolation. This controlled openness aimed to advance
the objectives of economic policy and, as in the Soviet case, it neither undermined the regime
nor indicated any intention of doing so (Barrera & San Roman, 2000; Gdmez Mendoza, 2000).
In Spain, the critical issue was the ownership of the capital, in the USSR, the main problem
was to envision a way to pay for foreign technology creating the background for an increase
of trade which could surpass the possibilities of the compensation agreement and be more
reliable in the future. In both Spanish and Soviet cases, FIAT positioned itself as an actor
capable of helping to build a framework to overcome these practical obstacles. Playing the
game of both regimes, it acted as an intermediary between different economic systems. In
doing so, the firm demonstrated specific political capabilities necessary to navigate both
scenarios effectively leveraging different political contexts (Bucheli & Salvaj, 2018; Jones &
Lubinski, 2012; Lubinski & Wadhwani, 2020).

In both Spain and the Soviet Union, FIAT played a central role in designing new modes
of collaboration between multinational firms and authoritarian states. By providing tech-
nology and technical assistance to establish SEAT and VAZ - state-controlled firms that
embodied each regime’s nationalist ambitions — FIAT positioned itself not merely as a sup-
plier, but as a co-author of projects with deep political symbolism. Through framing, rhetor-
ical flexibility, and institutional coordination, the company embedded its business strategy
in local narratives of sovereignty, economic renewal, and ideological legitimacy. These efforts
aligned not only with host-country goals, but also with Italian foreign policy interests, par-
ticularly in the Cold War context, where economic ties with the USSR served broader diplo-
matic objectives. This ability to identify and act upon political openings — whether by
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leveraging Spain’s diplomatic isolation in the 1940s or the USSR’s reformist ambitions in the
1960s — underscores FIAT's behaviour as an opportunistic player in a fragmented interna-
tional landscape. The resulting triangulation between states and business actors fostered
national automotive sectors in Spain and the USSR, while strengthening Italy’s geopolitical
presence.

FIAT's ability to navigate these spaces reflects what Lubinski and Wadhwani (2020) define
as aspirational political practices and geopolitical jockeying. However, unlike the adversarial
framing suggested by these authors — where firms seek to delegitimise rivals — FIAT adopted
a constructive stance. It asserted itself as a peacebuilder and modernising partner, offering
pragmatic solutions to internal political tensions and technological gaps. In doing so, it built
enduring networks with local elites, crafted new institutional arrangements, and even con-
tributed to the creation of technical vocabularies and collaborative routines. These political
capabilities — developed across diverse coalitions of actors - allowed FIAT to operate in
high-risk contexts with limited competition, while also managing ideological frictions. In
Spain, it yielded to the INI's leadership despite private sector resistance; in the USSR, it
adapted its technology and discourse to satisfy reformist elites while sidestepping conser-
vative opposition.

FIAT's strategic behaviour was also shaped by its own institutional background. As Holburn
and Zelner (2010) suggest, firms from less developed institutional environments often
develop enhanced abilities to operate under uncertainty. FIAT, forged in the context of Italian
corporatism, had already managed the first phase of national motorisation and operated
effectively within hybrid systems. This experience enabled it to respond flexibly to the con-
straints of Francoist Spain and the Soviet command economy. Its ambiguous yet effective
agent, Novasider, exemplifies this capacity to operate within both political and business
hierarchies. Ultimately, FIAT's engagement with these authoritarian regimes illuminates how
multinationals can leverage actor networks and political competences to turn nationalist
frameworks - often viewed as barriers — into platforms for institutional innovation and mar-
ket access.

These findings support Lubinski’s (2023) call to redefine economic nationalism through
arelational lens — one that recognises multinationals not as passive recipients of policy, but
as co-architects of nationalist economic strategies. Variations in economic nationalism are
not only geographic or ideological, but also historical and actor-driven, evolving within
countries through interactions between state and business. Extending the analysis beyond
the interwar period allows for a richer understanding of how nationalist frameworks adapt
over time and under different political regimes.

While this paper has focused on FIAT, the dynamics observed invite broader comparisons.
Other European firms operated across Cold War divides in sectors beyond the automotive
industry, and the USSR was only one of several possible partners. Recent research on
Yugoslavia, East Germany, and the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance reveals the fra-
gility of the so-called socialist bloc and the role of nationalism in its fragmentation. There
remains significant potential for business history to explore how firms engaged with nation-
alism along Europe’s eastern borders.

Finally, the contrasting post-1973 trajectories of Spain and the USSR highlight the long-
term consequences of institutional choices. Spain gradually abandoned autarky, embraced
export-led growth, and became a global automotive power. The Soviet car industry, by
contrast, remained confined to a protected market and fell behind. This divergence
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underscores the importance of multinational-state collaboration - but also of the institu-
tional flexibility required to sustain it.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Generative artificial intelligence (Al)

This paper has benefitted from the use of ChatGPT as a language-editing tool. Given that the
authors are not native English speakers, the Al was used exclusively to improve clarity and
grammar.

ORCID

Elena San Roman () http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0819-8501
Jorge Herndndez-Barahona () http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4176-3237
Valentina Fava {») http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4109-9372

References

Abdelal, R. (2001). National purpose in the world economy: Post-Soviet states in comparative perspective.
Cornell University Press.

Alam, A.W., Houston, R, & Farjana, A. (2023). Geopolitical risk and corporate investment: How do po-
litically connected firms respond? Finance Research Letters, 53, 103681. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
frl.2023.103681

Amatori, F. (2008). La storia di impresa come professione. Marsilio.

Anderson, B. (1983). Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism. Verso.

Bagnato, B. (2003). Prove di Ostpolitik: Politica ed economia nella strategia italiana verso I'Unione
Sovietica: 1958-1963. Leo S. Olschki.

Ballestero, A. (1993). Juan Antonio Suanzes 1891-1977. LID.

Bardou, J. P, Chanaron, J. J,, Fridenson, P, & Laux, J. M. (1982). The automobile revolution: The impact of
an industry. University of North Carolina Press.

Barrera, E., & San Romdn, E. (2000). Juan Antonio Suanzes, adalid de la industrializacion. In A. Gémez
Mendoza (Ed.), De mitos y milagros. El Instituto Nacional de Autarquia 1941-1963 (pp. 35-52).
Edicions de la Universitat de Barcelona.

Bassignana, P. (2000). Il mestiere di progettista. Antologia degli scritti. Archivio Storico AMMA.

Basualdo, V., Berghoff, H., & Bucheli, M. (2021). Big Business and dictatorships in Latin America: A trans-
national history of profits and repression. Palgrave Macmillan.

Bettanin, F,, Dzhalilov, T., Prozumenshchikov, M., & Rokkucci, A. (2019). The CPSU and Soviet-Italian re-
lations in 1953-1970. Nestor-History.

Bigazzi, D. (1991). Esportazione e investimenti esteri. La Fiat sul mercato mondiale fino al 1940. In A.
S. Fiat (Ed.), Fiat 1899-1930. Storia e documenti (pp. 77-168). Fabbri.

Bini, E. (2017). A challenge to Cold War energy politics? The US and Italy’s relations with the Soviet
Union, 1958-1969. In J. Perovi¢ (Ed.), Cold War energy (pp. 201-230). Palgrave Macmillan.

Blake, D. J., Markus, S., & Martinez-Suarez, J. (2024). Populist syndrome and nonmarket strategy.
Journal of Management Studies, 61(2), 525-560. https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12859

Bonin, H., Lung Y., &Tolliday S. (Eds.) (2003). Ford, 1903-2003: The European history. Plage.

Breuilly, J. (2013). Introduction: Concepts, approaches, theories. In J. Breuilly (Ed.), Oxford handbook of
the history of nationalism (pp. 1-18). Oxford University Press.


http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0819-8501
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4176-3237
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4109-9372
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.frl.2023.103681
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.frl.2023.103681
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12859

20 (&) E.SANROMANETAL.

Bucheli, M., & DeBerge, T. (2024). Multinational enterprises’ nonmarket strategies: Insights from
History. International Business Review, 33(2), 102198. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2023.102198

Bucheli, M., & Salvaj, E. (2018). Political connections, the liability of foreignness, and legitimacy:
A business historical analysis of Multinationals’ strategies in Chile. Global Strategy Journal, 8(3),
399-420. https://doi.org/10.1002/gsj.1195

Buckley, P, Doh, J., & Benischke, M. (2017). Towards a renaissance in international business research?
Big questions, grand challenges, and the future of IB scholarship. Journal of International Business
Studies, 48(9), 1045-1064. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-017-0102-z

Bull, B. (2005). Aid, power and privatization: The politics of telecommunications reform in Central America.
Edward Elgar Publishing.

Cantoni, R. (2017). Oil exploration, diplomacy, and security in the early Cold War: The enemy under-
ground. Routledge.

Cappelli, P, & Sherer, P. D. (1991). The missing role of context in OB: The need for a meso-level ap-
proach. In L.L. Cummings & B. M. Staw (Eds.), Research in organizational behaviour (pp. 55-110). JAI
Press.

Casalino, C. (2010). Italian big business and the Italian automotive industry. Fiat internationalization in
theVittoriovallettaeraanditsongoingreorganization (1946-1972). Jahrbuch Fiir Wirtschaftsgeschichte
/ Economic History Yearbook, 51(1), 89-106. https://doi.org/10.1524/jbwg.2010.51.1.89

Casalino, C,, & Fava, V. (2001). La Fiat nel mondo, il mondo della Fiat: Linternazionalizzazione della piu
grande impresa italiana dell'auto (1930-1950). FrancoAngeli.

Castronovo, V. (1999). FIAT. 1899-1999. Un secolo di storia italiana. Rizzoli.

Coen, D. (1997). The evolution of the large firm as a political actor in the European Union. Journal of
European Public Policy, 4(1), 91-108. https://doi.org/10.1080/135017697344253

Crane, G. T. (1998). Economic nationalism: Bringing the nation back in. Millennium: Journal of
International Studies, 27(1), 55-75. https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298980270011001

Curran, L., & Eckhardt, J. (2020). Mobilizing against the anti-globalization backlash: An integrated
framework for corporate nonmarket strategy. Business and Politics, 22(4), 612-638. https://doi.
org/10.1017/bap.2020.9

De Villa, M. (2021). Political strategies of subsidiaries of multinational enterprises. In K. Mellahi, K.
Meyer, R. Narula, I. Surdu & A. Verbeke (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of international business strategy
(pp. 312-337). Oxford University Press.

Donzé, P. Y., & Kurosawa, T. (2013). Nestlé Coping with Japanese nationalism: Political risk and the
strategy of a foreign multinational enterprise in Japan, 1913-45. Business History, 55(8), 1318-1338.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00076791.2012.745065

Dubois, A., & Gadde, L. E. (2002). The construction industry as a loosely coupled system: Implications
for productivity and innovation. Construction Management and Economics, 20(7), 621-631. https://
doi.org/10.1080/01446190210163543

Fava, V. (2018). Quando l'impresa faceva sistema. La FIAT, il fronte delle imprese italiane in URSS e le con-
seguenze della sua rottura (1960-1975). In C. Barciela & G. Fontana (Dirs.), La industria del automdvil
de Esparia e Italia en perspectiva histérica (pp. 175-197). Publicaciones de la Universitat d’Alacant.

Fava, V. (2019). Between business interests and ideological marketing: The USSR and the Cold War in
FIAT corporate strategy, 1957-1972. Journal of Cold War Studies, 20(4), 26-64. https://doi.org/
10.1162/jcws_a_00822

Fernandez de Sevilla, T. (2016). International business in southern Europe: Renault in Italy, Portugal
and Spain, 1908-2007. Journal of Evolutionary Studies in Business, 1(2), 129-155.

Feygin, Y. (2024). Building a ruin: The Cold War politics of Soviet economic reform. Harvard University
Press.

Forbes, N., Kurosawa, T., & Wubs, B. (2019). Multinational enterprise, political risk and organizational
change: From Total War to Cold War. Routledge.

Fougere, M. (2011). Corporations as political and unpolitical Actors. Electronic Journal of Business
Ethics and Organization Studies, 16(2), 12-21. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840614532065

Freyssenet, M. (1998). Renault: From diversified mass production to innovative flexible production. In
M. Freyssenet, A. Mair, K. Shimizu, & Volpato G. (Eds.), One best way? Trajectories and Industrial mod-
els of the world’s automobile producers. Oxford University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2023.102198
https://doi.org/10.1002/gsj.1195
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-017-0102-z
https://doi.org/10.1524/jbwg.2010.51.1.89
https://doi.org/10.1080/135017697344253
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298980270011001
https://doi.org/10.1017/bap.2020.9
https://doi.org/10.1017/bap.2020.9
https://doi.org/10.1080/00076791.2012.745065
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446190210163543
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446190210163543
https://doi.org/10.1162/jcws_a_00822
https://doi.org/10.1162/jcws_a_00822
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840614532065

BUSINESS HISTORY 21

Fridenson, P. (1972). Histoire des usines Renault. Editions du Seuil.

Gellner, E. (1983). Nations and nationalism. Cornell University Press.

Ghemawat, P, & Jones, G. (2017). Globalization in historical perspective. In P. Ghemawat (Ed.), The laws
of globalization and business applications (pp. 56-81). Cambridge University Press.

Gilpin, R. (1987). The political economy of international relations. Princeton University Press.

Gilpin, R. (2001). Global political economy. Princeton University Press.

Gbémez Mendoza, A. (2000). De mitos y milagros: El Instituto Nacional de Autarquia (1941-1963). Edicions
de la Universitat de Barcelona.

Gregory, P. (1990). Restructuring the Soviet economic bureaucracy. Cambridge University Press.

Gregory, P.(2003). The political economy of Stalinism: Evidence from the Soviet secret archives. Cambridge
University Press.

Guillén, M. F. (2001). The limits of convergence: Globalization and organizational change in Argentina,
South Korea, and Spain. Princeton University Press.

Helleiner, E. (2002). Economic nationalism as a challenge to economic liberalism? Lessons from the 19th
century. International Studies Quarterly, 46(3), 307-329. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2478.00235
Hillman, A. J., Keim, G. D., & Schuler, D. (2004). Corporate political activity: A review and research

agenda. Journal of Management, 30(6), 837-857. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jm.2004.06.003

Hoang, H., & Antoncic, B. (2003). Network-based research in entrepreneurship: A critical review.
Journal of Business Venturing, 18(2), 165-187. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0883-9026(02)00081-2

Hobsbawm, E. J. (1992). Nations and nationalism since 1780: Programme, myth, reality. Cambridge
University Press.

Hodgson, J. G. (1933). Economic nationalism. H. W. Wilson.

Holburn, G. L., & Zelner, B. A. (2010). Political capabilities, policy risk, and international investment
strategy: Evidence from the global electric power generation industry. Strategic Management
Journal, 31(12), 1290-1315. https://doi.org/10.1002/sm;j.860

Jakobsen, J.,, & Jakobsen, T. G. (2011). Economic nationalism and FDI. Society and Business Review, 6(1),
61-76. https://doi.org/10.1108/17465681111105841

Jones, G. (2005). Multinationals and global capitalism: From the nineteenth to the twenty-first century.
Oxford University Press.

Jones, G, & Lopes, T. (2021). International business history and the strategy of multinational enterprises:
How history matters. In K. Mellahi, K. Meyer, R. Narula, I. Surdu & A. Verbeke (Eds.), The Oxford handbook
of international business strategy (pp. 37-55). Oxford University Press.

Jones, G., & Lubinski, C. (2012). Managing political risk in global business: Beiersdorf 1914-1990.
Enterprise and Society, 13(1), 85-119. https://doi.org/10.1093/es/khr051

Krampf, A. (2018). The Israeli path to neoliberalism: The state, continuity and change. Routledge.

Kurosawa, T., Forbes, N., & Wubs, B. (2020). Political risks and nationalism. In T. Da Silva, C. Lubinski &
H.Tworek (Eds.), The Routledge companion to the makers of global business (pp. 485-501). Routledge.

Laux, J. (1992). The european automobile industry. Twayne.

Levi-Faur, D. (1997). Friedrich list and the political economy of the nation state. Review of International
Political Economy, 4(1), 154-178. https://doi.org/10.1080/096922997347887

Link, S.J. (2022). Forging global Fordism: Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia, and the contest over the indus-
trial order. American Economic Review, 93, 1399-1413.

Loubet, J. L. (2000). Renault: Histoire d’une entreprise. Editions du Seuil.

Lubinski, C. (2023). Navigating nationalism in global enterprise: A century of Indo-German business rela-
tions. Cambridge University Press.

Lubinski, C., & Wadhwani, R. D. (2020). Geopolitical jockeying: Economic nationalism and multinational
strategy in historical perspective. Strategic Management Journal, 41(3), 400-421. https://doi.org/
10.1002/smj.3022

Maier, C. (1987). In search of stability. explorations in historical political economy. Cambridge University
Press.

Meyer, K., & Li, C. (2022). The MNE and its subsidiaries at times of global disruptions. An international
relations perspective. Global Strategy Journal, 12(3), 555-577. https://doi.org/10.1002/gsj.1436

Miguélez Lobo, F. (1977). SEAT. La empresa modelo del régimen. Dopesa.


https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2478.00235
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jm.2004.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0883-9026(02)00081-2
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.860
https://doi.org/10.1108/17465681111105841
https://doi.org/10.1093/es/khr051
https://doi.org/10.1080/096922997347887
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.3022
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.3022
https://doi.org/10.1002/gsj.1436

22 (&) E.SANROMANETAL.

Nakano, T. (2007). Alfred Marshall’s economic nationalism. Nations and Nationalism, 13(1), 57-76.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2007.00282.x

Nuti, L. (2011). Italian foreign policy in the Cold War: A constant search for status. In M. Carbone (Ed.),
Italy in the post-Cold War order. Adaptation, bipartisanship, visibility (pp. 25-46). Lexington Books.

Oliver, C., & Holzinger, I. (2008). The effectiveness of strategic political management: A dynamic capa-
bilities framework. Academy of Management Review, 33(2), 496-520. https://doi.org/10.5465/
amr.2008.31193538

Pickel, A. (2005). False oppositions: Reconceptualizing economic nationalism in a globalized world. In
E. Heillener & A. Pickel (Eds.), Economic nationalism in a globalizing world (pp. 1-20). NY: Cornell
University Press.

Pryke, S. (2012). Economic nationalism: Theory, history and prospects. Global Policy, 3(3), 281-291.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1758-5899.2011.00146.x

Puig, N., & Torres, E. (2005). Banco Urquijo: Un banco privado en la historia econémica de Esparia (1870-
2000). LID.

Rammal, H. G., Rose, E. L., Ghauri, P. N., @rberg Jensen, P. D., Kipping, M., Petersen, B., & Scerri, M.
(2022). Economic nationalism and internationalization of services: Review and research agenda.
Journal of World Business, 57(3), 101314. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2022.101314

Rasche, A. (2015). The corporation as a political actor: European and North American perspectives.
European Management Journal, 33(1), 4-8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2014.08.001

Reay, T. (2014). Publishing qualitative research. Family Business Review, 27(2), 95-102. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0894486514529209

Rindzeviciute, E. (2016). The power of systems: How policy sciences opened up the Cold War world.
Cornell University Press.

Rodgers, P, Stokes, P, Tarba, S., & Khan, Z. (2019). The role of non-market strategies in establishing le-
gitimacy: The case of service MNEs in emerging economies. Management International Review,
59(4), 515-540. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11575-019-00385-8

Salacone, A. (2017). La diplomazia del dialogo: Italia e URSS tra coesistenza pacifica e distensione (1958-
1968). Viella.

San Roman, E. (1995). El nacimiento de la SEAT: Autarquia e intervencién del INI. Revista de Historia
Industrial, 7, 141-165.

San Roman, E. (1999). Ejército e industria: El nacimiento del INI. Critica.

San Roman, E. (2000). La gestacién castrense del INI. In A. Gémez Mendoza (Ed.), De mitos y milagros.
El Instituto Nacional de Autarquia, 1941-1963 (pp. 53-68). Edicions de la Universitat de Barcelona.
Sénchez-Sibony, O. (2014). Red Globalization: The Political Economy of the Soviet Cold War from Stalin to

Khrushchev. Cambridge University Press.

Sanchez-Sibony, O. (2023). The Soviet Union and the construction of the global market. Energy and the
ascent of finance in Cold War Europe, 1964-1971. Cambridge University Press.

Savoretti, P. (2000). Quel giorno al Cremlino. Edizioni Internazionali.

Sbrana, F. (2006). Portare I'ltalia nel mondo. L'IMI e il credito all'esportazione 1950-1991. Il Mulino.

Sbrana, F. (2017). Le banche italiane e il commercio con I'Unione Sovietica. Ventunesimo Secolo, 16(40),
30-48. https://doi.org/10.3280/xxi2017-040003

Scherer, A. G, Palazzo, G., & Matten, D. (2014). The business firm as a political actor: A new theory of the firm
for a globalized world. Business & Society, 53(2), 143-156. https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650313511778

Scranton, P. (2020). Foundations and futures: Visions of business histories. Enterprise & Society, 21(3),
638-647. https://doi.org/10.1017/e50.2020.44

Scranton, P, & Fridenson, P. (2013). Reimagining business history. JHU Press.

Shulman, S. (2000). Nationalist sources of international economic integration. International Studies
Quarterly, 44(3), 365-390. https://doi.org/10.1111/0020-8833.00164

Shulzhenko, E. (2017). Reforming the Russian working place. International management standards
meet the Soviet legacy. Routledge.

Siegelbaum, L. H. (2008). Cars for Comrades. The life of the Soviet automobile. Cornell University Press.

Sojli, E., & Tham, W. W. (2017). Foreign political connections. Journal of International Business Studies,
48(2), 244-266. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-016-0059-3

Tappi, A. (2008). Una impresa italiana nella Spagna di Franco. CRACE.


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2007.00282.x
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2008.31193538
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2008.31193538
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1758-5899.2011.00146.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2022.101314
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2014.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894486514529209
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894486514529209
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11575-019-00385-8
https://doi.org/10.3280/xxi2017-040003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650313511778
https://doi.org/10.1017/eso.2020.44
https://doi.org/10.1111/0020-8833.00164
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-016-0059-3

BUSINESS HISTORY 23

Tusell, J. (1995). Franco, Espaia y la Il guerra mundial: Entre el eje y la neutralidad. Temas de hoy.

Volpato, G. (1986). Levoluzione delle strategie di marketing nell'industria automobilistica internazio-
nale. In A.S. S. 1. Fondazione (Ed.), Annali di storia dell'impresa (pp. 119-208). Angeli.

Volpato, G. (1999). Il processo di internazionalizzazione della FIAT in campo automobilistico 1899-
1999. In C. Annibaldi & G. Berta (Eds.), Grande impresa e sviluppo italiano. Studi per i cento anni della
FIAT (pp. 343-412). Il Mulino.

Wu, S., & Fan, D. (2023). Taking two to tango: A comparative nationalism view of crossborder acquisi-
tions. International Business Review, 32(3), 102069. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2022.102069

Yarbrough, B. V., & Yarbrough, R. M. (2006). The world economy: Trade and finance. Thomson/South-
Western.

Yin, R.K. (1998). The abridged version of case study research. In L. Bickman &D. J. Rog (Eds.), Handbook
of applied social research methods (pp. 229-259). Sage.

Yin, R. K. (2013). Designing case studies. In L. Maruster & M. Gijsenberg (Eds.), Qualitative research
methods (pp. 359-386). Sage.

Zhang, J., & He, X. (2014). Economic nationalism and foreign acquisition completion: The case of
China. International Business Review, 23(1), 212-227. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2013.04.002

Zhuravlev, S.V. (2006). AvtoVAZ: Mezhdu proshlym i budushchim, Istoriia volzhskogo avtomobil'nogo
zavoda 1966-2005. Izdatel’stvo RAGS.

Zimmerman, M. A,, & Zeitz, G. J. (2002). Beyond survival: Achieving new venture growth by building
legitimacy. The Academy of Management Review, 27(3), 414-431. https://doi.org/10.2307/4134387


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2022.102069
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2013.04.002
https://doi.org/10.2307/4134387

	Big business as political actors: FIAT, SEAT and VAZ in nationalist economic contexts (19401973)
	ABSTRACT
	1. Introduction
	2. Economic nationalism and political capabilities
	3. Sources and methodology
	4. Building the modern automotive industry of Spain and the USSR
	4.1. FIAT process of internationalisation
	4.2. SEAT: the symbol of Francoist industrialisation
	4.3. VAZ: a factory at the crossroads

	5. Navigating nationalist regimes through political capabilities
	6. Conclusions: rethinking economic nationalism through political capabilities
	Disclosure statement
	Generative artificial intelligence (AI)
	ORCID
	References


