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Welcome back to the class, and in today’s session, we will examine one of the critical and 

influential essays titled McDonaldization Thesis, written by George Ritzer. George Ritzer is a 

very well known sociologist, and I hope you remember that one of your textbooks is edited by 

Ritzer. Ritzer is a highly well-known sociologist from the US.  

So, he had contributed this particular term, McDonaldization, during the late nineties. It became 

a convenient term, and sociologists and social theorists across the globe began to use it. They 

found this term or rather this particular concept as really appealing because it kind of captures 

the process of globalization. So, this is the last lecture of the second week where we discuss 

cultural globalization.  

So, I hope that you would have understood the various dimensions of cultural globalization. We 

discussed Samuel Huntington’s thesis. We discussed Thomas Friedman’s understanding of the 

artistic depiction of neoliberal globalization. We also discussed in the previous sessions the 

concept of culture and some of the essential arguments about globalization and culture.  

So, I want to conclude this session on globalization and culture with this particular week with the 

thesis of McDonaldization. Then we will move to the next week, where we will examine 

theorists like Arjun Appadurai and Ulrich Beck, critical and influential theorists. So, I decided 

not to use the PPT, but instead, we will follow his original essay and this essay he has written in 

several places. He has a whole book with the same title, but this essay appeared earlier. So, this 

is taken from his introduction to this book McDonaldization of the World by George Ritzer. So, 

let us go to the essay. 
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An Introduction to McDonaldization. George Ritzer. Now this very title must remind you that 

Ritzer will tell you something about food, about this very famous global chain McDonald. I hope 

that all of you are familiar with that. Now McDonald stores are present in almost every major 

city or town in India. Many of you must have had the opportunity to go and have food there 

because it is always seen as a symbol of American fast-food culture. In India, we are familiar 

with the two major brands.  

One is this Kentucky Fried Chicken KFC, and the second is this McDonald. So Ritzer made a 

theory out of it, or Ritzer used this particular restaurant chain as an example or as a compelling 

illustration to capture the essential processes unfolding as a part of globalization. So, he is not 

talking about food as such, he is not talking about even McDonald as a brand, but he is using this 

example to highlight a host of other processes around the world. 
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So he says. However, it is not about McDonald’s or the fast-food business. So, this is not a 

theorisation about the fast-food industry, and you will see that he expands this particular 

argument to a host of other spheres of globalization. So, it is not a theorisation about what is 

happening in the globalization of food or restaurants. It is not about that. It is about much more 

than that. Instead, McDonald’s serves here as a prominent example, the paradigm of a wide-

ranging process called McDonaldization that is the process by which the principles of the fast-

food restaurant are coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society and the rest 

of the world.  

So, he is talking about the principles of fast-food restaurants, which is something quite 

interesting. So, he is trying to look at what are they, why McDonald became such a famous 

brand, why they were able to spread across the globe, why people go to this particular restaurant 

again, and again, how do they work, what are the kinds of fundamental principles, what are the 

kind of organisational principles, how do they present food, what kind of food, how is it 

organised, how are the customers dealt with, what are the kind of instructions that are given to 

the workers, what kind of food is available.  

So, he argues that this restaurant contains many essential procedures and processes that are now 

taking a global form. So, he wants to highlight that the principles of the fast-food restaurant are 

coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society and the rest of the world. So, he 



makes a very close connection between American culture and the rest of the world; we have 

discussed several times that there was a powerful argument that American imperialism will take 

over the whole world.  

The global culture is going to be entirely dominated by America. There is an Americanization of 

culture that will take place in American media, American films, American culture, American 

food, American music, American fashion, etc. So later, people realised that it is not against a 

one-sided flow of culture. Instead, things are much more complicated. So, we will discuss that 

when we discuss Arjuna Appadurai later. So, let us see. 
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So, the success of McDonald itself is apparent. There are McDonald’s everywhere. There is one 

near you, anywhere; McDonald and McDonaldization have had their most obvious influence on 

the restaurant industry and, more generally, on all types’ franchises.  
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For example, he is talking about the kind of business model that these people are developed or 

become known for, and we know that these people do not own all the restaurants. They work 

with the base of this franchise. So, this franchise business where you sell your brand, sell your 

product and sell your process to people from across the globe, still, with the condition that they 

are supposed to follow precisely the kind of processes, products and procedures that are initially 

agreed upon.  

So, this whole franchisee model is critical, which McDonald’s has become very known for. 

According to one estimate, there are now around 1.5 million franchise outlets in the United 

States, accounting for about one-third of all retail sales. Franchises are growing at a rate of 6 per 

cent a year. Over 60 per cent of McDonald’s restaurants are franchises. Then it is all about the 

statistics about the number of McDonald’s stores available, and I do not think we need to go into 

that because the statistics would have changed. Our interests are also known to understand this 

particular restaurant per se and the processes that Ritzer is talking about.  
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So, it is not only the kind of fast-food restaurants that have adopted this franchise model but a 

host of others, including Pizza Hut and Kentucky Fried Chicken and Taco Bell franchise and 

everything. So, another point that he says is it is not only in the fast-food area or fast food field. 

This particular model or franchise has been expanded into another kind of sitting restaurant, 

more upscale kinds of restaurants. Perhaps we should not be surprised that the McDonald model 

has been extended to casual dining with more upscale, higher-priced restaurants with fuller 

menus. So, there are examples of Steakhouse. It is all American restaurant chains that we may 

not be familiar with and spread into toys. 
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He is talking about that. Then McDonald has been a resounding success in the international 

arena. About half of McDonald’s restaurants are outside the United States in the mid-80s. Now, 

it must have expanded in India, Japan, China, everywhere.  
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This is also, for example, other stores like Wal-Mart. We know the story of Wal-Mart in India. 
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So, he is talking about how this particular are kind of business model is becoming a kind of a 

global phenomenon. This kind of franchise business model needs to be studied very closely 

because it conceives or has many essential features of globalization. 
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He says now McDonaldization is coming full circle. Other countries with their McDonaldized 

institutions have begun to export them to the United States. The Body Shop, an ecologically 

sensitive British cosmetic chain, had over 1500 shops in 47 nations in 1998, of which 300 were 

in the United States. So, he is talking about how even different companies are coming to 



America. So, it is not a one-sided story. You can look into the cases where Indian restaurant 

chains have opened up across the globe, across Europe and the US.  

Now, McDonald is a global icon, and this is also talking about how these global icons are 

formed. What is the mechanism through which global icons are generated global icons are 

developed?. You know that these are the icons recognised across the globe. Now people do not 

usually assign it or recognise it as a company from the US or a restaurant from the US.  

So, you understand that it is a global company. Of course, it is from the US, but it is available in 

your neighbourhood. It is available in the city in which you live. You have gone to several times, 

and quite a lot of people have gone there are several times. So, going to McDonald has become a 

part of that, and we know that while eating there, we are a part of a global kind of food culture; 

we are actively taking part in that. So, McDonald has become a central place in American 

popular culture, not just the business world.  

So, he talks about how there are TV shows in which McDonald is quite often referred to; there is 

a cartoon, there are films, there are popular writings about McDonald, how this term has become 

a significant term in American popular culture or all these things which I do not think we need to 

detail into.  
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So, he talks about an instance where the first restaurant they were planning to demolish the first 

restaurant McDonald opened; there was a massive outcry against that. Finally, they decided to 



turn it into a museum to explain how this particular brand is valued in the US. All these are 

illustrations about the popularity of McDonald which I am not going into that.  
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Then this section talks about the long arm of McDonaldization. The long arm in the sense 

McDonaldization is no longer confined to the field of restaurants; it is expanded to a host of 

other areas.  
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So, he says small satellite express or remote outlets opened in areas that cannot support full-scale 

fast-food restaurants are also expanding rapidly. They have begun to appear in small storefronts 

in large cities and non-traditional settings such as department stores, service stations and even 

schools. No longer content to dominate the strips that surround many college campuses, fast food 

restaurants have moved into many of those campuses.  
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So, he is talking about how this particular business model is expanding into very unusual kinds 

of places. Maybe into a bus stand, into an airport, into a railway station, in front of the museum, 

into the campuses, into the college and school campuses. So, these are places where you should 

think that no restaurants can be seen inside the college campus, kind of a proper restaurant. So, 

he is talking about how they have their expanding places of the sort into completely unexplored 

areas.  
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Fast food is also increasingly available in railway stations, airports, and even trays for in-flight 

meals. So, talking about how it is kind of getting expanded. I am not reading out or going into 

the details because they are all illustrations, not very useful to us and mainly related to the 

American scenario. What is more important is that, so he talks about, for example, the sex trade. 
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Similarly, the real-life dial-a-porn allows people to have intimate, sexually explicit, even obscene 

conversations with people they have never met and probably will never meet. So, talking about 

how this particular kind of ready-made service is available at concise notice is that worth at 



many conveniences is being expanded to a host of another similar type of field, not something 

confined only to fast food.  

(Refer Slide Time: 15:15) 

 

Now, this is the remaining part that is something significant for us as students of Sociology. So, 

far he has established the arguments that McDonald is become a kind of a global icon in terms of 

its number of outlets, in terms of its reach, in terms of its novelty, in terms of its innovation. It 

becomes a kind of a global brand, and we also know that this is not a phenomenon confined to 

this particular brand; this is just an example, just a metaphor. There is a similar kind of process 

happening in a host of other fields, not only in food or fast food.  

Now, what are the dimensions? So, here comes the actual interesting point or interesting 

arguments of Ritzer. So, Ritzer says that what will be focused on here are the four alluring 

dimensions that lie at the heart of the success of this model and, more generally, 

McDonaldization. In short, McDonald has succeeded because it offers consumers, workers and 

managers efficiency, calculability, predictability and control. This is a very, very important 

argument.  

So, he says that this McDonald as a restaurant offers, this whole process of McDonaldization 

process, offers it has succeeded because it offers consumers, workers and managers. So not only 

to the consumers but also to workers, managers and consumers efficiency, calculability, 



predictability and control. He says these four mechanisms: efficiency, calculability, predictability 

and control, are shaped in a particular manner so that this model becomes highly successful. 
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Let us see how does he elaborate that. Efficiency. A critical element of McDonald’s success is 

efficiency or the optimum method for getting from one point to another. For consumers, 

McDonald offers the best available way to get from being hungry to being complete. So, the very 

purpose of going to a hotel maybe could be for different reasons. Sometimes you want to spend 

time with your friends, you go to a restaurant, you want to celebrate somebody’s birthday or a 

wedding anniversary or something you go there, or if you’re going to catch up with your friends 

and spend a lot of time, you go to some of the restaurants.  

But in most cases, in the large majority of the issues, we are hungry, and we need to have food; 

in today’s world, we are all very, very, very fast, we all are swamped, so we need to fill our 

stomachs at the most straightforward way within the shortest period. So, he says that this is 

where places like McDonald’s or another such kind of fast food comes where you can go, you 

can grab a meal, finish it fast and then get back to your work or get back to your job.  

So, this is very different from other places where you will have to spend considerable time sitting 

and then the waiter will come and then take the order that will take another 20 to 30 minutes to 

get it prepared and then it will be served hot. If you want something else, you will have to tell 



them again and quickly you can spend at least 1 to 2 hours in a good restaurant, but everything 

will be finished within minutes.  

Your order will be taken in no time; charges will be displayed, only limited menus; you cannot 

ask them to have more options or combinations. They will not make anything extra for you; 

everything is set menu and visible, and you go and tell them. They enter it in the system, the 

payment is made, and immediately a ticket is electronically going to the kitchen, and the food is 

prepared in a matter of minutes it comes back, either you can sit in there, or you can take it. So, it 

is swift, and this particular system's efficiency is a fundamental cornerstone.  
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So, like their customers, workers in McDonaldized systems function efficiently following the 

steps of a predesigned process. They are trained to work this way by the managers who watch 

over them closely to make sure that they do. Organisation rules and regulations also help ensure 

high efficient work. The workers achieve this idea of efficiency by repeatedly training in a 

particular manner. So, for example, the workers imagine the case of a chef. You simply do not 

have the idea of it, chef, in a restaurant of McDonald.  

A chef has no role in a place like McDonald’s because chef we understand that chef is a very 

creative person. A chef will be able to dish out very different kinds of dishes. In good 

restaurants, you can have a word with the chef. The chef will prepare food according to your 

preference, whether you want to be hot or more salt or less salt, a host of other things, but there 



are absolutely no such possibilities. Every employee has very well-defined jobs and well-defined 

roles to perform, and they do it very efficiently and has all been monitored. 
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The second one is calculability. This again is a very, very interesting point. Calculability 

emphasises the quantitative aspects of products sold: portion size, the cost and service offered, 

and the time it takes to get the product. In McDonaldized systems, quantity has become 

equivalent to quality; a lot of something or the quick delivery means it must be good. As a 

culture, we sincerely believe that general bigger is better. 
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Thus, people order Quarter Pounder, the Big Mac, the large fries. More recent lures are double 

this. For example, Burger King’s Double Whopper with Cheese and then triple that. People can 

quantify these things and feel that they are getting a lot of food for what appears to be a nominal 

sum of money. This calculation does not take into account a vital point, however. The high 

profits of fast food chains indicate that the owners, not the consumers get the best deal.  

People have to calculate how much time it will take to drive to McDonald’s, be served the food, 

eat it and return home. They compare that interval to the time required to prepare food at home. 

They often conclude rightly or wrongly that a trip to the fast-food restaurant will take less time 

than eating at home. This sort of calculation particularly supports home delivery franchises such 

as Dominos and other chains that emphasise time-saving.  
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You know that, for example, Domino’s Pizza delivery will promise to deliver the pizza in 30 

minutes, and if they are late, you can have it free. So, at least in their advertisement, they say 

that. So, this whole idea of predictability. When you walk into a stone of McDonald, you know 

what the things available are. You are sure about its taste, its size, its quantity. When you order a 

particular item, how much would be its quantity, what would be its price? So, this nothing is left 

for surprise. There is no surprise; there is no space for any surprises. There is no space for any 

unforeseen things. Everything is pre-decided and preset, and Ritzer argues that this whole idea of 

calculability has many vital roles in contemporary times. 
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And the second one is predictability, which is a continuation of the point. McDonald also offers 

predictability. The assurance that products and services will be the same over time and in all 

locales. So, you walk into a McDonald’s store in the U.S., in Europe or the US or Brazil or India, 

more or less the items will be identical, more or less the kind of ambience will be similar, more 

or less you can predict what would be the kind of food that is available. It could be burgers or 

fries and a host of other things, and of course, this does not mean that they are not culturally 

sensitive.  

You know that beef burgers are not served in India and other countries. They may not have this 

many varieties for this vegetarian stuff because, in India, the number of vegetarian people is 

much higher than in other countries. Still, as I mentioned earlier, you can predict the quantity 

with no more surprises. There is no more anything unforeseen. Everything is predicted.  
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The workers in the McDonaldized system also behave in predictable ways. You know that. You 

must have seen that when you walk into the counter, how they wish, it is not that they have 

decided. They have been trained and asked repeatedly to expect people with that gesture. So, you 

know how they are supposed to wish you and follow corporate rules and dictates of their 

managers.  
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What they do and even what they say is highly predictable in many cases. If a particular item is 

on there, they will first apologise and even explain that. So, in other words, everything that they 



do there in terms of customer relations, in terms of conversation, everything is kind of pre-

designed. It is almost like the air hostess in the flight demonstrates the safety mechanisms. They 

must have by hearted it by repeating it 100 times. So, just like a machine, they do that. This is 

precisely a similar process. McDonaldized organisations often have scripts that employees 

should memorise and follow whenever the occasion arises.  
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Another critical point is the control through nonhuman technology. So, increasingly nonhuman 

technology is becoming an essential part of the workers’ control because they are closely 

monitored, and their performance is very closely assessed. There are closed-circuit cameras 

installed everywhere, including the kitchen and the serving area. So, these people’s actions are 

monitored, and the managers watch them.  

The fourth element in McDonald’s success control is exerted over the people who enter the 

world of McDonald. Lines, limited menus through options, and uncomfortable seats lead diners 

to do what management wishes them to do. Eat quickly and leave. Furthermore, in some cases, 

the drive-through walks through windows and shows restaurants to go to before eating. In the 

Dominos model, customers never enter the first place at all. 
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McDonald’s also control employees by threatening to use technology to replace human workers. 

No matter how well programmed and controlled, workers can foul up the system’s operation 

because we know a worker is quite unpredictable in many senses. So, if he fries a particular 

French fry for more, it might get spoiled, it might become rubbery, it might be burned, so they 

will not be able to sell it to the customer. So, everything is being increasingly being mechanised.  

So, for these other reasons, McDonald’s and other fast-food restaurants are compelled to steadily 

replace human beings with machines such as the soft drink dispenser that shuts itself off when 

the glass is full. There is no possibility of its overflowing and then wasting the beverage. The 

French fry machine rings and lifts the basket out of the oil, but the fries are crisp. The pre-

programmed cash register eliminates the need for the cashier to calculate prices and amounts 

and, perhaps at some future time, the robot capable of making hamburgers.  

So, these are all important, so these four key things Ritzer argues are some of the critical 

processes of the whole idea of McDonaldization supposes. So, he gives a list of the advantages 

of McDonaldization.  
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Let us have a quick look at all of them—a few specific examples. A wide range of goods and 

services is available at a much more significant portion of the population than ever before 

because they aim at the mass market to serve many people. Availability of goods and services 

depends far less than before on time or geographic location. People can do things such as obtain 

money at the grocery store or a bank balance in the middle of the night that was impossible 

before. The reach of technology makes it all possible. People can instantly get what they want or 

need and get it far more conveniently.  

You think of the world of Amazon’s or Flipkart’s, so you can just order it from the comfort of 

your house. You can choose from a wide variety of options, and they get delivered to your home. 

Then goods and services are not far more uniform quality. At least some people get better goods 

and services than before McDonaldization. Far more economical alternatives to high priced 

customised goods and services are widely available. Therefore, people can afford things that they 

could not previously afford. The kind of class divide that was very sharp in the previous, while 

the class divide still exists, far more consumer opportunities are available.  

Fast, efficient goods and services are available to the population working longer hours and 

having fewer hours to spare in a rapidly changing, unfamiliar and seemingly hostile world; the 

comparatively stable, familiar and safe environment of a McDonaldized system offers comfort. 

This is significant because globalisation throws a lot of surprises on one side. You are forced to 



believe in many methods that you do not face. When there is no money left in your purse, you 

transact by using a credit card if you go to an ATM hoping that the ATM will have sufficient 

money.  

We know that some mechanisms take care of this whole intricacies, of the entire technological 

stuff behind that and that becomes very important, part in the modern world because of 

quantification consumer can more easily compare competing products and specific products for 

example, that programs are safer and carefully regulated and controlled system. So, a host of 

positive things that he is talking about.  
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Then people are more likely to be treated similarly no matter their race, gender or social class 

because they are entirely transparent places. There is no preference for anybody. It is a wholly 

democratised space. Organisation and technological innovations are more quickly and easily 

diffused through networks of identical operations. The most popular products of one culture are 

more easily diffused to others. 
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These are some of the very important to positive aspects of McDonaldization. Again, repeat that 

we are not talking about McDonald as a restaurant chain; it is only a metaphor. It is only an 

example. We are talking about the kind of processes around us or what happened during the 90s 

and 2000s, which contained the inherent functions of this particular restaurant. He also spent 

some time criticising this specific kind of McDonaldization. What is the type of outcome or the 

negative aspects of that? He calls it an irrationality of rationality. If you look into the theory, we 

can see that what Ritzer is talking about is an extension of Max Weber’s argument about 

rationalisation.  

I do not know if you are familiar with Max Weber, one of the most significant social thinkers 

who defined modernity as the era of rationalisation instrumental rationality. He argued that in the 

age of modernity, we are increasingly, doing things in an instrumental rational manner. We want 

to get something most efficiently. According to Weber, this efficiency seems to be an efficient 

social action; reasonable social movement appears to be the most dominant kind of action of 

modern society.  

So, in a sense, Ritzer is extending Weber’s argument of an extreme form of rationalisation. 

When things become a powerful form of rationalisation, then they will have a set of 

consequences, and that is what Ritzer is talking about. The downside of McDonaldization will be 

dealt with most systemically under the heading of the irrationality of rationality. Paradoxically, 



the irrationality of rationality can be thought of as the fifth dimension of McDonaldization. The 

basic idea is that the sound system inevitably sports in irrational consequences. 
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Another way of saying this is that rational systems serve to deny human reason. The sound 

approach also offers unreasonable, and again, Weber comes to mind because Weber talks about 

bureaucracy as the most rationalised system of executing things. Bureaucracy is inhuman; it is 

utterly atrocious. We know people always blame bureaucracy for being such a cruel system. It is 

not sensitive to individual people. It works as an iron cage. People call it an iron cage.  

So, for example, one is a side effect of the need to grow uniform potatoes from which to create 

predictable French fries. The vast pacific Northwest farms that produce such potatoes rely on the 

extensive use of chemicals.  
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In addition, they need to produce a perfect fry means that much of the potato is wasted with the 

remnants either fed to cattle or used for fertilisers. The underground water supply in this area is 

now showing high levels of nitrates which may be traceable to the fertilisers and animal waste. 

Mainly about the ecological degradation and obsession with the kind of standardised procuring 

mechanisms.  

Another little effect is that fast-food restaurants are often dehumanising settings to eat or work; 

of course, we are not talking about the whole argument about the nutritional value of fast food 

culture. There are many campaigns against them, saying that they are the main reasons behind 

the obesity of children, especially in India; we know that junk foods are being banned, at least in 

school canteens and other places. So, what kind of ethical business model are these people doing 

and the argument that this place is inhuman for the workers.  

The workers are supposed to work like machines, and customers are again expected to act like 

machines to buy the food, eat it fast, leave it, or buy the food and then walk out. So, customers 

lining up for a burger or waiting in the drive-through lines and workers preparing food often feel 

like they were part of an assembly line. Hardly available to eat, assembly lines are being shown 

to be inhumanly sitting to work. So, he talks about a host of other issues, especially the negative 

issues of McDonaldization as this irrationality of this rationality.  
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So he compares it, for example, with a scenario in Havana in Cuba where there is no efficiency, 

there is no predictability, and there are no things in a very chaotic situation. So, Ritzer says that 

this is the kind of thing to come. You cannot escape from this situation because you cannot be in 

a past where things were, organised in a very different scenario.  
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So, then what is not McDonaldization? He spends some time on that. The chapter should give a 

sense of the advantages and disadvantages of McDonaldization and the range of phenomena 

discussed throughout this book. Such a wide range of phenomena can be linked to 

McDonaldization that you may let to wonder what is not McDonaldization. Is McDonaldization 

the equivalent of modernity? Is everything contemporary McDonaldized? He says no.  

Those aspects are traceable to an earlier premodern age. A good example is the mom-and-pop 

grocery store. These stores are not yet McDonaldized. A new business has sprung up at least in 

part as a reaction against McDonaldization. Those aspects suggest a move towards new 

postmodern age. For example, modern high-rise housing projects make way for a smaller, more 

liveable community in a postmodern society. So, he ends this essay by giving a kind of limitation 

to this particular idea of what constitutes McDonaldization and what does not.  

As I mentioned initially, this essay or this book instead became highly influential because it 

presents a fundamental argument about McDonaldization, about bringing in uniformity concept 

of practices. Still, Ritzer has been criticised as well very heavily by many other scholars talking 

about that it is not only this kind of uniformity standardisation of predictability that is coming. 

There are fascinating arguments about this new giant online service provider like Flipkart or 

Amazon. So, they increase your possibility of unpredictability in terms of products, services, and 

everything.  



So, this theme of McDonaldization was prevalent but not something that every scholar agreed to. 

So, I thought it was essential to introduce you to this important topic that was popular during 

2000. So, let us stop here, and we will meet for the next class. Thank you.  

 


