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Abstract

This article analyses the structure and changes of large companies based on a new database of the
200 largest non-financial firms operating from 1913 to 1971 in Argentina. The main contribution of
the research consists of the elaboration of the rankings of the 200 largest companies according to
their paid-up capital between 1913 and 1971 and the construction of a database of large companies
based on homogeneous sources and criteria. The study identifies the long-lasting presence of fam-
ily-based diversified business groups and foreign multinationals from the first global period to the
end of Import Substitution Industrialisation. It also shows that the presence of foreign companies
among the 200 largest firms is higher than that identified in other countries. The study constitutes
the first comprehensive research into big business in Argentina until the 1970s and a first attempt to
identify the life cycles of the largest companies in Argentina.
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Resumen

El artículo analiza la estructura y los cambios de las grandes empresas a partir de una nueva base de
datos de las 200 mayores empresas no financieras que operaron entre 1913 y 1971 en Argentina. Su
principal contribución consiste en la elaboración de los rankings de las 200 mayores empresas según
capital integrado entre 1913 y 1971 y la construcción de una base de datos de grandes empresas a
partir de fuentes y criterios homogéneos. El estudio identifica la presencia duradera de grupos
empresariales diversificados de base familiar y multinacionales extranjeras desde la primera
globalización hasta el final de la Industrialización por Sustitución de Importaciones. También mues-
tra que la presencia de empresas extranjeras entre las 200 firmas más grandes es mayor que la iden-
tificada en otros países. El estudio constituye la primera investigación integral sobre las grandes
empresas y sus ciclos de vida en Argentina hasta la década de 1970.

Palabras clave: cúpula empresarial; grupos económicos; multinacionales; Argentina; historia de
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1. Introduction

The analysis of big business and its role in economic development is a crucial topic in eco-
nomic and business history literature. From the studies of Ronald Coase and Alfred
Chandler, the trajectories and growth strategies of large firms were incorporated into
the analysis of the development of industrial capitalism (Chandler 1987). In recent dec-
ades, the questioning of the Chandlerian paradigm of postulating the large U.S. industrial
enterprise as a normative model of business development was formulated from several
perspectives (Chandler and Takashi 1990; Hannah 1991; Chandler et al. 1997).1 As noted
by Cassis (2008), the role of big business has been set in a broader perspective, both the-
oretically and geographically, and «alternative» forms of large business organisation have
been reappraised as part of modern societies rather than mere archaisms (Austin et al.
2017).

Several studies on late-industrialising European countries such as Italy or Spain or
Asian countries such as Japan and Korea, have highlighted the diversity of institutional
forms and the persistence of large family-owned corporations. In these countries, busi-
ness groups (zaibatsu, keiretsu and chaebols) were the predominant organisational
form of big business (see Colpan et al. 2010). Meanwhile, in Latin America, several scholars
have identified the significant presence of family-based business groups alongside foreign
multinationals at the top.2

In Argentina’s case, historical studies have pointed out that foreign companies have
played a key role in the economy and that the business group as an organisational form
has become preeminent (Lanciotti and Lluch 2018).3 Family ownership was the norm in
national firms rather than the exception (Barbero 2015; Barbero and Lluch 2016). Other stud-
ies have questioned the domain exercised by this type of company on the economic devel-
opment of the country, as it implies that national income depends upon a few domestic and
foreign groups controlling a large number of the big companies (Marichal 1974; Nochteff
1994; Schvarzer, 1995; Barbero 1997; Manzanelli and Schorr 2013; Lanciotti et al. 2019).

As part of a broader and more comprehensive investigation of big business in
20th-century Argentina, this article provides the first comprehensive research into big
business until the 1970s. Our analysis seeks to bring new evidence of the evolution and
characteristics of capitalism in Argentina, from the perspective of business history. To
this effect, the article analyses the structure and changes of corporate leadership based
on a new database of the 200 largest non-financial firms operating from 1913 to 1971.4

Our study explores the rise of large-scale enterprise in the context of a transformation,
from an open and relatively wealthy resource-based economy to a more closed and
unstable one in the 1970s. We also evaluate the complementary but competing

1 See a synthesis of Chandler’s criticisms and a response to them in Amatori (2009).
2 For family firms in Latin America, see Fernández and Lluch (2015). Schneider (2013) proposed that Latin

American economies could be analysed as hierarchical market economies (HMEs). One of the features of
HMEs is that the organization of capital and technology is controlled by diversified family business groups
and multinational corporations.

3 María Inés Barbero’s study (1997) of large industrial companies until 1930 established that the size of the
domestic market and difficult access to financing and technology would have limited the increase in the scale
of national companies which organised into business groups. The literature concurs that business groups are
sets of legally independent firms, bound together by persistent formal and informal ties. See Granovetter
(2005) and Khanna and Yafeh (2007).

4 These data are available at the BDGEA/BCAD (1913-1971) IDB PICT 2015-3273 project site: http://
argentinaempresas.com. In previous studies, we have analysed and quantified the participation of foreign multi-
national firms in the Argentinian economy; see Lluch and Lanciotti (2018) Lanciotti and Lluch (2020). The rank-
ings of foreign firms for the period 1913–1971 can be found at http://empexargentina.com/. Both research
projects were funded by the Agencia Nacional de Promoción Científica y Tecnológica, Argentina.
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participation of large national stand-alone companies, foreign multinationals and busi-
ness groups in Argentinian corporate leadership between 1913 and 1971, with special
attention to the impacts of external investment cycles and public policies. Finally, we
also identify the main changes in the sectoral insertion of the largest companies through-
out the period.

This article posits that Argentina’smodality of insertion in the internationalmarket has a
long-lasting trait: the role of foreign companies and locally controlled diversified
business groups as conspicuous members of the corporate leadership, from the last
quarter of the 19th century until the end of the so-called ISI period (Import Substitution
Industrialisation), in 1971. Furthermore, we found that the presence of foreign companies
among the 200 largest firms is higher than that identified in other countries, such as Italy
or Australia, especially at the beginning (1913) and at the end of the analysed period (1971).5

We also propose that the main changes affecting Argentinian corporations resulted
from the impact of external investment cycles and industrial policies at two particular
moments in time: at the end of World War II and in the 1960s. We argue that these
changes were gradual but consistent with a shift towards state intervention to promote
an economic development based on industrial activities during the second post-war
period. In the 1960s, the government’s promotion of new foreign investments in the
most dynamic branches of industry consolidated the industrial profile of corporate lea-
ders. The latter process oriented the rise of a new techno-economic paradigm; however,
it was abruptly interrupted by the military dictatorship that came to power in 1976.6

This paper is organised in three main sections. The first section presents a synthesis of
the methodological aspects of the research. The second section synthesises the long-term
evolution and main changes in the population of the largest firms between 1913 and 1971.
The third section presents the conclusions.

2. Methodological notes7

As Cassis (2008) observes, the concept of big business is one of the most commonly used yet
least clearly defined in business history (Chandler et al. 1997). Even though a priori it may
seem a straightforward definition, by considering the relative sizes among firms and nar-
rowing down the focus to only the first 50, 100 or 200, different debates have emerged
about what type of firm should be considered as such, the impact that national contexts
may have on this definition, and the firms’ origins, dominant features, and functions in
the economic system.

Ville and Merrett (2000, p. 14) have discussed the different criteria used for measuring
the relative size of firms—including assets, output, sales, paid-up and market value of cap-
ital—or size of the labour force. As they rightly remark, none of them provide unambigu-
ous size measures. For example, the number of employees can be misleading when
comparing sectors, while production or sales figures are only useful when they allow
value-added to be distinguished. Market capitalisation has been preferred in countries
such as the United States or some European countries (England, Germany).8 This

5 Unfortunately, we cannot compare Argentina with other Latin American countries because there are no
similar studies of the corporate elites for the region. Consequently, we opted to compare our case with studies
of other late-industrialised countries. For the Italian case, see Colli and Vasta (2010). For Australia, see Fleming
et al. (2004); Ville and Merrett (2000).

6 A new techno-economic paradigm refers to the emergence of new methods of production, distribution and
management of goods and services that involve the regrouping of financial, technological and organizational
resources associated with different development models (Louçã and Mendonça 2002, p. 822).

7 For the full description of methodology, see Lluch and Lanciotti (2021).
8 For more information on criteria used for building other rankings, see Ville and Merrett (2000).
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indicator, however, is inadequate for companies whose shares were not listed or rarely
traded, as in the case of Argentina where a minority of companies sought a stock
exchange listing.9 Including foreign companies into the analysis has not always been
the norm in Europe or the United States. Still, it is appropriate to do so in countries
such as Argentina. Finally, all historical measures face significant problems with access
to information and, subsequently, data collection. Thus, we agree with Ville and
Merrett in that the use of different methodologies «means that figures on absolute
firm size must be analyzed circumspectly although the broad parameters for comparison
remain valid» (Ville and Merrett 2000, p. 15). Our research is based on the elaboration of a
homogeneous series of long-term companies that operated in Argentina from 1913 to
1971. We registered, organised and classified the data of the corporations listed in the dir-
ectories/guides edited for seven benchmark years: 1913, 1923, 1930-1931, 1937-1938, 1944,
1959-1960, 1970-1971. The selected benchmarks allowed us to identify the changes that
occurred in the population of the largest firms until the 1970s. These dates not only
track the changes within the structure of the Argentinian economy, but also allow future
comparisons with similar studies done for other countries. The sources of information
varied between different years and are listed in the «References». In addition to the pri-
mary sources, information was obtained from the following publications: Monitor de
Sociedades Anónimas, El Avisador Mercantil, El Cronista Comercial, Revista Veritas, Revista La
Información and Revista Mercado. A nominal search was used in case of doubts or other
situations.

We later created the ranking of the 200 largest non-financial firms for each year.
Identifying the largest businesses for a single year is a substantial task since it is only
by considering all relevant firms that it is possible to complete a size ranking by year.
In this analysis, the fully paid-up capital stock has been adopted as the unit of measure-
ment for it provides the most broadly available data across the whole period. The infor-
mation was systematised in the «Base de Datos de Grandes Empresas en Argentina [Database of
the Largest Companies in Argentina] BDGEA/BCAD (1913-1971) BID PICT 2015-3273.» This
database provides the first available rankings for the whole period since the publication of
the rankings based on annual sales dates from 1955, and there was no information on the
preceding period. Moreover, previous figures were incomplete in terms of sectors (par-
ticularly the first ones published by Panorama de la Economía Argentina between 1955
and 1969, and later by Mercado or Prensa Económica).

Cassis (2008, p. 173) proposes three questions to understand big business: first, should
the notion be defined in absolute or in relative terms, and in the case of the latter, should
it be contingent on period, country size or other factors? Second, should only large indus-
trial enterprises be considered as those that make up the world of big business, or should
firms from other sectors also be included? And third, should the frontiers of big business
be limited to the firm’s unit, or should other forms of organisation be considered? (Cassis
2008, p. 172).

By answering these questions, we identify Argentina’s largest companies. Second, and
as explained above, we opted for an absolute definition: a fully paid-up capital stock, but
relative to the year of measurement and the companies’ contexts. This type of capital was
chosen, instead of other indicators, because our sources do not provide information on
annual sales or asset values for the period of analysis. We decided to include firms from
all sectors (except banking).10 We also considered foreign companies because FDI was

9 Historical references on the origins of the Buenos Aires Stock Exchange, can be found in Martínez and
Lewandowski (1912, p. 398).

10 Banking and insurance activities have been excluded due to the regulations in force regarding the formation
of their capital stock (whereby a minimum was established) and other rules that differentiated them. Banks were
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manifest in many parts of the economy.11 Consistent with other similar studies, most state-
owned companies are not included, except for those incorporated as «Corporations».12

However, we include complementary information about state-owned companies, based on
secondary sources so as to evaluate the role of the government as an entrepreneur; a widely
developed topic in Argentinian historiography (Belini and Rougier 2008). Finally, since our
sources analyse corporations [Sociedades Anónimas], we took each company as a unit of
analysis. Still, we consider their insertion or integration within corporate networks and
business groups.

Two more comments are worth noting.13 The conversion of capital stock into dollars
was necessary to integrate the data from both domestic and foreign companies. As for
the activity carried out by the companies, in each case we chose to prioritise the main
activity based on secondary sources. For the activity description, we used the categories
proposed by the International Standard Industrial Classification of all Economic Activities,
Rev. 4 (ISIC. Rev. 4).

3. The development of argentina’s 200 largest firms: investment cycles and
sectoral insertion

3.1 The first global economy (1870-1914)

During the first globalisation, the Argentinian economy specialised in producing and
exporting agricultural raw materials to northern Europe. The most dynamic activity of
the Argentinian economy was the production of agro-industrial goods and associated
trade and financial activities. At the same time, domestic capital was concentrated in
the production of agricultural goods and livestock and the production of consumer
goods for the domestic market.

Economic specialisation was driven by the entry of northern European firms, mainly
from Great Britain, investing in infrastructure (railroads and public services), commercial
and financial services for export. By 1913, the most capitalised firms were British (see
Table 1). The French and Belgian companies had a sectoral insertion similar to that of
the British and also concentrated on transportation, infrastructure, credit and finance.14

This cycle of foreign investment in the country began in the 1870s and lasted until the
railroads and public utilities were nationalised in 1947-1950 (Lanciotti and Lluch 2018)
(see Figures 1 and 2).

The production of wool, meat and cereals, along with the impact of European immigra-
tion into the Pampas, shaped a dynamic domestic market at a high economic growth rate
(Barbero and Rocchi 2003). This market encouraged the creation of local companies
and the emergence of powerful business networks that linked traders of European origin,
who settled in Argentina, with British, Belgian and German exporting and importing
companies. As a result, by the end of the 19th century, a business elite closely associated

included in Art. 368 of the Code of Commerce and were governed from 1935 onward by the provisions of the
Central Bank, while insurance companies were controlled by the Superintendence of Insurance. Their inclusion
led to an over-representation of the sector and, for this reason, to their subsequent removal. The data included in
our database could be analysed in future studies.

11 For more details on the legal status and procedures for the incorporation of foreign companies, see the
appendix of Lanciotti and Lluch (2018).

12 For a report on the different legal and administrative structures of public enterprises, see Caraballo (1965).
13 For the conversion of paid-up capital into U.S. dollars, we used Lawrence H. Officer in «Exchange Rates

Between the United States Dollar and Forty-one Currencies,» MeasuringWorth, 2021. http://www.
measuringworth.com/exchangeglobal/

14 On French investments in Argentina, see Regalsky (2002). On Belgian companies, Lanciotti and Lluch (2018,
pp. 49-61).
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with the commercial networks of northern Europe was formed. The members of this
group became central players in corporate power, as reflected in the list of the largest
companies in 1913.

On the eve of the Great War, the number of Argentinian and foreign firms among the
200 largest companies was equivalent. Among the foreign firms, 81 per cent were British
(see Figures 1 and 2). This dominance was even more pronounced if we look at just the
first ten positions in the ranking. The prominent presence of railroad companies at the
top of the ranking is not surprising. As Cassis rightly summarises, railway companies
were, on a global scale, the first companies to face organisational challenges due to
their large scale in terms of costs, investment, internal organisation and coordination
of their operations (Cassis 2008, p. 176; Chandler 1987).

Table 1. Top 10 firms, Argentina, 1913 and 1930

1913 1930

Pos. Company name Activity Origin Company name Activity Origin

1 Buenos Aires Great

Southern Railway

Railway GB Central

Argentine

Railway

Railway GB

2 Central Argentine

Railway

Railway GB Great Southern

Railway

Railway GB

3 Buenos Aires

Western Railway

Railway GB Buenos Aires

and Pacific

Railway Co.

Ltd.

Railway GB

4 Buenos Aires

Central Railway

Railway GB Buenos Aires

Western

Railway

Railway GB

5 Buenos Aires and

Pacific Railway

Railway GB Ferrocarril

Central

Córdoba

Railway GB

6 Anglo-Argentine

Tramways

Tramway Bel/

GB

The Argentine

Northern

Land

Real State GB

7 CATE Alemana

Transatlántica de

Electricidad

Electricity Ger. Central

Argentina de

Electricidad

Electricity US

8 Bahía Blanca and

Northwestern

Railway

Railway GB The Union

Cold Storage

Storage GB

9 The Entre Rios

Railway

Railway GB-US Compañía de

Electricidad

de los Andes

Electricity US

10 Argentine Great

Western Railway

Railway GB Ferrocarril

Terminal

Central de

Buenos Aires

Railway Arg.

Source: Base de datos de Grandes empresas en Argentina—BDGEA/BCAD (19131971) BID PICT 20153273.
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Therefore, among the largest foreign companies, British dominance was undisputed
before the First World War (Figure 2, Table 1). American and German firms had a negli-
gible presence (Figure 2) in those years, although they led strategic activities, such as the
meatpacking industry and the electrical industry, respectively. The most capitalised com-
panies in the food industry were the meatpacking plants, which were initially owned by
British and Argentinian capital. With the arrival of Swift, in 1907, the scale of chilled meat
exports increased, giving rise to the leadership of U.S. companies in this activity. As of the
1920s, three major players controlled the largest share of exports (US Swift and Armour
and UK Anglo). The financial capacity of U.S. firms as well as the development of

Figure 1. Argentina’s largest firms by origin, 1913-1971.
Source: Base de datos de Grandes empresas en Argentina—BDGEA/BCAD (19131971) BID PICT 20153273.

Figure 2. Largest foreign companies by country of origin, 1913-1971.
Source: Base de datos de Grandes empresas en Argentina—BDGEA/BCAD (19131971) BID PICT 20153273.
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marketing structures in England favoured the displacement of older British and
Argentinian firms from the meat production sector (Hanson 1938; Lluch 2019).

The 1913 ranking shows the highest number of partnerships ( joint ventures) between
Argentinian and foreign capital for the analysed period, around 10 per cent of the total
(Figure 1). This share ratifies the early formation of alliances between Argentinian and
foreign capital (primarily British and Belgian, and French) to invest in transportation
and storage, cattle and quebracho exploitation and the food industry.

Our data also show the long-lasting presence among the largest firms of companies
controlled by business groups with diversified investments in agriculture, land, finance,
transportation and services (41 companies).15 These business groups had some elements
in common: (a) their investments were diversified in unrelated activities; (b) they were
founded by foreigners residing in the country who acted as intermediaries between
European investors and the local market; and (c) they were based on family networks.
Early business groups were organised by traders of British, Belgian-German and French
origin who settled in Argentina. They created commercial and financial companies
based on kinship ties and grew through association with investors outside the family.

The largest Argentinian business groups expanded by diversifying investments from
export and import activity to financial services and agricultural production. This was
the case of the Italian group Devoto & Co, German-Belgian groups such as Tornquist
and Bunge & Born, and the French group Bemberg (Marichal 1974). Early merchant
houses created financial companies that acted as intermediaries in the negotiation of
Argentinian securities and European banks, and shortly afterwards, in the 1880s, they
diversified their investments into the real estate and mortgage sector. After the crisis
of 1890, the wool, leather and grain exporting companies consolidated their position as
financial intermediaries, eliminated their competitors and expanded their business
from international trade to the local production of sugar, flour, quebracho and tobacco.

3.2 The first Post-World War period until the great depression

With the outbreak of World War I, Argentinian economic growth began to depend more
and more on the expansion of the domestic market. In fact, industry became the most
dynamic sector of the economy from the 1920s onwards (Barbero and Rocchi 2003). At
this time, the level of effective protectionism had declined due to rising inflation and
the failure to update customs duties. However, in 1923, the government of President
Marcelo T. de Alvear promoted a customs reform that established a minimum level for
inputs and machinery and higher tariffs for goods already produced in the country.
Although it was not its objective, this policy of tariff protection created incentives for
the arrival of new foreign firms.16

In the 1920s, technological advances in agribusiness, new demands for goods, and mod-
ernisation in marketing and advertising techniques brought investment opportunities for
new foreign companies. For example, at this time, Argentina was one of the world’s major
importers of agricultural implements and machinery. These items, unlike others, were not
subject to higher customs duties, which facilitated the entry of foreign products. Most
agricultural tools and machinery were British until 1913-1914, although this situation
was radically altered after the First World War. From then on, U.S. dominance ranged
between 80 per cent and 90 per cent, although with variations by type of product and
period (see Avery, 1925).

15 The preeminence of diversified business groups among large local firms was pointed out by Barbero (2015).
16 For the debate around Customs Law, see Díaz Alejandro (2002); Lewis (1987) and Gerchunoff (2016,

pp. 157-158).
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In this period of economic grow, Argentina’s GDP grew more than that of the United
States, Canada and Australia as the country received new foreign direct investment.17

The locational advantages associated with the size and structure of the domestic market
and low communication and transportation costs were decisive in this new wave of FDI. It
can also be added that the level of taxation was low compared with the tax burden in the
home countries. Legislation was also largely favourable to foreign firms. In some activ-
ities, such as transport and public services, foreign companies even benefited from tax
exemptions on the introduction of imported supplies.18

By 1930, the nationality of the largest foreign companies was becoming more diversi-
fied. The entry of U.S. companies increased, as did that of German and Belgian ones
(Figure 2), all of them providing new goods and services. The entry of U.S. multinationals
also responded to a global strategy aimed at strengthening their position in Latin America
through direct investment. Some of these new companies (24/200) were controlled by the
holding company American & Foreign Power, which acquired several Anglo-Argentinian
and Argentinian electricity firms between 1927 and 1930 (Lanciotti, 2015). As for
Germany, the rapid technological development achieved by its industry facilitated the
entry of German multinationals into Argentina’s top business ranks in the electricity,
import trade, telephony and radiotelegraphy sectors.

The predominance of British companies did not change in terms of the stock of capital
investment and insertion in economic activities, as evidenced by their majority participa-
tion in the first ten positions of the rankings (Table 1). Nevertheless, the displacement of
British hegemony in favour of the United States and the expansion of American multina-
tionals in the world market gradually impacted Argentina’s corporate leadership. This
marked the beginning of the relative decline of the British presence in the country.

After WWI, leading Argentinian firms reorganised to take advantage of the new
opportunities offered by an expanding domestic market. From 1913 to 1923, 58 per
cent of the top companies had been founded or reorganised as corporations (or
Sociedades Anónimas).19 Many sole proprietorships and family firms organised themselves
as corporations without resorting to public savings, public underwriting or stock
exchange listing.20 Most of these large companies maintained family ownership and
management and self-financed through reinvestment of profits, contributions from the
owners and their families, informal credit and short-term bank loans.

In 1923, the number of national companies among the 200 largest increased (Figure 1).
Large national companies capitalised, increased their production scale, imported machin-
ery and incorporated internal combustion engines and electric turbines in industrial
plants to meet domestic demand and foreign markets in some sectors. Most of them
were engaged in exploiting and marketing agricultural products and timber for export
and agro-industrial production for the domestic market.

17 In 1917-1929 the growth rate of GDP in Argentina was higher than the rates of Australia, Canada and the
U.S. In 1921-23, Argentinian GDP grew 7.2 per cent a year on average; in 1924-26, 4.1 per cent, and in 1927-1-29, 6
per cent a year (Díaz Alejandro 2002, p. 62). In the U.S., real GDP growth during the 1920s was 4.2 per cent a year
from 1920 to 1929 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1975).

18 More information about FDI and foreign firms in Argentina can be found in Lanciotti and Lluch (2018).
19 Several Argentinian corporations incorporated in 1906 resulted from the conversion of old partnerships

into limited partnerships by shares. Some examples are: Ernesto Tornquist y Cía. Ltda., Droguería La Estrella,
Ferrocarril Central de Buenos Aires, Armand Dreyfus y Cía., Compañía Nacional de Carruajes y Automóviles,
Antigua casa Arteyeta y Peyret, Bacigalupo y Cia. Annual reports of the Ministry of Justice and Public
Instruction, year 1906, p. 341. More information in Lluch (2017).

20 Historical references on the Buenos Aires Stock Exchange origins, in Martínez and Lewandowski (1912,
p. 398). Created in 1856, its functions were regulated in 1879 and 1887.
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By 1930, a group of local companies (associated with business groups or stand-alone)
was already consolidated at the apex of Argentina’s capitalism. Theywere involved inmass
consumption industries such as beer, sugar, wine, matches, sweets and tobacco, all locally
produced, although sometimes marketed under foreign names/brands (Rocchi 1998).
Local companies also became crucial in the oil andmining activity (B) in the 1920s. This take-
off resulted from the creation of the state oil company Yacimientos Petrolíferos Fiscales
(YPF), not included in rankings due to its legal incorporation status. In 1930 there were
already fifteen oil refineries operating in the country, three under state control. Foreign
companies were also dynamic in this activity (Table 2). West India Oil Co., Standard Oil
Co., Diadema Argentina SA de Petróleo and Shell Mex Argentina entered the 200 ranking
in 1930.21

We also note that in the first global period, until the Second World War, foreign firms
dominated transport and storage (H), public utilities (D, E) and the exploitation of natural
resources. These activities required high investment in fixed assets and were closely
related to the technologies of the First Industrial Revolution.

3.2.1 From the great depression to the second world war
Despite increasing political risks in the global economy, Argentina did not introduce
restrictive regulations on the entry of foreign capital.22 It constituted a low-risk country
for foreign companies, especially for European ones that sought to avoid confiscations and
controls in their countries of origin, as in the German case, or the increase in tax pressure,
as in the British case. Until the end of the Second World War, the security of investments
in Argentina guaranteed acceptable returns and the preservation of assets, and the coun-
try became a safe destination for European companies affected by exchange rate devalua-
tions, the European recession, and finally, the outbreak of the war.

In the world crisis of 1930, government policies to face external restrictions and the
decline of the value of exportations gave new impetus to the industry. The state assumed
an active role in the economy by introducing fiscal and monetary policies. After the exit
from the gold standard regime, the currency was depreciated, import tariffs were raised,
and exchange controls were established. To encourage local and foreign manufacturing
companies, tariffs on fuels and raw materials were reduced (Phelps 1938, p. 204).

Exchange controls and the differential exchange rate for imports favoured the substi-
tution of inputs and intermediate goods produced by national and foreign companies.
Consequently, chemical, metallurgical and textile companies increased their share in
the top 200. Among the local industrial firms, milling, sugar, wine and food companies
continued to stand out. The entry of new companies into the 1937-1938 ranking was
mainly associated with the growth of the textile and cement industries (Table 4). Other
national firms such as Loma Negra and Maquinarias Di Tella expanded, starting a new
generation of business groups. Those created during the first global economy, such as
Bunge y Born, Tornquist, Bemberg and Italo (known as the Fabril group since 1930),
deepened their diversification towards industrial activities in the 1930s.23

Industrial growth also induced the entry of new foreign industrial firms into the cor-
porate leaders, mainly from the United States. The growth of the woollen and cotton tex-
tile industry brought several American firms to the top 200 (Belini 2017; Lluch 2019).

21 The annual growth rate of the gross output of the petroleum products industry was 12.3 per cent in
1925-1939. Díaz Alejandro (2002, p. 220). Trade Information Bulletin (1934).

22 With the creation of the Central Bank in 1935, foreign investments were placed under its control, but the
situation described was not altered.

23 The Di Tella group controlled Maquinarias Di Tella (1927), Siam Di Tella Automotores (1941) and Siambretta
(1953). For the Italo/Fabril group, see Belini and Badoza (2016); Barbero (2009).
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Table 2. Sectorial distribution of the top 200 firms by nationality: Argentina, 1913-1944

Year
1913 1923 1930 1944

Act. For. Arg. Assoc. For. Arg. Assoc. For. Arg. Assoc. For. Arg. Assoc.

A 14 22 3 11 30 5 23 1 5 20

B 1 3 9 6 6 7 2

C 12 35 5 15 36 3 20 42 4 28 51 2

D 10 5 1 5 2 1 14 4 10 3

E 4 4 4 3 1

F 3 4 2 5 1 2 5 1

G 6 7 4 6 23 4 5 19 4 7 12 2

H 20 9 8 13 10 2 15 4 2 13 5 2

I 1

J 1 1 3 3 5 1 6 3

L 7 11 0 5 8 3 9 4 7

M 0 0 0

RSQ 1 2 1 1

Source: Base de datos de Grandes empresas en Argentina—BDGEA/BCAD (19131971) BID PICT 20153273.

Revista
de

H
istoria

Económ
ica

/
Journalof

Iberian
and

Latin
Am

erican
Econom

ic
H
istory

11

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610923000101 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610923000101


Several of those investments were planned before the Great Depression and worsened
economic conditions did not change the companies’ plans. Based on previous commit-
ments, 23 U.S. firms built factories or established their commercial branches in
Argentina between 1931 and 1933 (Wilkins 1974, p. 167; Lluch 2019).

German firms also increased their presence, especially in the metallurgical sector with
Thyssen Lametal, Sociedad Electrometalúrgica Argentina (SEMA) and Tubos Mannesmann.
The peak of German companies was reached in 1944-1945. After the German defeat in
World War II, this presence declined. The adhesion of the Argentinian State to the
Treaty of Chapultepec enabled the confiscation of thirty German firms under the title
of enemy property, which was transferred to the National Directorate of State
Industries (DiNIE) in 1947 (Belini 2006).

In the 1930s, the number of foreign companies in the top 200 increased, but their prac-
tices changed, including the trend towards «Argentinisation.» For example, under the
«transfer of business» category, Pan American Oil Export Co. (formerly Tide Water Oil
Export Co.) transferred its business to Pan American, Compañía Argentina de Petróleo
SA, in 1937. West India Oil Co. (a subsidiary of Standard Oil) transferred its business to
the West India Oil Company, Sociedad Anónima Petrolera Argentina.24 The strategy of
changing their country of incorporation showed the adaptation to the new legal environ-
ments worldwide but, most importantly, attempted to elude taxes in their home coun-
tries. International Harvester (IH), the agricultural machinery manufacturer, did not
change its legal status during the 1930s. Still, it evaluated the reorganisation and studied
the advantages and disadvantages of maintaining its foreign status or forming a new
Argentinian-incorporated company in a context where fiscal and political issues acquired
greater significance.25

The transformations described above did not have a linear impact on corporate lead-
ership, where opposing trends converged. Even considering the more significant role of
the industrial sector in the corporate elite after 1930 and the gradual displacement of
British companies by U.S. companies, there is a remarkable continuity in the list of top
companies from 1913 on. In 1944, 77 per cent of the leading companies had been
created—or reorganised—before the 1930s.

Another element of continuity is that the relative decline of British investment did not
change the fact that companies from this country continued to be the majority in the top
200 until the end of the second war. In 1944, British capital represented 40 per cent of the
total capital of the 200 big firms, which is explained by its high investment in fixed assets
during the first globalisation. Transport and public utility companies, mostly from Britain,
continued to lead. Although the profitability of British railway and tramway companies
declined due to competition with motor transport after 1930, economic growth continued
to ensure satisfactory profits for financial, mortgage and utility companies (Lanciotti
2021).

24 Revista La Información, No. 88, year 1937, Buenos Aires.
25 By the late 1920s, about 80 per cent of the agricultural machinery in Argentina was supplied by U.S. man-

ufacturers. In 1924, due to tax issues, International Harvester Co. of Argentina was established. To avoid losing
trade through competition from Germany, International Harvester began assembling and manufacturing machin-
ery in Argentina in 1925 and it strengthened its sales force by adding more offices in other parts of Argentina
(Lluch and Lanciotti, 2020). In the 1930s, the debate evolved around taxation and political considerations. In the
period of de-globalization, multinationals began to focus more on «domestic» operations, forced by tariff barriers
and exchange controls that mandatorily reinforced the autonomy of subsidiaries. The information on IH was
extracted from Wisconsin Historical Society, McCormick–International Harvester Collection, Argentina, File
No. 3030, years 1937-1944 (Argentina: Pros & Cons of Converting to Local Company). See Lanciotti and Lluch
(2020).
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To sum up, the sectoral distribution of the top 200 firms in 1913 demonstrates that the
largest companies were concentrated in the agricultural sector (A), industry (C), transport
and storage (H) and represented 64 per cent of the top 200. Other significant sectors were
those of real estate (L) and export and import trade (G), both associated with the agricul-
tural expansion. This structure was relatively stable until the 1930s, although national firms
led the increase in the participation of industrial companies as of the 1920s (Table 3).

From 1930 to 1944, the expansion of the domestic market gradually changed the sec-
toral distribution of the largest companies from activities associated with the production
and marketing of raw materials, exploitation of natural resources and real estate compan-
ies (A, G and L) in favour of industrial activities (C) (see Table 2). Around 1944, the shift
from agricultural (A) to industrial (C) activities marked the end of a cycle. This change is
also detected, as in other countries, in the decline of transport and storage companies (H)
and the real estate sector (L). On the other hand, large commercial companies (G) were
quite unstable, and this was attributed to their high heterogeneity and the impact of
external shocks on the Argentinian economy.

As Table 3 shows, the presence of large industrial companies (C) at the top started early
and reached its peak in 1971, with 76 per cent of the total. As mentioned above, the import-
ance of the industrial sector as a consequence of population growth and urban expansion
driven by European immigration consolidated the domestic market. This trend converged
with the increase in industry participation in Argentina’s GDP, which became the highest
in Latin America in the first post-war period (Belini 2017, p. 67). In the 1930s, industry
grew more due to the external restrictions imposed by the crisis. A decade later, govern-
ment policies promoted industrialisation, as explained in the next section. However, we
found that industrial firms represented the majority from 1913 onward.

3.3 The state-led industrialisation period

The end of Second World War constituted a turning point in Argentina’s corporate lead-
ership. The promotion of industry was the basis of the economic policies applied from
1943 to 1974, which materialised through customs protection, public credit, regulation
of interest rates, multiple exchange rates, refunds to exports, sectoral and regional indus-
tries promotion schemes and purchases from national companies by the state.26 This
implied an expansion of the state’s role and public management of companies in strategic
activities. Decree 14630/44 granted incentives to a wide range of industries declared to be of
national interest and its scope was deepened by Decree 3347/48. The National Commission
for the Establishment of Industries was then created to promote the establishment of tar-
geted industries and the automotive, machinery and implements industries were declared
to be of «national interest.» (Altimir et al. 1966, pp. 99-102; 114-118; 1967, p. 363).

Systematic state intervention in the business sector began during the Peronist govern-
ment (1946-1955). The nationalisation of the railway and public services companies deter-
mined the absolute decline of British investment in the country and the withdrawal of
U.S. and British interests in public utilities. Nationalisations had a high impact because
these companies had been at the top of the rankings since 1913.27 Other measures,
such as the nationalisation of foreign trade led by the creation of the Argentinian
Institute for the Promotion of Exchange (IAPI, its acronym in Spanish)—which, in addition

26 On the regime for the promotion of industries of national interest, see Belini (2014, pp. 185-216).
27 After nationalizations, electricity, gas, railways and telephony were managed by Agua y Energía, Gas del

Estado, Ferrocarriles del Estado and ENTEL. However they were not organised as corporations until the end of
the 1960s, consequently those firms are not included in our rankings. See Lanciotti (2015), Lanciotti and
Lluch (2018).
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Table 3. Top 200 firms by activity, Argentina 1913-1971

Code Activity 1913 1923-4 1930 1937-8 1944 1959-60 1971

A Agriculture, forestry and fishing 39 41 29 33 25 13 6

B Mining and quarrying 4 9 12 8 9 7 7

C Manufacturing 52 54 66 70 81 144 152

D Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 16 8 18 15 13 4 2

E Water supply; sewerage 4 4 4 3 4 0 0

F Construction 7 7 3 2 6 2 2

G Wholesale and retail trade 17 33 28 14 21 19 17

H Transportation and storage 37 25 21 27 20 3 2

I Accommodation and food service 1

J Information and communication 2 6 6 8 9 2 5

K Financial and insurance

L Real estate 18 13 12 18 11 5 5

M Professional, scientific and technical activities 0 0 0 1 2

N, R, S y Q Other 3 1 1 1 1

200 200 200 200 200 200 200

Source: Base de datos de Grandes empresas en Argentina—BDGEA/BCAD (19131971) BID PICT 20153273.
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to monopolising the export of cereals and meat, controlled the import of supplies and
machinery for agriculture and industry—the banking reform and the expansion of public
credit for the industrial sector, implied the transfer of resources from the agricultural to
the industrial sector.

These changes should not be read as a way to increase regulation affecting the activity
of foreign firms since no contrary or discriminatory legislation towards these companies
had been approved.28 Instead, the government introduced customs, exchange and credit
incentives that benefited certain foreign corporations. For example, in 1950, the require-
ment to include dividends in income tax returns was eliminated, which exempted share-
holders of Argentinian and foreign companies. That same year, oil producers were
exempted from the sales tax (Sánchez Román 2013, pp. 132, 149).

The economic crisis of 1951-1952 encouraged the entry of additional foreign capital. A
set of reforms assigned foreign capital a complementary role to national private invest-
ment and state investment in «industrial activities intensive in technologies not available
in the country.» (Azpiazu and Kosacoff 1985, p. 12). In 1953, the first legal regime for the
establishment of foreign capital in Argentina was introduced. Law 14222 established that
investments in the production of goods and services that save foreign exchange should be
prioritised. The promotion of foreign investments deepened later, when the military dic-
tatorship that overthrew Peronism in 1955 revoked Law 14222 and replaced it with more
flexible regulations for the repatriation of profits (Decrees 13403 and 16640). There was no
other comprehensive legislation until the new foreign investment law (Law 14780) was
approved by the government of Arturo Frondizi (1958-1962), as we will see later
(Altimir et al. 1967; Belini 2014).

The Peronist government also encouraged the creation of joint ventures to promote
the local manufacture of agricultural machinery and automobiles as a response to the cur-
rency crisis provoked by the increase in imports of industrial inputs. Decree 14630/44 pro-
moted the agreements between the state and German and Italian multinationals (such as
Deutz, Hanomag, Mercedes Benz and Fiat) to manufacture motor vehicles and the associ-
ation of the state company IAME with Kaiser Motors to create IKA (Industrias Kaiser
Argentina). This policy implied the entry of new foreign direct investment and the
increase of capital associations in the top 200.29

The impulse to industrial production was also the result of the Peronist government’s
macroeconomic policies, which set maximum prices for exportable goods and introduced
salary improvements that implied a substantial redistribution of income in favour of the
working class and the subsequent expansion of the domestic market. Consequently, indus-
trial activity grew simultaneously as a transition from the less capital-intensive industries
to the most dynamic sectors.

In fact, before Peron’s government, large industrial companies were concentrated in
the food, tobacco and textiles sectors (Table 4). The companies that produced sugar,
wine, beer, flour and derivatives, and to a lesser extent, milk and derivatives and yerba
mate were the majority from 1913 to 1944. They constituted a relatively enduring group
within the 200 largest firms. As a result of government policies, which promoted the
scale growth of the chemical (C20), metallurgical and machinery (C24, C25 and C28) indus-
tries, these industrial companies were strengthened in the 1950s (Table 4).

28 The tax regime for foreign companies was not modified during Peronism, but corporate income tax rates
(both Argentinian and foreign) were increased to 24 per cent in 1950. These rates were much lower than those
applied in other countries: in the United States, corporate income was taxed at a rate of 48 per cent, and in
France it was as high as 50 per cent. See Sánchez Román (2013, pp. 122, 137).

29 On this regime, see Belini (2014).
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Table 4. Industrial firms by sector, Argentina 1913-1971

Industry – C 1913 1923-4 1930 1937-8 1944 1959-60 1971

10 Manufacture of food products 23 27 31 27 30 18 18

11 Manufacture of beverages 9 9 11 11 10 5 5

12 Manufacture of tobacco products 2 2 3 3 5 4 4

13 Manufacture of textiles 1 5 5 6 12 23 12

14 Manufacture of wearing apparel 0 0 0 0 2 1

15 Manufacture of leather products 2 2 3 2 1 1 1

16 Manufacture of wood and of products of wood and cork 1 2

17 Manufacture of paper and paper products 2 1 1 1 1 7 6

18, 181 Printing and reproduction of recorded media 2 1 1 3 2

19, 1920 Manufacture of coke and refined petroleum products 1 2 3 2 4

20 Manufacture of chemicals and chemical products 1 2 1 2 3 15 24

21 Manufacture of pharmaceutical products 1 1 1 2 1 4 3

22 Manufacture of rubber and plastic products 2 2 5 4

23 Manufacture of other non-metallic mineral products 2 1 2 3 5 8 12

24 Manufacture of basic metals 4 2 1 1 2 12 12

25 Manufacture of fabricated metal products, except machinery and equipment 1 2 2 10 12

26 Manufacture of computer, electronic and optical products 1 4

27 Manufacture of electrical equipment 1 1 1 9 6

28 Manufacture of machinery and equipment 3 1 2 10 7
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29 Manufacture of motor vehicles 1 1 1 4 12

301 303 Manufacture of other transport equipment 2 1

31 Manufacture of furniture 1 1

32,33 Other manufacturing 1

Total 52 54 66 69 81 144 152

Source: Base de datos de Grandes empresas en Argentina—BDGEA/BCAD (19131971) BID PICT 20153273.
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By 1960, the transformation of the largest corporations was evident. Firstly, a signifi-
cant proportion of the top of the ranking was represented by new firms; 84 of the 200
companies were created after 1950. Secondly, industrial firms represented 72 per cent
of these. In third place, as shown in Figure 1, Argentinian companies reached their highest
participation, and 76 per cent of them carried out industrial activities. This resulted from
the creation and expansion of national companies to provide consumer goods for the
domestic market, both as supplies and capital goods, to reduce the external dependence
on local industry.30 Fourth, in 1960, a new cycle of foreign investment was led by U.S. mul-
tinationals, representing 13 per cent of the top 200 firms and 38 per cent of foreign firms.
In that year’s ranking, 85 per cent of the largest companies carried out industrial activ-
ities; the remaining 15 per cent were in the oil and mining sector. The changes in the
top 200 indicate an industrial-based productive diversification in the steel, automotive,
chemical and oil industries.

Among the largest locally-controlled companies, those oriented to the production of
basic industrial inputs (production of steel and iron, cellulose, paper and chemicals) domi-
nated, showing the impacts of the post-war industrial promotion policies. The presence of
SOMISA (a joint venture created by the state in 1947), Acindar, Dálmine, TAMET, Compañía
Química and Celulosa in the top positions confirms the impact of these new investments
in strategic sectors of the economy (Table 5). This signalled a contrast with the most capi-
talised Argentinian firms of the 1944 ranking, primarily in the food, beverage and textile
industries.

In 1960, the companies controlled by the first generation of diversified business groups
(Bunge and Born, Italo/Fabril) reached the highest positions. These firms maintained a
dominant role in agricultural and industrial activities until the end of the period. In add-
ition, companies associated with a new generation of groups driven by post-war industrial
development, Dálmine Siderca (Techint); Siam Di Tella Automotores and Siambretta (Di
Tella), entered the top 200.

Among the foreign firms, U.S. companies dominated the ranking for the first time (27
over 19 British), after the gradual penetration that began in the 1920s. Only six U.S. com-
panies present in the 1960 ranking—mostly chemical and pharmaceutical companies—
were created after 1944: Lepetit, Williams Química y Técnica, Pfizer Argentina,
Monsanto Argentina, Dow Química Argentina and John Deere Argentina. This also marked
the outset of a new cycle of FDI based on the exclusive competitive advantages of the U.S.
multinationals, which produced chemicals, motor vehicles, machinery and equipment.

During the government of Arturo Frondizi (1958-1962), import substitution deepened.
Coinciding with the new expansive wave of multinationals in the global economy, a new
foreign investment law (Law 14780) was approved, whereby the limit on the remittance of
profits and the repatriation of capital was eliminated. An investment guarantee law was
also sanctioned to insure foreign investors against risks of exchange rate inconvertibility.
Finally, different agreements on compensation amounts and terms of payment were
signed with the expropriated foreign companies.31

The Onganía government (1966-1970) reinforced the leadership of multinationals in
the industrial sector. During this period, the foreign presence in the automotive sector
increased through direct investment and shareholding in Argentinian companies of the
auto parts sector. According to some estimates, this industry contributed more than 30
per cent of the increase in the manufacturing gross domestic product between 1958

30 The creation of the Industrial Bank also strengthened industrial companies (Rougier, 2004).
31 In addition, exchange controls were eliminated and a high degree of protection was maintained for indus-

trial activity. Mallon and Sourrouille (1975, p. 19). Similar laws and agreements were passed between the United
States and other Latin American countries in the 1960s.
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Table 5. Top 10 firms, Argentina: 1959, 1960 and 1971

Pos.

1959-60 1971

Company name Activity Origin Company name Activity Origin

1 Servicios Eléctricos del Gran

Buenos Aires SEGBA

Electricity Arg. Servicios Eléctricos del Gran

Buenos Aires S.A.

Electricity Arg.

2 Anglo Argentine Tramways Transportation Arg. Textil Argentina Manufacture of textiles Arg.

3 Sociedad Mixta Siderúrgica

Argentina (SOMISA)

Manufacture of basic iron and

steel

Arg. Corporación Argentina de

Productores de Carne (CAP)

Processing and

preserving of meat

Arg.

4 Liebig’s Extract of Meat Processing and preserving of

meat

GB Fiat Concord Manufacture of motor

vehicles

It.

5 Industrias Kaiser Argentina Manufacture of motor

vehicles

US-Arg. Sociedad Mixta Siderúrgica

Argentina

Manufacture of basic

iron and steel

Arg.

6 Corporación Argentina de

Productores de Carnes (CAP)

Processing and preserving of

meat

Arg. IKA-Renault Manufacture of motor

vehicles

Fr.

7 Thomson (Argentina) Ltd. Crop and animal production GB Dálmine Siderca Manufacture of steel

products

Arg.

8 Harrods (Buenos Aires) Retail sale GB Ledesma Manufacture of sugar Arg.

9 Shell Compañía Argentina de

Petróleos

Extraction and refining of

petroleum

NL/GB Compañía Ítalo Argentina de

Electricidad

Electricity Arg.

10 Celulosa Argentina Manufacture of paper and

chemical products

Arg. Acindar, Industria Argentina de

Aceros

Manufacture of basic

iron and steel

Arg.

Source: Base de datos de Grandes empresas en Argentina—BDGEA/BCAD (19131971) BID PICT 20153273.
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and 1965, and its participation in the industrial product increased by 7 points (Heymann
and Menéndez 1980, p. 34). The automotive branch absorbed 10.3 per cent of GDP in 1965,
showing an annual growth rate of 24 per cent between 1958 and 1965 (Sourrouille 1976;
Katz and Kosacoff 1989, p. 52). The presence of the multinationals Ford Motor, Bridgeport
Argentina, Chrysler Fevre Argentina, General Motors Argentina, and Fate in the 1971 top
200 exemplifies this process. Some firms had already settled and others arrived in the
country at this time. As for the firms of German origin, Mercedes Benz and Borgward
and the producer of heavy trucks and agricultural machinery, DECA, all created in the
1950s, had joined in the ranking by this time.32

The sectoral distribution showed the following trends: the percentage of industrial
companies (C) increased even more around 1971. Their dominance was supported by
some long-standing importers (G) and the leading firms in the oil sector (B). The remain-
ing activities already had a sparse representation among the largest 200 in 1959 and 1971.
Even the weight of primary activities (A) was reduced to a minimum, with only six firms
in 1971 (Table 3 and Figure 3).

The displacement of the food industry in favour of the production of durable goods and
inputs was strengthened. Although some sugar, meat and beverage companies remained
at the top until 1971, they began to lose their positions. They were displaced by textile
firms (C13) in 1959-1960, chemical-petrochemical (C20 and C19) and automotive (C29)
companies in 1971 (Table 4). These firms expanded their facilities and diversified their
production, leveraging on projects with state financial support and taking advantage of
different promotional benefits.33

Towards 1971, the number of national firms at the top decreased along with the entry
of new foreign investment in the industry of durable consumer goods and industrial sup-
plies for the Argentinian market (Figures 1 and 3). 46 per cent of the top foreign compan-
ies were set up after 1969. The entry of multinationals through brownfield and
joint-venture strategies indicates the development of local industry in previous years
and the interest of multinationals in accessing specific assets in peripheral countries
that could expand their ownership advantages. The multinationals increased the scale
of their investments (in many cases taking advantage of access to external credit and
not through their assets), undertook the acquisition of national companies, and increased
their shareholding in Argentinian companies.34

Another clear trend in 1971 was that 5 per cent of the firms were joint ventures (JEs),
19 per cent were Argentinian companies controlled by business groups, while stand-alone
national companies and foreign firms represented 30 per cent and 46 per cent, respect-
ively. In this regard, the companies owned by the so-called new business groups by
Barbero (2015), such as Garovaglio/Roberts and Pérez Companc, were strengthened in a
closed and regulated economy (Barbero 2015; Barbero and Lluch 2016). These business
groups benefited from industrial policies, credits from the National Development Bank
(BANADE), and access to international loans with government guarantees. However,
unlike the specialised insertion in machinery and steel that the Di Tella and Techint
groups showed, at the end of the 1960s, the companies of the new business groups led

32 The manufacture of heavy trucks began in 1969, and was awarded to Fiat and Deca (Decree 7921). Consejo
Técnico de Inversiones (1969, p. 181).

33 The impulse for petrochemicals was associated with the promotion of heavy industries at the end of the
1950s. Foreign investment in this industry was not intensive when compared with other countries. (Naciones
Unidas, 1964). The most important private investment was that of the U.S. company PASA, with U.S.$120 million.
See Schvarzer (1978).

34 This process was favoured by the substantial devaluations of the national currency (85 per cent in 1962 and
40 per cent in 1968), the fall in domestic demand, and the difficulties accessing long-term credits. It was evident
in the tobacco, metallurgical and automotive industries, banks and finance companies.
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a pattern of diversification into unrelated low-technological activities, such as sugar,
cement, transport, metallurgy and chemistry. The diversified investment of the new
groups contrasts notably with the insertion of foreign multinationals in the most dynamic
sectors (machinery, automotive and petrochemical), all based on the technology of the
Second Industrial Revolution.

As proposed in the introduction, the greatest share of foreign companies is detected in
1913 but also in 1971; i.e., at the peak of the first globalisation and the end of the second
cycle of foreign investment in Argentina. If in 1913 foreign firms represented 40 per cent
of the top 200 while joint ventures reached 10.5 per cent, by 1971, multinationals repre-
sented 46 per cent while joint ventures decreased to 5 per cent. The differential share of
the joint ventures in both benchmark years responded to the different penetration strat-
egies of foreign capital in each cycle. In both cases, these strategies were based on the
alliance between the First and Second Industrial Revolutions’ technologies, imported
from Europe and the United States, respectively, and local market knowledge offered
by local partners. Unlike the association during the first global economy, in 1971, joint
investments took place through the shareholding of foreign multinationals in formerly
locally-owned industrial companies.

4. Final remarks: the transformations of corporate leadership in Argentina

From a business history perspective, our analysis of the corporate elite corroborates that
the Argentinian economy gradually evolved from an export economy based on the
exportation of primary products to a more diversified economy, with a turning point
in the first post-war period. In the second post-war phase, public policies led to the dom-
inance of industrial activities until 1971.35

Particularly pronounced in the first rankings, a persistent feature of the top 200 was the
large size of the ten most prominent firms. In 1913, the top 10 concentrated 80 per cent of
the total paid-up capital. Between 1923 and 1960, the top 10 alone agglutinated approximately
half of the capital of the 200 largest firms. A different phenomenon is identified only in 1971,
when the top 10 represented 35 per cent of the total. This would indicate that a very small
handful of companies—mostly foreign—maintained a central role in Argentina’s economy.

Figure 3. Main activities of the top 200 firms by nationality: Argentina, 1959-1971.
Source: Base de datos de Grandes empresas en Argentina—BDGEA/BCAD (19131971) BID PICT 20153273.

35 The idea of an abrupt change from a primary export economy to an industry-based economy has been dis-
cussed by economic historians in recent decades. See Belini (2017), Barbero and Rocchi (2003), among others.
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Considering the ownership and management of the largest companies, the analysis has
confirmed the relevant presence of foreign multinationals throughout the period. In 1913
and 1971, the participation of foreign firms was high, 40 per cent and 46 per cent respect-
ively. In addition, the dominance of British companies in the top positions until the
second post-war period marks the endurance of the initial conditions of Argentina’s inser-
tion in the world economy. As shown, the gradual entry of U.S. companies displaced the
British in the 1950s, but their dominance was never as pronounced as that of the British.
In addition, and from the 1920s onward, we noted the growing participation of a group of
national stand-alone firms and firms controlled by business groups as the result of an
early process of economic diversification, with a strong bias towards industrial activity
focused on the domestic market.

The sectoral insertion of Argentinian business groups and stand-alone companies illu-
strated the convergence of the activities carried out by national firms with the productive
pattern delimited by foreign multinationals. In the first global economy, Argentinian firms
were involved in agricultural production, export of primary goods and industrial production
for the domestic market. In contrast, foreign firms dominated finance, import trade, trans-
port, storage and public utilities. At the end of the state-led industrialisation period, multi-
nationals consolidated their presence in dynamic industries as locally-owned firms were
displaced from producing durable consumer goods and industrial supplies by foreign firms.

In addition, the analysis of the sectoral distribution by origin of the capital showed that
large foreign firms tended to group together in activities with high technological inten-
sity, for which local firms had not developed competitive advantages, especially during
the first globalisation, when the high investment capital in fixed assets required by the
infrastructure and public utility sectors was not available to local firms.

The techno-economic paradigm promoted by the top foreign firms changed in the inter-
war period, from investment in transportation and public services to industry. The analysis
of the top firms also showed that, with the exception of electricity and oil, the technology
of the Second Industrial Revolution arrived late in Argentina, in comparison with other
late-industrialised countries, such as Australia or Italy. Similar to other large Latin
American countries, such as Brazil or Mexico, the technology of the Second Industrial
Revolution entered Argentina during the state-led industrialisation period.36

The top foreign firms showed a more diversified investment in the first globalisation
compared to the end of the period, when they were concentrated in the industrial sector.
The priority sectors in the first cycle were transport, storage, infrastructure and public
utilities. We can see that there is indeed a cluster in activities that required technological
expertise and high financing, which is not very accessible to local firms. The decline of the
British presence in transport was slower than in other countries, where it began after the
first war, while in Argentina, this happened after the Second World War. The greater sur-
vival of the British firms observed during the first globalisation can be explained by the
fact that they depended to a lesser extent on the evolution of their national markets and
had also developed high investments in fixed assets.

The share of foreign firms in the industrial sector grew gradually and it was not until
the 1959-1960 break that it crystallised into an even more concentrated pattern in indus-
trial activity. Studies of industrial history have identified a trend towards concentration in
the manufacturing sector with a greater variation between 1959 and 1963, coinciding with
the establishment of foreign companies. Our analysis shows that most foreign companies
formed a cluster around automotive and associated production (tires), then metallurgy

36 For Italy, see Colli and Vasta (2010). Foreign firms in Australia invested in wholesale and retail trade until
the 1930s and reoriented to industrial activities in the 1960s, as they did in Argentina (Fleming et al. 2004,
pp. 16-18). For Latin America, see Della Paolera et al. (2017).
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and chemistry. This grouping seems to be associated with market capturing strategies in a
context of high protectionism.

National companies showed a more diversified pattern of investment between 1913 and
1937. From then on, they experimented a tendency toward concentration in the industrial
sector. In the first globalisation, the insertion of large Argentinian companies in the agri-
cultural sector was more marked and continued until the second post-war period and
their participation in export trade and the real estate sector. In the second post-war per-
iod, the presence of large agricultural companies fell sharply among the top 200. The
insertion of local companies in the industrial sector was much earlier and more consistent
than that observed in foreign companies. The food sector was predominant, except in
1960, when textiles dominated the ranking, although, by 1971, this situation had changed.

To sum up, our analysis has measured and shown for the first time in the literature
that the share of foreign firms among the 200 largest firms in Argentina is much higher
than that identified in other countries. In Australia, foreign firms constituted 31 per cent
of the top 100 in 1910 and dropped to 9 per cent in 1952 (Fleming et al. 2004, pp. 16-18). In
Italy, for example, foreign multinationals represented 25.5 per cent of the top 200 in 1972,
a slightly higher percentage than in 1913. The foreign share was 15 and 20 points higher
in the Argentinian case in both cuts (Colli 2010). Also, this data confirms our second prop-
osition regarding the long-lasting presence of business groups from 1913 to 1960, given
that it fluctuated around 20 per cent. As we have pointed out, in 1923 and 1959-1960,
there was greater participation of stand-alone national companies; they reached 46 per
cent in 1923, remained between 33 and 37 per cent between 1930 and 1944, rose to 45
per cent in 1959-1960 and finally dropped to 30 per cent in 1971. The state policies of
industrial promotion of the second post-war period could explain the greater share of
Argentinian firms in 1959-1960; however, its effect seems to have been insufficient to
face the new inflow of foreign capital and technology that weakened the presence of
Argentinian companies in favour of multinationals around 1971. The described evolution
shows that the structural conditions behind the expansion of foreign companies and
business groups had a persistent impact on Argentina’s capitalism.
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