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A supertanker built in Japan, sailing
under Liberian flag, named after the
Canadian subsidiary of a US transnational
energy company (Conoco), recently
swallowed by Du Pont, a leading US
conglomerate.

to deal with anticompetitive abuses
in a trillion-dollar economy, not to
mention an economy where the
200 largest corporations control
two-thirds of all manufacturing
assets, is truly a charade.”!!
Canada’s Anti-Combines Branch of the
Department of Consumer and Coporate
Affairs also confesses its impotence.
A senior official has commented:
”Whe have a great concem over
the size of these mergers but the
law is toothless. Mergers are impos-
sible to stop. We must prove an
undue’ loss of competition to the
public’s detriment before that hap-
pens.”!?
The Director
Branch added:
“What we will have if this march
of increased concentration con-
tinues is a national oligarchy in
which a few dozen people will
interact to bargain about the eco-
nomic future of millions.”3
Such is the corporate vision of the
1980s.

With the advent of the Reagan ad-
ministration, antitrust legislation is now
being thrown into the discard. It is
highly indicative that Mr. William Bax-
ter (the new Republican appointee of
the US antitrust division of the Justice
Department) has already declared that
he opposes legislation to limit the diver-
sification of oil companies. The magnitu-
de of recent conglomerate annexations
is suggestive of what can be expected in
the 1980s. Sohio, a subsidiary of British
Petroleum, is to annex Kennecott (one
of the world’s biggest copper producers),
for $1.77 billion; and Socal (Standard
Oil of California) has already offered
$ 4.8 billion for AMAX, one of the world’s
largest mining corporations.

Another indicator of the accelerating
pace of conglomeration is that while the
total value of conglomerate mergers and
acquisitions was less than $1.5 billion
in 1972, by 1977, after what one expert
called ”an orgy of cannibalism which has

of the Anti-Combines
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reached unprecedented levels”!?, it had
jumped to nearly $ 6 billion. By 1981
the largest corporate bid in the annals
of corporate history, the 7.3 billion bid
by Du Pont, the largest US chemical
corporation, to annex Conoco the 9th
largest US petroleum corporation, out-
stripped the 1977 figure.! S

In Europe, the extent of transna-
tional conglomeration is depicted in the
growing number of firms in the Fortune
500 list of industrial corporations out-
side the United States, which span se-
veral industrial categories. This pace of
concentration and.conglomeration is evi-
denced not only in the developed capi-
talist countries, but also in certain UCEs,
notably South Korea. The Samsung
Group, a significant member of that
country’s oligarchy, alone accounts for
about 5 per cent of the country’s GDP.

Dr. Walter Adams recently testified
to the overwhelming impact of conglo-
merates, even in the absence of oligo-
poly:16

”A conglomerate giant is power-
ful, therefore, not because it has
monopoly or oligopoly control
over a particular market, but be-
cause its resources are diversified
over many different markets. Its
power, as Corwin Edwards says,
derives from the fact that it can
outbid, outspend, and outlose a
smaller firm. It occupies a position
much like the millionaire poker
player who, in a game of unlimi-
ted stakes, can easily bankrupt his
less opulent opponents, regardless
of his comparative mastery over
the dizzy virtues of probability
theory.”

In fact, conglomerates derive benefits
from oligopolistic market power, and
conglomeration in combination with
oligopoly is a source of enormous eco-
nomic power. While different markets
expand and contract, the conglomerate
which shares in several industral oligo-
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Continental Grain is one of the leading
trading conglomerates in the US.

The company’s advertisment slogan
reflects the transnational aims of
dominant corporations in the capitalist
world. Advertisment published in Metal
Bulletin, London.
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tions for another third; and the U.K.’s
Imperial Chemical Industries for around a
tenth. No less glaring, 12 of the chemical
firms produce almost three-fifths of the
world’s chemical fibres, embracing about
80-90 per cent of their global trade.

Microprocessors, which are now dras-
tically reshaping the entire face of global
industry and service sectors, are already
dominated by a coherent international
oligopoly: five US corporations and the
Dutch conglomerate Philips have ap-
propriated over half the world market;
with Texas Instruments and IBM game-
ring over 10 per cent each!8. If one adds
four Japanese and three other European
producers to this phalanx, it would bring
their joint control of the global microchip
market to over four-fifths.

Another sector that remains one of
the world’s most concentrated is the
automobile industry, with developing
countries having no independent research
and production capacity. Indeed, they
serve as little more than production loca-
tions for nine TNCs (based in five deve-
loped countries) that. produce about
nine-tenths of global automobiles!®.
Increasingly, under the impact of the
unrelenting economic crisis, combined
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with escalating fuel prices and the vast
amounts for capital required for reto-
oling and robotization, there American
and two Japanese firms now dominate
the global market.

What is true of the gathering momen-
tum of concentration in these traditio-
nally capital-intensive industries is valid
for all industries. Even in what has con-
ventionally been considered labour-inten-
sive industries, such as apparel, concentra-
tion is moving apace under the impetus
of the global crisis,2® mounting costs of
technological innovations, and the com-
pulsive exigencies of the global market.
Once again, the United States?! pro-
vides an illustration of this movement.
Over the last several decades, its apparel
industry has shifted from thousands of
small scale sweatshops to one led by nine
large conglomerates (e.g. Gulf and Wes-
term and Consolidated Foods) that are
automating at a rapid clip, with certain
new machines costing up to half a million
dollars.

Concluding Reflections

What traditional analysis of the growth
of postwar productive forces has shrou-
ded are the instabilities and inequalities

which are endemic to the growth of
global capitalism. Since the monetary
crisis of the early 1970s, joined to the
upsurge in oil prices, global capitalism
has been rocked by a series of crises
whose most blatant expressions are the
tens of millions of unemployed and un-
controllable inflation. The eventual cen-
tral contradiction within the system is
that in generating enormous produc-
tive capacity within the framework of
mounting concentration, it has (amongst
other things) distorted and underdevelop-
ed capitalist economies.

The global crisis in this framework
has had highly unequal consequences.
On a regional basis, the relative economic
prosperity of West Germany, Japan and
Switzerland has not been shared by the
UK., Italy or Spain. Likewise, amongst
the UCEs, the rapid growth of South
Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong stands
in stark contrast to the deteriorating si-
tuation in Chad, Haiti and Guatemala.
With respect to industries, the gigantic
profits of microprocessor, telecommu-
nication and petroleum TNCs have oc-
curred in contrast to almost total stagna-
tion in shipbuilding, steel and textiles.

Finally, in class terms, UCE oligarchies
in collaboration with TNCs have enriched
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themselves enormously at the expense
of the bulk of the working population,
strikingly vis-d-vis a peasantry deprived
of the income to consume the bulk of
capitalism’s products. Whereas in the
DCEs, the period of relative full employ-
ment in the fifties and sixties served to
conceal marked inequalities, the onset of
the crisis with raging inflation and un-
employment has unmasked and exacer-
bated these inequalities.

Continuing conglomeration and oligo-
polization under the present conditions
of crisis at the onset of the 1980s have
generated the backlash of increased
protectionism and beggar-my-neighbour
policies. Understandably, in this context
the volume of global trade increased
by only one per cent in 1980, the lowest
growth rate seen in the postwar period.
It would appear in the present institutio-
nal configuration that the global crisis
of oligopolistic capitalism is irreversible.

Notes:

1 conglomerate: a corporation general-

ly consisting of a holding company and
a group of subsidiaries engaged in unre-
lated economic activities. Expansion
of conglomerates takes place through
mergers and takeovers. Such diversi-
ficantion allows the conglomerate to
survive periods of losses in certain pro-
duct lines by profits earned in other
divisions.

L oligopoly: defines a market structure
characterized by dominance of a hand-
ful of firms, whose corporate and pri-
cing policies are coordinated via such
mechanisms as pricing policies that de-
viate from those that might prevail un-
der more competitive conditions; various
collusive practices; and a multiplicity
of effective barriers against other firms
aspiring to enter the sector.

3 For an elaboration of these ideas. see
UNCTAD, Fibres and Textiles: Dimen-
sions of Corporate Marketing Structures
(TD/B/C.1/219), Geneva, 1981; and
Frederick Clairmonte and John Cava-
nagh, The World in their Web: The Dy-
namics of Transnational Fibre and Allied
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Textile Oligopolies (London 1981).

4 These include Taiwan, South Korea,
Hong Kong, Singapore, Yugoslavia, Bra-
zil, India and Mexico who, in 1978,
accounted for 78 percent of UCE in-
dustrial exports.

S United States Senate, Subcommittee
on Antitrust and Monopoly of the
Senate Committee of the Judiciary,
Mergers and Industrial Concentration,
Hearings on 21 September 1978, p. 151.
”Large firms” refers to acquired firms
with assets of $10 million or more.

6 Ibid., p. 152.
7 Ibid., p. 152.
8 Ibid., p.172.
9 Ibid., p.151.

10 United States, Congress, House of
Representatives, Transcript Record of
”Excerpts from the Testimony of Neil
Smith before the Subcommittee on Live-
stock and Grains”’, 30 October 1979
(Washington, DC), p. 7.

L Quoted in M. J. Green, B. C. Moore
and B. Wasserstein, The Closed Enterprise
System (New York, 1972), p. xii. See also
M. S. Lewis-Beck ’Maintaining Economic
Competition: The Causes and Consequen-
ces of Antitrust”, in Journal of Politics,
Vol. 41, 1979. By 1980, 20 US corpora-
tions employed over 100 in-house lawyers
each. (AT & T 902 and Exxon 384).
Du Pont allocated 39 corporate lawyers
exclusively for anti-trust work.

The staggering sales of the petroleum
giants indicate the gigantic scale of their
accumulation that can be used to extend
their conglomerate annexations. The
following data refer to 1980 sales of
some of the paramount American oil
corporations compared to 1979. Exxon,
$110.5 billion ( 30 per cent); Mobil,
$ 63.7 ( 32); Texaco, $ 52.5 ( 34);
Standard Oil, $ 42.9 ( 34); Standard
Oil (Indiana) $ 27.8 ( 38); Gulf Oil,
$ 26.9 ( 11); Atlantic Richfield, § 24.2
( 45); Shell Oil, $ 20.0 ( 37); and Co-
noco, $ 18.8 ( 44). Source, Standard
and Poor’s Compustat Services Inc.

13Quoted in The New York Times,
”Canada’s industry plays monopoly for
real’’, 25 March 1980.

14 Ipid. Canada has recorded only one
monopoly conviction since 1945 and
that presumably on the basis that the
defendent pleaded guilty.

15 United States Senate, 95th Congress.
Mergers and Industrial Concentration,
Hearings before the Subcommittee on
Antitrust and Monopoly. Acquisitions
and Mergers by Conglomerates of Un-
related Businesses, 12 May, 27 and
28 July and 21 September 1978, Washing-
ton, DC, 1978, p. 143.

16 1pid., p. 143.
17 1bid., p. 172.

18Forz‘une, June 1965, and Willard
Mueller, The Social Control of Eco-
nomic Power”, "University of Wiscon-
sin, Working Paper Series, June 1977.

19 The present $ 10-20 billion semi-
conductor market is expected to shoot
past § 100 billion yearly by the cen-
tury’s end according to data of the
Philips Corporation, quoted in The
New York Times, 29 January 1980.

20 These include General Motors, Ford
and Chrysler in the United States; To-
yota and Nissan in Japan; Volkswagen
in the FRG; Renault and Peugeot-Citroen
in France; and Fiat in Italy.

21 An  indication of the magnitude
of the crisis was that in the first 10
weeks of 1981, US business bankrupt-
cies rose to 2,933, a gain of 63 per cent
from the 1,800 tallied in the comparable
period of 1980, and the highest reported
for the period since 1963. Significantly,
last year’s figure was 53 per cent above
the similar period in 1979, according
to Dun & Bradstreet data. For the first
11 months of 1980, 10,727 businesses
filed bankruptcies, 52 per cent higher
than the similar period in 1979. These
bankruptcy figures are symptomatic of
the OECD group of countries as a whole.

22Shifting global corporate hegemony
is pinpointed in the following numbers:
in 1971, 280 of the world’s five hundred
largest industrial corporations were US
based; by 1979, the number had dropped
to 219. Japan followed with 71; the
UK., 51; the FRG, 37; France, 27;
and Canada, 19. Data from the New
York-based Conference Board. |
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