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Unilever and the Anti-trust Policy, 1945-1950 
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A direct menace to the Anglo-Dutch multinational Unilever in the immediate post-war period was the introduction in several West European countries of legislation relating to cartels, monopolies, business trusts and other forms of restrictive arrangements and practices.  The introduction of anti-trust legislation in Western Europe must largely be attributed to the influence of the United States.  Before the war European governments had not enacted laws in this area.  As Unilever held assets in almost all European countries, with a strong concentration in Britain, Germany and the Netherlands, the company provides an interesting case of the development of foreign direct investment (FDI) in relation to various national anti-trust policies in the immediate post-war period. 

This paper is based on my current PhD research into Unilever and World War II.
   My thesis explores the tensions during wartime between the interests of international business, in particular Unilever, and those of national states, in particular Germany, the Netherlands and Britain.  I have full and unrestricted access to all confidential business records of Unilever of the 1930s and 1940s.  This paper explores the last part of my thesis; dealing with the aftermath of World War II.  I address the question of how Unilever managed the anti-trust policy of West-European governments in the 1945-1950 period.  I will focus on Unilever’s post-war position in Germany, because the “decartelisation and deconcentration policy” of the Allied forces was most threatening to large multinationals.    
II

In 1887 Bismarck had introduced tariff laws which imposed heavy duties on imports of margarine and other goods.  As a result, shortly afterwards, in 1888, Unilever’s predecessors Van den Bergh and Jurgens had built margarine factories in Germany.  It had been the beginning of a highly diversified business conglomerate in that country.  After the formation of Unilever in 1930 following various acquisitions, mergers and joint ventures, the company’s share in the margarine industry in Germany was about 68 per cent.
  In Germany alone it had 25 margarine factories in operation.
  Since the 1920s the company had also acquired and operated its own oil mills, refineries and hardening plants to secure a regular supply of raw materials at reasonable cost.  Through the complete merger in 1928 with Georg Schicht AG from Czechoslovakia and Lever Brothers from Britain in 1930 Unilever had acquired the soap interests of these companies in Germany.  Unilever’s German market position in soap, however, was nowhere near as important as that of its main competitor Henkel.
  


 Since 1931, the Brüning government had suspended the free Gold Standard and had imposed restrictions on capital exports.  The Nazi assumption of power aggravated Germany’s currency problems.  The first result of the currency restrictions had been a further growth in the level of Unilever’s foreign direct investment in Germany.  By September 1939 Unilever owned over 100 operating companies  in Germany.
  At that time Unilever had 33,900 staff in “Greater Germany”, i.e. Germany, Austria and the Sudetenland.
  Compared to Britain, Unilever’s most important market and the headquarters of Unilever Limited,  where the company had 41,000 employees, Germany was Unilever’s second country.
  A second result was a further vertical and horizontal diversification of the business.  Government restrictions on margarine production and on the transfer of dividends led to the release of considerable amounts of liquid funds.  At the beginning these had been invested in other foodstuffs industries, real estate, (quasi) government loans and other portfolio investments.  Gradually the company searched for other investment possibilities.  Between 1934 and 1939 Unilever acquired businesses often far remote from its core activity, for example, the Nordsee fish company, the Elbe shipping company, the Langnese Ice Cream Factory,  an artificial wool company, an artificial silk factory, and an aluminium foil works. 

There are no figures for total British FDI in Germany in the 1930s, but some facts about large British multinationals are known.  For example, Courtaulds – a British viscose rayon manufacturer –  had formed a joint company with the German company Glanzstoff in 1925.  It had contributed 50 per cent of the capital, or about £50,000.
  In 1929 British tyre manufacturer Dunlop had raised the capital of German Dunlop from 9 million to 12 million Reichsmarks (about £0.6 million sterling).  Dunlop operated the second largest tyre factory in Germany.
  Compared to these limited facts and figures for other British companies it becomes obvious that by 1933 Unilever had grown historically very big in Germany.  According to the Board minutes it had invested between £18 and £20 million sterling in that country, which had earned  profits of approximately £2 million annually.
  As Unilever’s chairman noted: [these are] “facts which made our position in Germany vital to our interests.”  By the time the war broke out in September 1939 Unilever’s total FDI in Germany amounted to approximately £32.5 million (RM 360 million).

III

The introduction of the anti-trust legislation in Western Europe after World War II could for the greater part be attributed to the influence of the United States.  Cartels and other monopolistic practices had been under attack in the US since the turn of the nineteenth century (“trust-busting era”).  Although the basic law of the US, since the passage the Sherman Act in 1890,  had forbidden monopolies in restraint of trade, the Webb Act of 1918 had granted some exemption from anti-trust law to American exporters.
  But according to the Webb Act: “Any agreement, understanding, conspiracy, or act which shall enhance or depress prices, or substantially lessen competition within the United States, or otherwise restrain trade therein, moreover is prohibited.”
  Government action against domestic business combinations and their international operations before World War II, however, had not always been consistent.  Since 1937 over fifty suits had been filed against American firms involved in international arrangements that violated anti-trust laws.  During World War II the Kilgore Committee and the Economic Warfare section had uncovered various ways in which international cartel agreements between American, German and Japanese companies had undermined the war preparations of the United States.
  Although US policy became more business-friendly in the late 1940s it was still influenced by a fear of the power of big business.

In 1948 the US government used Marshall Aid to impose its views on big business on Europe.  Marshall Aid was administered on the US side through the Economic Co-operation Administration (ECA).  In each of the bilateral treaties between the ECA and the various European countries receiving aid, there were provisions imposing upon the recipient countries obligations to take actions against restrictive business practices.
  

The Council of Europe also began to take an interest in the control of international cartels.  In August 1949 its Economic Committee had drawn up a draft convention which went much further than the United Nations Havana Charter of 1948.  The European draft suggested the setting up of a European Cartels Commission, the compulsory registration of all cartel agreements, and setting up a system of severe penalties.  In those early days of European integration, however, too many practical difficulties existed as regards establishing a satisfactory form of international control.  As a result, the introduction of national anti-trust legislation in Europe was more important at the time. 

In Britain, for example, there had been no special anti-trust legislation prior to 1948. In that year, partly as a result of Marshall Aid, the “Monopolies and Restrictive Practices Act” was drafted.  It made provisions for inquiry into monopolistic conditions and restrictive practices and set up machinery to bring an end to them.  The act established a committee which was directed by the Board of Trade.  Its main purpose was to ascertain the facts and make recommendations to Parliament as to the action to be taken.
  Contravention of any Parliamentary order, however, was not a criminal offence, but could only give rise to civil proceedings.  Obviously, the British government was not wildly enthusiastic about its own legislation.    

In the Netherlands, another example, there had also been no anti-trust legislation before World War II.  The first anti-cartel law had been introduced during the German occupation.  Directly after the war this law had been retained, save for a few minor alterations.  Nevertheless, the law was subject to much criticism because of the wide powers it gave to the government to intervene in private business.  Therefore in 1951 a new law relating to economic competition was drawn up.  Because the Dutch government also recognised that in principle restriction of competition might also be in the public interest, action would only be taken in the cases of abuses.  In addition, the Ministry of Economic Affairs was bound to consult the interested parties before making any decisions.
 

IV

Compared to these examples the “decartelisation and deconcentration” policy of the Allied forces in Germany was much more intimidating to large companies like Unilever.  Clause 12 of the Potsdam Agreement of July 1945 provided that German industry should be decentralised for the purpose of eliminating excessive concentrations of economic power.
  Soon after Potsdam the Big Four sanctioned Law No. 9 which provided for the seizure and control of Germany’s largest trust IG Farben, whose directors would also be tried in Nuremberg as Nazi criminals.  The difference between the Big Four as regards the treatment of German industry none the less soon appeared.  The British in their zone promoted a constructive approach to German industry, according to the ideals of the ruling Labour Party.  The French had a similar attitude.  The French wanted to contain German industry, not destroy it.  Soviet anti-capitalist policy towards German industry came down to the nationalisation and dismantling of German companies.  

Of the three Western allied forces, however, the Americans had the harshest policy in their treatment of German industry.
  They were determined to hold the leaders of German industry responsible for their collaboration with the Nazis.  Henry Morgenthau’s radical proposal of 1944 to dismantle Germany’s heavy industry of the Ruhr was none the less replaced in 1945 by a Joint Chiefs of Staff policy directive (JCS 1067).  It explicitly outlawed cartels and called up for the break-up of large business conglomerates.  In January 1947 the Americans and British united their zones of occupation and in July the Americans abandoned JCS 1067.  From then on the British and Americans co-ordinated their policy and established the Bipartite Decartelisation Commission (BIDEC).  They had adopted two laws, Law 56 for the American zone and Law 78 for the British zone.  These laws were practically identical in their terms.  Article 1 provided for the prohibition and elimination of restrictive and monopolistic enterprises, practices and excessive concentrations of German economic power.  Cartels, combines, and various other concerted undertakings, having the purpose or effect of restraining domestic or international trade or fostering monopolistic control or restricting access to markets, were declared to be excessive concentrations.  

Companies having their headquarters in the American or British zone and employing more than 10,000 people were to be examined prima facie as excessive concentrations and were to be deconcentrated.
  On the basis of a comprehensive study it was concluded that there existed 69 separate industrial combines which were appropriate for further investigation and further action.  Obviously, given this large number of companies, not all actions could be taken at once.  Therefore it was decided in June 1947 to select six companies to start with, i.e. Henschel & Sohn, Robert Bosch GmbH, Siemens & Halske, Metallgesellschaft AG, Vereinigte Kugellager Fabriken (VKF) and Gutehoffnungshuette AG.
  After expiry of six months four other principal combines would be chosen, and so on.  

Deconcentration activities by the Military Government in Germany related to IG Farben, the steel and iron companies in the Ruhr and the German banking system were handled outside the Decartelisation Branch.  In 1945 IG Farben property had been sequestrated by the Military Government and its huge conglomerate dismantled into independent operating units, although its definitive legal break-up would be delayed until 1950.  Deconcentration of the largest German banks,  the Deutsche Bank, the Dresdner Bank and the Kommerz Bank, had been vigorously prosecuted to eliminate their concentration of economic power.
  Before the German currency reform in 1948 the German banking system was reorganised and the principal banks were all administered by an independent (state) custodian.  The coal, iron and steel combines were located mainly in the Ruhr, which was part of the British zone.  At first the British operated these industries as they had found them in 1945; as part of large business conglomerates.  Later on the British, in contrast to their overall policy in their zone, started to deconcentrate extensively through the creation of 30 separate units.
  US military governor Lucius Clay expressed his disapproval of the British “self-seeking” policy concerning German heavy industry, and he feared that they were “protecting their own enterprises in their own country.”

Nevertheless, the question that remains is: what happened, for example, to German subsidiaries of British, Dutch, French and American multinationals?  During the war they all had more or less continued their operations, although often without direct management control from the parent company.  In practice these foreign companies were not included on any dismantling list and in 1948 a United Nations report recommended special consideration in the case of UN interests (i.e. companies from Allied countries).
  Nevertheless, in 1950 foreign companies in Germany which employed more than 10,000 people still had to answer a questionnaire submitted by the Decartelisation Branch.  One of these parent companies was Unilever NV.

V

Because of the insecure position in Germany, Dutch and British multinationals established confidential lobby committees in the Netherlands and Britain.  The first “Contact Committee” of  A.K.U. (Akzo), B.P.M. (Shell), Unilever and Philips, abbreviated to ABUP, was held on 31 October 1946 in The Hague.
  Before the war  the “Big Four” [sic] had had some of these meetings.  Because of many internal problems there had not been much continuity then.  After the war, however, there was a dire need for policy co-ordination.  At the first contact meeting the most urgent issues mentioned were: the trade relations with Germany, the American decartelisation proposal in Germany and nationalisation in various countries.
  

On 30 June 1947 the first meeting of a similar lobby in Britain was held at Unilever House, Blackfriars, in London.
  “The Committee of British Industrial Interests in Germany” was more focused than its Dutch sister association.  It aimed to link British industry with interests in Germany and British government authorities engaged with Germany.  Its objective was to obtain the return to the full control of German subsidiaries by British companies.
  The first meeting was attended by representatives of Courtaulds, Ever Ready, Unilever, Anglo-Iranian Oil and Shell.  Other British companies which had had direct or indirect control over German businesses before the war could also join the committee.  The committee was expressly not meant for those who just had a claim against a German (company) or had a share in a German business.  Only British companies with FDI in Germany could become a member.  Soon the committee accepted another fifteen multinationals for membership, among others Dunlop Rubber and the British-American Tobacco Company.
  V. Cavendish Bentinck, former chairman of the Joint Intelligence Sub-Committee of the Chiefs of Staff, was put in the chair because of his extensive political network and knowledge of Germany.
  

In September 1947 the ABUP in the Netherlands decided to set up a sub-committee, which focused completely on Dutch Industrial Interests in Germany.
  Former Economics Minister Steenberghe was asked to take the chair, assisted by Hirschfeld.  The latter had been an expert in Dutch-German relations  as Secretary of State of the Economics Ministry (also during the German occupation).  The Foreign Office, the Economics Ministry and the Ministry of Finance of the Netherlands gave their consent, which fulfilled Steenberghe’s stipulation.  In addition, three other companies with FDI in Germany were invited to join the Committee of Dutch Industrial Interests in Germany, i.e. Hoogovens (steelworks), Noury & v.d Lande (flour and chemicals manufacturer) and Van Ommeren (shipyard).
  


The committees assumed that good relations with the Dutch government, and more importantly, with the British government (especially the Foreign Office) were crucial to their interests.  On the other hand the British Foreign Office fully realised the importance of having its own companies in Germany.  First, these companies would help to draw Germany towards the West and tend to discourage extreme nationalism.  Second, they would further commercial exchange between Britain and Germany in the future.  And third,  they would provide sources of information for the British government.
  

The committees were aware that the British government did not wish to pursue a policy of deconcentration, except in the coal, steel and chemical industries.
  In fact, Britain was searching to restore its most important trading partner on the continent and promoted the interests of British multinationals in Germany.  The US authorities had hitherto been keen on decartelisation, but at the British Foreign Office it was thought that “this was due to ardent New Dealers on General Clay’s staff” and that after IG Farben’s trial the US authorities would drop their decartelisation policy.
  

VI

In the spring of 1947 the American magazine Fortune approached Unilever with the request to make a comprehensive survey of Unilever’s business.  Because the company had decided to change its public relations policy during the war, this request was accepted.  Unilever had moved from a negative (reactive) to a positive (active) attitude towards the public.  Before the war the company had been a rather closed organisation.  After the war Unilever was under attack as one of the large concentrations of economic power in Europe, and in particular in Germany.  Therefore Fortune’s request had come at the right moment.  Three articles were published in the issues for December 1947, January 1948 and February 1948.


The first article had a most revealing subtitle: “the world’s most disparate and dispersed corporation grew up from competition to combination – now it has to get along in a world that doesn’t like either.”  And the last article’s heading the “Conversion” was just as clear about the state of affairs.  “Unilever, one of the world’s biggest combines, operating without benefit of antitrust laws, has decided to behave as if it were not a trust.”  In the articles, aimed in the first place at the American public and government, chairman Rijkens explained the new organisation principles which the company had adopted.  For the American public he did not deny Unilever’s huge size or the large shares it held in various markets in many countries of the world.  But Rijkens stated that Unilever’s organisation had changed since World War II to such an extent that it could hardly be called a trust any more.  Unilever had decentralised its organisation to a national level.  Obviously, Rijkens’ answers to Fortune were meant as a defence of the company against possible attacks from “trust busters” in America and occupied Germany.  At the same time, Rijkens’ answers were sincere.  Unilever had been growing before World War II into one of the largest world-wide business conglomerates and had its headquarters in Britain and the Netherlands, which did not have any antitrust legislation then.  And after the war Unilever was indeed decentralising its organisation. 

In July 1947 Unilever commissioned Charles Wilson (a fellow of Jesus College, Cambridge) to write its corporate history.
  He had specialised in economic and social history, in particular in the area of Anglo-Dutch commercial relations.  The book should not merely be a factual account, but should be written against the background of the economic and social conditions.  “In that way the book would have a wide interest to readers outside the business.”
  This was the first time that the Board had decided to publish a history of the growth of its organisation.  

The book was planned to be published early in 1951.
  In 1952, however, when the first draft of the book was ready, Unilever’s Board was divided about the publication of Wilson’s history.
  According to chairman Geoffrey Heyworth the company had reviewed its public relations policy since 1943.  The board had then decided that the time had come “to pass from a negative to a positive attitude of mind.”
  On the basis of the policy of giving more information the Board had recognised that an objective history had to be produced, “telling the good and the bad.”
  Directors responsible for Unilever’s German business raised the question of publication.  Perhaps the book would be good public relations in Britain and the Netherlands, but this would not be the case in Germany.  The book “would make few new friends and many new enemies”, they argued.  Director Samuel asked “whether there really was a long-term advantage for a concern like Unilever to be prepared to expose itself to examination under a microscope.”
  And he continued: “the History would be a source of material for left wing critics all over the world by focussing attention on the Company.”  According to Herbert Davies, who argued against his cautious colleagues: “the publication of the History would not cause anti-trust authorities to attack us.  If we are attacked, all the information would have to be disclosed and it would be much better to disclose it voluntarily.”  In addition he referred to the public’s fear of Unilever operating as an octopus,  having its tentacles in all branches of the national economies (an image used in the 1930s in relation to the Unilever trust).
  “Publication would show how groundless these fears were and how greatly we were subjected to competition.”
  Chairman Rijkens added: “a concern which had made a full disclosure would have considerable sympathy from the public and would be less likely to be attacked.”
  Defenders of publication won the argument.  In 1954 Wilson’s pioneering History of Unilever was published.
  

VII

In 1948 dissatisfaction arose inside the US Decartelisation Branch about General Clay’s statement that Henschel & Sohn was not a proper subject for a deconcentration action.
  He did not believe that the breaking up of the only locomotive manufacturer in Germany would be wise in a period in which transportation had been almost at a standstill.  In addition, Clay also stated that he was not against vertical integration, but that he was opposed to horizontal integration.  And no action had to be taken against companies in heavy industry, but only against companies that had monopolies in consumer goods.  In reaction, nineteen members of the Decartelisation Branch signed a memorandum to Clay expressing their concerns about his policy review.  The new policy would “leave the fundamental concentrations of economic power intact while engaging in little more than harassing attacks on smaller companies.  This, of course, aside from being in contravention of the Law, would tend to make its enforcement unpopular and completely ineffectual.”
 

Soon after the elections of 1948 the re-elected president Truman appointed the Ferguson committee to survey the policy and status of the American decartelisation policy in Germany.
  On 29 April 1949 the New York Times summarised the committee’s 135-page report by stating that United States occupation officials had failed to smash a single one of Germany’s giant monopolies.
  And a little further on it wrote that high decartelisation officials were out of step with the presidential policy, fearing it would impede German recovery.  And according to the most critical committee member the deconcentration programme had been “completely nullified.”  The committee had further observed that “some, including those who are responsible for the review of the actions, have not always been in complete sympathy with the program.”  Governor Clay was criticised on the ground that he had modified the programme.
   


Clay was furious about all the criticism and he had threatened to resign as early as January 1949.  On 3 May 1949 president Truman released a statement on Clay’s retirement from the service.  In fact, Clay did not want to retire at all, but had overplayed his hand.  During World War II Truman’s War Investigating Committee had exposed IG Farben’s role for the first time.
  And Roosevelt’s trust busting drive was completely supported by Truman, also after his re-election.  Two weeks later Truman appointed John McCloy as United States High Commissioner for Germany.  In July 1949 McCloy stated: “It is my intention to continue the enforcement of the decartelisation program with the greatest emphasis that is possible and practical, in order to establish within the Federal Republic of Germany a free and democratic economy.”

VIII

The efforts of the Western Allied forces to create one western zone culminated in 1949 in the formation of the German Federal Republic.
  Deconcentration policy none the less remained in the hands of the Military Governors of the Western zones until March 1951.  The revised Occupation Statute then provided that the reserved powers relating to deconcentration would be exercised only to ensure the completion of the current Allied deconcentration programmes.  

In the early autumn of 1949 (after McCloy’s appointment!) the Americans had focussed greater attention on decartelisation and had pressed for the further investigation of four large companies, of which Unilever was one.  In the British zone Unilever’s business was unaffected.  Cavendish Bentinck had been in touch with the British authorities and did all he could.
  The Monopoly Law of the Federal Republic was due to be published within a few months, and in the Board it was thought that this law would not have such serious effects as the regulations of the Decartelisation Branch.  According to Unilever’s chairman Paul Rijkens: “The policy therefore was to delay as much as possible, and everything was done to postpone the decision regarding the enforcement of the Decartelisation Regulations.”
 
In 1950 Unilever still had to answer a questionnaire submitted by the Decartelisation Branch in Germany.  In August 1950 Rijkens answered the questionnaire by submitting a comprehensive memorandum (39 pages).  According to the advice of the law firm of Arnold, Fortas & Porter, in Washington D.C., Unilever had to demonstrate that its organisation, structure and activities in no way ran counter to the objectives of Law 56 (and Law 78).  Judge Thurman Arnold had been head of the anti-trust division in Washington from 1938 to 1942 and had had long personal experience of anti-trust problems.  He had transformed the anti-trust division into one of Washington’s most successful agencies.
  Arnold recommended to Unilever that the best course to follow was to show how its organisation and practices in Germany were in that country’s best interest.
 


As a result Rijkens applied Unilever’s post-war decentralised organisation principles: “It is first necessary to point out that it is Unilever’s policy and practice, applied with increasing and progressive emphasis since the end of World War II, to vest authority for ordinary operations and management in the local managers of its various subsidiaries.”
  Next Rijkens stated that Unilever’s structure, its practice and its activities in Germany had made “it a bulwark of free and progressive enterprise…”
  And he explained:

The Unilever organisation in Germany was not cut to plan, but is the result of a process of natural democratic growth.  Each decision as to develop[ment] or extension of existing businesses or the establishment or acquisition of new enterprises represented a business judgement which seemed sound and economically justified at the time it was made.  The pattern as it stands is the result of a series of decisions made at different times by different people, to meet changing needs. 

(UHA, R., DIR 23, 348.3, P. Rijkens, Memorandum, 31 August 1950, p.33)

Actually what Rijkens was describing was not the development of a free and progressive enterprise, whatever that may be, but the organic growth of  large holding companies, like most large companies in Germany (and Europe).  His intentions were, though, to connect Unilever with the word “democracy”. 

Another, and probably more convincing argument that was brought forward by Rijkens, also on Arnold, Fortas & Porter’s advice, was that the deconcentration laws did not make size, in itself, an offence.  They only outlawed “excessive concentration of German economic power” [underlining by Rijkens]. 

We have been reliably told that at the back of the Deconcentration Laws proclaimed in Germany after the Allied Victory, lies the case of various powerful industrial corporations which existed in Germany before the war. It is therefore for Unilever-in-Germany of paramount importance that the sharp distinction which must be made between its organisation in Germany on the one hand and these corporations on the other is thoroughly realised.

 (UHA, R., DIR 23, 348.3, P. Rijkens, Memorandum, 31 August 1950, p.34)

Rijkens pointed out that Unilever in Germany did not bear the remotest resemblance to IG Farben, though he never mentioned IG’s name.  Before the war IG Farben had owned many patents through which it had dictated the production of drugs, chemicals, artificial textiles and synthetic metals world-wide.  By their power to decree what should have gone into production and what not, IG had become an instrument of the Nazi regime.  Through IG’s patent policy the Nazis had been able to weaken the military potential of Britain and the United States.  Therefore, Rijkens felt that the deconcentration laws needed to be read with the experience of this kind of “excessive German economic power” in mind.

IX

In 1950 the tide was turning.  The Schumann Plan was launched in May, which was the first move towards the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC).  In fact, it solved the decartelisation problem of the steel and coal industry in Germany.  In addition, the break-up of IG Farben in September 1950 was not the beginning of a general dismantling of West German industry.  It actually marked the fading out of the Allied decartelisation programme as the Committee of British Industrial Interests in Germany had anticipated.  In addition, the early cold war became hot.  In June 1950 the war broke out in Korea, leading to the largest rearmament boom since World War II.  Huge world-wide government spending on armaments stimulated the world economy.  From the early 1950s until the first oil crisis in 1973 the world economy would show unprecedented growth rates.
 

That did not mean that anti-trust legislation was now completely moved into the background.  On the contrary, it marked the beginning of liberalisation of the European economy, modelled after its US ally.  In all West European countries anti-cartel or anti-trust legislation was drafted, although threats of complete dismantling or deconcentration in Germany faded away.  

The constraints imposed on multinationals by the post-war decartelisation policy have virtually been forgotten now.  The Unilever case, however, shows that large business conglomerates had to act prudently at the time.  Multinationals with FDI in Germany, with large market shares (over 50%) and involved in (inter)national cartel agreements, which had been the prevailing standard in pre-war Europe, were a questionable business after World War II, especially to the US administration.  

In the 1945-1950 period Unilever pursued a triple strategy based on political lobbying, a positive public relations policy and legal action.  Together with other Dutch and British multinationals with FDI in Germany, it established an effective lobby.  The chairman of “the Committee of British Industrial Interests in Germany” Cavendish Bentinck used his excellent contacts with the British government, especially the Foreign Office, also in favour of Dutch multinationals.  The policy of the British, acting out of self-interest, was much more directed towards German recovery and against the sweeping course of the US decartelisation branch.  Its difficult to say how effective the multinational lobby was.  The interests of the British and Dutch governments and these large companies, however, clearly converged.  Likewise it is impossible to measure the effect of Unilever’s public relations policy.  But in the post-war positive atmosphere it was probably the most sensible corporate policy.  Unilever changed its image from a rather secretive organisation (an octopus which had its tentacles in all kinds of businesses) into that of a company open to democratic control (which had “decided to behave as if it were not a trust”).  Unilever’s legal course was recommended by the best legal advisers in the field: Arnold, Fortas and Porter from Washington DC, a firm which had many years of experience in anti-trust cases in the US.  Thurman Arnold had paved the way for the most aggressive trust busting era in US history, with world-wide consequences after the war.  Ironically, Arnold also prepared the form and the arguments of the supporting memorandum that Unilever would send to the US decartelisation branch in Germany in 1950.  Unilever’s case was dismissed.

What does this episode tell us about multinational strategies in general?  The interests of national states and large multinational companies can fully match up, but can at the same time conflict.  The interests of Dutch and British multinationals and the interests of their parent states seemed identical in the aftermath of World War II.  US policy towards large companies in this period, however, thwarted these joint interests.  The most threatening US policy was opposed by means of an active public relations policy and the formation of (long-lasting) interest groups of large multinationals.  In addition, former high ranking government officials were hired to provide first class advice or other services to the business community.  Nevertheless, Unilever’s case proves that the interrelationships of national states and large private companies are not static.  They change over time.  Just like national states and companies have conflicting interests among themselves, companies and national governments can also have a clash of interest.  Clearly, in the immediate post-war period large companies in Europe were on the defensive.       
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