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I. Introduction

Although Social Sciences research on business groups has focused on the period starting after WWII, historical literature has stressed the presence and relevance of this kind of organizational pattern since the beginning of the nineteenth century (Jones and Colpan, 2010:47). Many examples of business groups can be found during the first global economy, in different geographic settings, from Japanese Zaibatsu and Indian business groups to Latin American economic groups and British trading companies operating in Asia, Latin America and Africa, which started to diversify their business in the 1870s. 

This paper has been conceived as a contribution to the study of entrepreneurship in Argentina during the export led growth period (1870-1914), focusing on the role of business groups in a phase of economic expansion and diversification. It considers, in a comparative approach, the path of four business groups before WWI, from which we have recent case studies: Tornquist, Bunge y Born, Bemberg and Devoto. From the experience of these groups, the article wonders if they performed entrepreneurial functions. To answer this question different definitions on entrepreneurship are considered, and matched up to the outcomes of the mentioned case studies. 

The paper also aims to offer qualitative evidence and assumptions that could be used not only for the Argentine experience but, more broadly, to look into  entrepreneurship in less developed countries, where it “may take on dimensions that are absent or less important in more-developed economies” (Leff, 1979:47). 

The text is organized in four parts, including this introduction. In the second one, some considerations are presented about entrepreneurship and business groups in late developed countries. The third section focuses on the path of the mentioned business groups in Argentina from 1870 to 1914, offering qualitative information about their evolution and main features. Finally, the concluding remarks connect the second and the third section, proposing an answer to the question rose in the introduction about business groups as entrepreneurial actors. 

II. Entrepreneurship and business groups in late developed countries
The evidence of the existence of business groups as a predominant form of organization among the largest domestic firms in many countries, specially developing nations, before and after WWI, does not mean an agreement about their main features or about their impact on the economies where they settle. 

 Regarding the definition, the term is used in scholarly literature with different meanings although most of the authors can share that business groups are “clusters of coordinated activities carried out by interlinked but legally independent enterprises” (Colpan, Hikino and Lincoln, 2010:6). In some cases, such as the British trading companies, academics differ about the pertinence of considering them business groups (Jones and Wale, 1998) or investment groups (Chapman, 1985).
Other discussions rely on the reasons for the development and prevalence of business groups in different economic environments and on the welfare implications associated with their presence. Concerning the first topic, the existence of diversified business groups in emerging markets has been explained in different ways. Some scholars, mostly economists, point out that the existence of business groups is an answer to product and factor market imperfections and to institutional voids distinctive of emerging markets (Leff, 1976; Khanna and Palepu, 1997). Other authors focus on the capabilities and resources (tangible and intangible) which allow the groups to compete successfully in their home economies or in the global market (Amsden and Hikino, 1994; Granovetter, 2005; Guillén, 2000). Another point of view stresses that business groups organized in pyramidal structures  survive because “they lock in the corporate governance power of an elite family over capital assets worth far more than the family fortune” (Morck and Steier, 2007). Finally, some authors consider that politics and policies have a very decisive role in the emergence and growth of business groups (Schneider, 2009).
Regarding the effects of the presence of business groups “there is no clear verdict on the extent to which groups should be viewed as ‘paragons’ or ‘parasites’, and the answer is likely to vary, across countries, groups, and possibly time periods” (Khanna and Yafeh, 2005:3-4). Some authors stress that business groups can be dynamic and entrepreneurial enterprises and play a positive function in underdeveloped economies. Others see groups as welfare reducing, detrimental to social welfare because of rent seeking or monopoly power. 
Case studies on business groups can reveal what kind of role they have developed in particular historical contexts and can help to establish if they did or did not perform entrepreneurial functions. This calls for a definition and a brief overview on the concept of entrepreneurship. 

As William Baumol has pointed out, “the entrepreneur is at once one of the most elusive in the cast of characters that constitutes the subject of economic analysis” (Baumol, 1993:2). The literature on entrepreneurship proposes at least five sets of views considering who entrepreneurs are by observing  their function in the economy, their particular forms of behavior, their characteristics and their capacity to create a new firm, or by defining them as the owners-managers of a (usually) small business (Glancey and McQuaid, 2000).

Since its origins in the XVIII century, economic theory has offered different definitions on the entrepreneur. Schumpeter (1936) focused on innovation as his main attribute, offering a wide definition of innovation, which included new means of production, new products, new forms of organization, new supply sources, and new markets. In Schumpeter’s view, entrepreneurship was the source of change and dynamism in the economy. Knight (1921) stressed that an entrepreneur is someone who calculates and takes risks and has to manage with uncertainties, assuming responsibility for good and bad outcomes (Knight, 1921). Kirzner considers that entrepreneurs are market agents who possess superior knowledge and benefit profitably from the ignorance of others; for the Austrian school the capacity of seeing new opportunities is crucial to define entrepreneurship (Kirzner, 1997).  Leibenstein defines the entrepreneur as an “individual or group of individuals with four major characteristics: he connects different markets, he is capable of making up for market deficiencies (gap-filling), he is an “input-completer” and he creates or expands time-binding, input transforming entities (i.e.firms)” (Leibenstein, 1968:75). For Mark Casson, an entrepreneur is “someone who specializes in taking judgmental decisions about the coordination of scarce resources” (Casson, 2008:20). This author stresses that he/she is a person (not an organization), who can be member of a corporate body and that he/she is an agent of change because coordination is a dynamic concept, as opposed to allocation, which is a static one. (Casson, 2008:20-21). William Baumol differentiates innovative entrepreneurship (in a Schumpeterian meaning of introducing new combinations), imitative entrepreneurship (the transfer of innovation from one firm or one geographic location to another), unproductive entrepreneurship (which can be innovative but make no contribution to the real output of the economy) and rent seeking entrepreneurship (Baumol, 1993). This author uses the term entrepreneur to describe “any member of the economy whose activities are in some manner novel, and entail the use of imagination, boldness, ingenuity, leadership, persistence and determination in the pursuit of wealth, power, and position” (Baumol, 1993:7-8).

The difficulty in having a clear definition of the concept of entrepreneur makes it hard to identify who an entrepreneur is. The entrepreneur “appears in different sizes: he can be found in large corporations as well as in the small workshops of artisans. He can present himself under various forms.” (Amatori, 2010: 9). Some authors consider that both owners and managers can be entrepreneurs (Casson, 1993) while others do not agree with this assertion, excluding managerial functions from entrepreneurial activities (Baumol, 1993). Leibenstein introduces a distinction between two types of entrepreneurs: on the one hand, those who arrange new combinations, on the other, those who coordinate and carry on “a well established, going concern” (Leibenstein, 1968:73). 

A large part of the academics interested in entrepreneurship, especially management scholars and other social scientists, center their attention on the founders of new ventures and on the owners-managers of small firms. However, others focus upon the opportunistic and innovative behavior of entrepreneurs and include among them those who transform an existing company or organization rather than setting it up (Glancey and McQuaid, 2000:4). Some authors point out that definitions of the entrepreneur as individuals are too narrow, “for they risk excluding entrepreneurial activity based on teams working within existing enterprises, and excluding entrepreneurship in non economic contexts, and in the context of the public enterprise” (Metcalfe, 2008:62). Historical research has focused on “the varying forms that innovative activity has taken and on the role of the innovative entrepreneurship in driving changes in the historical context of business, industry and the economy”. (Jones and Wadhani, 2008:502). 
In a seminal article published in 1979, Nathaniel Leff affirmed that entrepreneurship seemed to constitute a serious problem for the underdeveloped countries because of the deficiencies of organized factor and product markets (Leff, 1979:46). He quoted the Leibenstein definition of entrepreneurial role in overcoming factor- and product-market failures and assessed that in the late developed economies entrepreneurship is “likely to involve more than the psychological capacity for perceiving new economic opportunities and entering them with an aggressive investment policy” (Leff, 1979:48). Reflecting on the ways in which late developing countries could overcome their problems of entrepreneurship Leff mentioned  public policies (aimed to reduce risk and uncertainty), state-owned firms (created to initiate production where private investment was not forthcoming) and business groups. He defined them as “a large scale firm that invests and produces in several product lines that involve vertical integration or other economic and complementary technologies” (Leff, 1979:52). He concluded that “group structure performs many of the special functions required for entrepreneurship in underdeveloped economies” (Leff, 1979:53).
The experience of four Argentine business groups, presented in the following section, will be used as empirical evidence to test the pertinence of Leff’s assertions and to examine from which point of view they can be considered as performing entrepreneurial functions. 
III. The path of Argentina’s business groups during the export led boom  (1870-1914) 

Early diversified business groups were born in Argentina during the exports led growth (1870-1914), a period in which this country was located among the world’s wealthiest nations in terms of its per-capita GDP and had a very open and deregulated economy, based on agricultural commodity exports. 

At that time, Argentina shared many of the traits of emerging economies, which literature considers contextual reasons for the emerging of business groups, including factor market imperfections, institutional voids, and high transaction costs, while in some other areas, like business law, banking system development or education it had accomplished substantial progress by early XX century standards (Barbero, 2011). 
However, the fact that Argentina was so engaged in international trade offset many of its shortcomings. Until World War I, it was one of the leading foreign investment recipients, and its high population growth rate (as a result of massive immigration) as well as its rapidly expanding economy and its gradual industrial diversification provided numerous business opportunities that could be best leveraged by those with preferential access to information and funding. Diversification incentives did not only stem from market imperfections but also from its ongoing growth.  At the same time, investing in several industries was a way to mitigate risks in an ever-changing environment that was highly vulnerable to external crises. Simultaneously, with a growing domestic market that was comparatively very small (8 million inhabitants in 1914), diversification seemed almost a requirement to maintain high investment levels. 

In this setting, early diversified business groups emerged. In a pioneering work, Carlos Marichal identified five groups, which were outstanding not only for their mixed activities but primarily for their successful efforts to build diversified business empires, turning from initially medium-sized trading (importing and/or exporting) firms into large companies with increasingly notorious involvement in financial and later in  industrial operations (Marichal, 1974). Four of them –Tornquist, Bunge y Born, Bemberg and Devoto- have been the subject of case studies published since the 1980s, which we will use as sources of information to analyze how business groups originated and performed in Argentina during the exports led boom, combined with findings from more general studies in the economy and industrialization at that time (Dorfman, 1970; Lewis, 1992; Barbero and Rocchi, 2003; Rocchi, 2006; Pineda, 2009) 

In the large-company universe, business groups shared the market with foreign firms –mostly, free-standing companies- as well as domestic stand alone companies and a few state-owned firms. There are no corporate rankings for this period, but several sources include a substantial share of companies owned by business groups among the largest firms on the markets where they operated (Dorfman, 1970; Rocchi, 2006). Some sectors, like railroads, meat packing, and public utilities, were dominated by foreign companies. In other activities, domestic stand alone companies prevailed (cigarette, wine, cracker, glass and shoe manufacturing as well as leather processing). It should be noted that, at this time, some of the largest companies were rural estates, which largely belonged to Argentine families. Business groups were active in finance and other services, import-export trade, agribusiness, extractive activities, transportation, public utilities and several manufacturing sectors (food and drinks, chemical, metallurgical, textiles, publishing). In short, they stood out in the corporate world, with supremacy in some of the industries where they operated, sharing the market with large foreign and domestic companies. 
The Tornquist Group
 
The Tornquist Group was in this period one of the biggest, most successful and diversified business groups of Argentina. It was originated in a mercantile society created in 1873 by Ernesto Tornquist, a businessman born in 1842, in a German family which had settled in Buenos Aires city in 1823. Son of a merchant, Ernesto Tornquist studied in Germany and worked for some years in a commercial company in which one of his brothers in law was a partner, acquiring knowledge and experience in the mercantile activity. During  a business trip to Europe in 1872 he established it first ties with merchants and investors from Antwerp – one of the most important European destinations for the Argentine exports-, with whom he associated for the inception of Sociedad Ernesto Tornquist y Cía, a limited partnership in which Tornquist was the general partner. 
Thanks to his entrepreneurial skills and to the many travels he made to Europe, Tornquist was able to access to financial circles in Belgium, Germany, France and the United Kingdom, becoming a broker between European investors and the Argentine market, not only regarding private investments but also the negotiation of public loans. At the same time, he built strong links with the political power in Argentina, becoming friend of ministers´ and presidents´, acting as agent in the emission of public debt, as advisor of the government in financial issues, as member of the board of state-owned banks and a conspicuous member of the Partido Autonomista Nacional, the most important Conservative Party.  

The Sociedad Ernesto Tornquist y Cía. operated in its origins as a mercantile firm, exporting commodities such as wool and hides, and importing textiles and machinery,   but in  the 1880s it started to diversify its activities, acting as a financial institution. At the same time, investments were made in different sectors, giving birth to a business group. At the beginning of WWI the Tornquist Group had investments in 34 firms which operated in commerce (import and export), industry (candles, beef, sugar, beer, wood, metallurgy), rural activities (estancias
, rural colonies, logging), finance (banking, mortgages, insurance), transportation (railroads), real estate, mining, fishing and hotels. Seven of them –mostly financial and rural- were registered in Antwerp and the rest in Buenos Aires. Almost all were new firms, but in some cases such as beef and metallurgy, the group had taken over firms which needed a capital injection. 
Thanks to it access to capital, to entrepreneurial and managerial resources and to information, the Tornquist Group entered new markets in response to business opportunities which flourished in Argentina during the export led growth: 25 out of the 34 companies were created between 1900 and 1912, during the period of major expansion of the Argentine economy under the gold standard regime. Only in some cases, such as the sugar production was there an integration strategy. There was also an evident synergy among the companies of the group, basically between the financial societies and the rest of the firms.
Capital for the new ventures came from different sources: European investors and partners, reinvestment of revenues, profits obtained by Ernesto Tornquist from his own businesses (some productive and some speculative) and from his role of broker and manager, his partnership with local investors, and financial companies of the group. The access to information was facilitated by the existence of a wide network through the Atlantic Ocean and by the privileged position occupied by Ernesto Tornquist in the political, economic and social life in Argentina. 
The ownership of the firms controlled by the group was shared by Ernesto Tornquist and his partners, but Tornquist was the general partner and the major shareholder of the Sociedad Ernesto Tornquist y Cia, the mother company which acted as a holding, responsible for the strategic decisions and the capital allocation. In 1906 the firm was incorporated as a joint stock company, but its ownership and control remained under the control of the Tornquist family, which shared the management of the different firms with partners, with people close to Ernesto Tornquist and with German and Belgian professional managers. The interlocked directorships were common, but the companies had some degree of autonomy in the operative decisions. 
Although as a whole the performance of the group was very good until WWI, not all the ventures had the same profitability. Revenues fluctuated according to sectors and moments, but the most successful companies helped the least profitable. The available information reveals that beyond their results, most of the firms received substantial investments and adopted up to date technology. In some cases, such as the metallurgical and chemical industry, the group made a joint venture with foreign firms which contributed with capital, knowledge and technology. Firms complemented each other according to the markets on which they operated, because in some of them, such as real estate, profits were very high and because commercial activities had faster return than industrial ones. 
The good performance of the group owed much to the market forces and to the strategies adopted by its management, but it also took benefits from some public policies (such as tariffs, which were high in Argentina in comparative terms) and from the low level of regulation of the Argentine economy, which limited  neither the conglomeration nor the capital flows. At the same time, Ernesto Tornquist´s personal links allowed him to have an advantaged access to information, to make pressure on political decisions which favored some of his ventures or, more generally, to make the institutional context friendlier to business, such as the return to golden standard in 1899, in which he was a crucial actor. 
The Bunge y Born Group

The Bunge y Born group was another large group operating in Argentina in the early 1880s. The Bunge y Born partnership, whose first activity was the cereals export, was founded in 1884 by Ernesto Bunge and his brother in law, Jorge Born, two merchants from Antwerp who settled in Argentina at the end of the 1870s. Like the Tornquist Group, the firm had strong ties with European markets. Johann Peter Bunge, a German merchant, had settled in Amsterdam at the beginning of the XIX century to trade colonial products, founding the Bunge and Co. firm. Two of Bunge’s sons, Charles and Gustav, were sent to Belgium in 1850 to open a branch in Antwerp. Since the 1870s agriculture started a sustained growth in Argentina, grains became one of the mains items of its exports to continental Europe, and Antwerp their most important port. In this context, Ernesto Bunge, Carlos’ eldest son, arrived in Buenos Aires in 1876, with the aim of strengthening the commercial links with the River Plate.  The first activities of the Bunge family in South America were commercial (Ernesto Bunge was operating as an agent of Bunge and Co.), financial (partnership in a bank with other European investors) and rural (ranching).  The inception of Bunge y Born in Argentina was a shared initiative of Ernesto Bunge and Jorge Born, on the one hand, and Eduardo Bunge, Ernesto’s brother, on the other. Eduardo Bunge was the president of Bunge and Co. in Antwerp, which became one of the most important European merchant firms under his control. He was shareholder and limited partner of Bunge y Born. 
By the early 1900s, Bunge y Born was already ranking among Argentina’s top four exporting firms, owing grain silos and harbor installations. In 1910 it had 40 branches in Argentina and a network of 16 agents in Europe, USA and Brazil. The agents abroad sent the prices of grains by cable to the main agents in Argentina, who in turn transmitted them by telegraph to the 40 branches, finally, those who stocked the grains were informed via railroad stations telegraphs. 
Since the beginning, Bunge y Born, whose core business was international trade, started to diversify its investments. Firstly in rural activities, and secondly in financing, providing loans to farmers and taking part in the inception of banks, associated with Bunge and Co. and other European stockholders. It also acted as a broker channeling European capital to Argentina. At the end of XIX century it started to operate in manufacturing. In 1902 it made a partnership with Eduardo Bunge and other investors from Antwerp who were very close to the Bunge family, to create the Sociedad de Molinos y Elevadores de Granos (afterwards Molinos Río de la Plata). This company, equipped with up to date technology, suddenly became Argentina’s most important flower mill. For Bunge y Born it was a vertical integration from the grain trade, which was followed, some years later, by the creation of the Compañía Industrial de Bolsas, which elaborated burlap-bags in which grain was packed for export. Previously, in 1899, it had purchased a tin cans producer firm, a non related diversification. At the beginning of XX century the group initiated its early internationalization process, crossing borders to other Latin American countries with an affiliate in Brazil–Sociedad Molinhos Santista- to manufacture flour. While diversification drove this business group to engage in unrelated activities –trade, finances, real estate- its industrial investments largely followed an integration rationale. Like Tornquist’s, Bunge y Born’s financial investments complemented its other businesses. 
In its international activities Bunge y Born worked in a coordinated way with Bunge and Co. from Antwerp: the two companies shared the information system and the commercial networks and developed projects in common. At the beginning of XX century, they opened an affiliate in Australia and agencies in the U.S.A. and Canada. At the same time, Bunge and Co. was taking part in the creation of banks in South America and was one of the major stockholders in Molinos Rio de la Plata.
The term Grupo Bunge y Born can be used to designate the company born in Buenos Aires and the firms controlled by it, or to refer to a wider network, consisting of two family societies, one from Buenos Aires and the other from Antwerp, plus all the companies linked to them, working as a complex organized around two centers. The two family holdings were legally independent, but cooperated with each other and developed several businesses in common. Grain trade was the most important; a field in which they ranked among the world top five. They also had strong links with Bunge´s societies in Amsterdam and Rotterdam. 
The relationships between Bunge y Born and Bunge and Co. were essentially based on the personal links among their directors and on their common interests, and were supported by interlocked directorates and crossed shareholdings. The Group’s firms cooperated with commercial and technological agreements and with the articulated rotation of managers. 

Bunge and Co. was owned by the Bunges’ European branch of the family, while Bunge y Born’s ownership was under the management of four families –the Bunges, the Borns, the Hirschs, and the Osters-. Alfredo Hirsch and Jorge Oster, members of Eduardo Bunge’s inner trust circle, arrived in Buenos Aires in 1897 to become Ernesto Bunge and Jorge Born´s partners.  All these families shared the group’s strategic management, sitting on the boards of companies located in several continents. Minority shareholders and individuals who married into these families were also involved in company management. As the group expanded, its subsidiaries gained greater operating independence, but major decisions remained in the hands of the owner families. Like in any family business, balance was unstable and dynamic. Antwerp stood as the group’s operating hub until 1927, when Eduardo Bunge died and the Latin American company become the most successful. In turn, since the 1920s, the Hirschs and Borns grew stronger at Argentina’s Bunge y Born. 

Such as Tornquist’s,  Bunge y Born´s growth before WWI owed more to the market dynamic than to public policies. The Group held competitive advantages, among them the family tradition in international trade since the beginning of XIX century, the contacts with different geographical markets through the Bunge companies and the relationships with international banking and the European financial world. It had an advantaged access to finance, information and knowledge, and was able to recruit managers and technicians in Europe. At the same time, Argentina’s grain international trade had an oligopolistic structure in this period and was controlled by four large companies, one of them Bunge y Born. The lack of public policies in this sector –for example the absence of a silos network allowing producers to stock their crops- gave a huge contracting power to the big trades. 
The Bemberg Group

The origins of the Bemberg group date back to the beginning of the 1850s, when Otto Peter Bemberg, its founder, arrived in Buenos Aires. He was born in Koln in 1827, in a German merchant family. He settled in that city where he set up a small mercantile company, Otto Bemberg y Cía- He invested his capital in importing French textiles and in exporting goods of the country (wool and other products) destined to markets in France and Belgium. 
          From the beginning of his commercial activities in Argentina, not only did Otto Bemberg  keep and enlarge his ties with European financial and commercial sectors but  he also, in a short period of time, got immersed in the local society thanks to his marriage to Maria Luisa Ocampo, the daughter of an Argentine landowner and politician who was a member of one of the most prosperous families in the country and an important wool collector   and , at the same time, a main supplier of the Bemberg firm.
          Thanks to his net of mercantile and political relationships which was getting vaster, Bemberg reached a distinguished position within commercial activities in Buenos Aires. The expansion of the importation of French textiles allowed him to establish a branch of his firm in Paris, where he was chosen as Argentine consul in 1862, period in which commercial transactions between France and Argentina were becoming very active. Since that moment he took up residence in France but permanently travelled to Buenos Aires to supervise his business.

          In the 1860s Bemberg started to diversify his investments, penetrating both, the rural sector (taking part in colonization projects) and industrial activities. In 1860, associated with French capitals, he founded a corn alcohol distillery - La Franco Argentina- which operated for more than fifteen years elaborating a product which was particularly used in the manufacturing of alcoholic beverages when the offer of local wines and beers was still scarce. In parallel the expansion of the Bemberg firm continued: by 1870 it was one out of the two companies that dominated the French-Argentine mercantile axis. 

Like the other big commercial firms it had growing amounts of capital at its disposal and it had a privileged access to credit thanks to its contacts with banks and European businessmen, which allowed the company to penetrate the financial activity.   
The above mentioned function boosted in  the 1880s , a period of great expansion of the Argentine economy and also of a great increase in the emission of external debt by both the national and the provincial governments. Due to his contacts with the Argentine political world and the links with international commerce and finances Bemberg turned into one of the most relevant intermediaries between the Argentine government and the European banks, he ended up representing  the most important  consortiums of the French banks which were interested in Argentine loans (particularly the investment group  closely attached to the  Banque de Paris et des Pays Bas, BPPB ) and simultaneously representing some second level finance houses in London.                                                                           
 By that time Otto Peter Bemberg had already settled in France and Otto Sebastian Bemberg, his son, was playing a more important role in Buenos Aires together with Rudolph Heimendahl, his father´s partner and brother in law. The ties with the French banks became tighter thanks to the marriage of one of Pedro Otto Bemberg´s daughter to the son of the French banker, Jacques Stern, a member of the board of directors of the BPPB. At the same time, Bemberg´s good contacts with President Roca gave the BPPB group the possibility of obtaining the negotiation of their first Argentine loan. Heimendahl, on the other hand, became a member of the Banco Nacional, a semi-official bank owned by public and private capital, strengthening the solid position of Bemberg and his partners within the local elite and within the financial circles in Paris.
In the second half of the 1880s the group dealt with provincial loans, collaborated in credit operations of a group of French and German banks with the Banco Nacional and obtained railroad concessions in the interior of Argentina. After the 1890 crisis the Bemberg firm strengthened the financial business when some of its competitors went bankrupt and weakened. During the two decades prior to the First World War it maintained its position of local agent in the renegotiation of provincial loans and went on representing groups of French investors in railroad concessions and in the emission of mortgage credit bonds which constituted by then the main financial mechanism for the rural sector. He was also a representative of Schneider, a French company which acted as a supplier of railroad material and other  capital goods for the Argentine market. 

During the 1880s the Bemberg enlarged their investments in the industrial sector by founding the Brasserie Argentine in Paris in 1888. This firm was destined for the   production of beer, it was situated in Quilmes, a small town 17 km to the south of the city of Buenos Aires, located near the major consuming center in the country. This society, which started its production in October 1890, was a joint venture between Otto Peter Bemberg and his son Otto Sebastian, (who was in charge of  the direction), associated with Richard Wendelstad senior and Richard Wendelstad junior, with whom they had family bonds. In 1901 the society changed its name to Brasserie Argentine Quilmes, initiating in 1913 the public offer of their shares in the Paris Stock Exchange. At the end of the First World War the Bemberg took over the control of the Brasserie. 
While the Bemberg provided an experimented management the Wendelstad supplied a deep knowledge of the industry, shaping a company based on personal relationships and whose main managers were members of the family. Otto Sebastian Bemberg had studied at Leuven University in Belgium, later he qualified as a specialist in beer at the Technical University in Munich. On the other hand,   Richard Wendelstad, the son of the other founder, occupied the position of administrative director in the factory. Several skilled workers and technicians were specially brought from Germany to Quilmes, one of them occupied the position of technical director until 1905 (Lopez). The company, which implemented updated technology from the very beginning, raised its production and by 1908 it brewed one third of the local output. 
Less than ten years after its foundation the Cervecería Argentina started a horizontal integration process, which continued until the 1930s,  by acquiring competitors in different places in Argentina; at the same time it followed an agreement policy with its fiercest adversary with the aim of sharing the market. Together with this growth strategy based on horizontal integration there were multiple activities heading for a vertical integration in terms of transport and distribution, finance and supply of inputs related to the main activity. 

At the end of the war the company Crédito Industrial y Comercial Argentino (CICA) was created with the purpose of administering its local finances and of articulating their businesses with the market in Paris. In the 1920s the company advanced due to a backward integration which involved the production of malt, yeast, crown tops, ice and  carbonic gas as well as the promotion of cultivation of barley and hop in the country. Besides, the Bemberg were shareholders of Rigolleau, the company which supplied them with the bottles for the beer.

As regards the forward integration the company encouraged collaboration strategies with the distributors of the Cervecería, due to the seasonal demand of beer which       implied not only solid transport and bottling logistics but also a quick answer to demand by mail or telegraph. The relationship with distributors and grocers allowed a geographic expansion and an increase in sales. Meanwhile, a powerful net of interests and loyalty was created to press the public powers each time questions of health and hygiene, taxes on consumption and tariffs were at stake. In the mid 1890s the company launched an active advertising campaign with the objective of stimulating the consumption of beer in a country where wine was more popular. 
At the beginning of the XX century the company meant to diversify the main business by participating in the construction of railroads and by investing in the agricultural sector; this strategy was also implemented after the war with investments in the textile industry, fruit growing, forest exploitation and public services.

On  the eve of the First War the Bemberg were operating in commerce, finance, industry, transport and in agricultural activities, thus constituting one of the principal economic groups of the country.
The Devoto Group

The Devoto Group, less well known than the three mentioned before, began to set up in the 1860s  around Antonio Devoto, an Italian immigrant who had arrived in Argentina in 1854 and who was one of the wealthiest men  in the country at the moment of his death in 1916. The group was made up by Antonio Devoto, his brothers and some Italian and professional businessmen who belonged to his inner trust circle and with whom he shared a national identity. Unlike the Tornquist, the Bunge y Born and the Bemberg groups, the Devoto Group had diffuse limits because it had neither a vertical structure nor a holding society. On the contrary, it was made up by a network of societies which had slack bonds among them, bound by interlocked directorates and by strong personal ties among shareowners and managers.  The Banco de Italia y Río de la Plata (a financial institution) and the Sociedad Devoto y Cía (a commercial firm owned by Antonio Devoto and his brothers) were at the center of the net. Surrounding these cores, there was a series of companies closely interconnected which operated in diverse activities. 
         Antonio Devoto started working as an employee in a commercial house in Buenos Aires but a few years after his arrival in the country he initiated his own business as a retailer. In the 1860s he began to diversify his investments by starting, on the one hand, the importation and exportation activities and, on the other, the urban real estate business, which was not only very profitable but a means of obtaining loans, too. In these two areas he associated with his brothers Bartolomeo, Gaetano and Tommmaso, with whom in the following decades he shared other businesses through the Sociedad Devoto y Cía, a limited partnership. The Sociedad Devoto y Cía was, for many decades, one of the most important importers of Italian merchandise to Río de la Plata, later devoting to the consignment and sale of rural products , in the local market and exporting  to Italy. 

In 1872 the Devoto brothers entered the financial sector. Antonio Devoto was one of the founders of the Banco de Italia y Rio de la Plata (BIRP), associated with other businessmen of the Genovese community in Buenos Aires and with three Italian banks; he was one of the main local shareholders and president of the BIRP for twenty five years. One of his brothers was director for more than two decades. The participation of the Devotos in the BIRP was a decisive step for their insertion in the network of  Italian businessmen in Argentina, to strengthen their relationships with Italy and to obtain financing for other entrepreneurial activities. The Devotos were also  shareholders and directors of an insurance company created in 1893 related to Banco de Italia y Río de la Plata. In the 1890s they began to purchase lands in rural areas with the aim of establishing colonies, on the one hand, and with the idea of devoting themselves in a direct way to agricultural exploitation, on the other. The investment in lands was Antonio Devoto´s most relevant business since 1890 onwards: the value of his estancias and lands used for colonizing were equivalent to 45% of his fortune in 1916, the year he passed away. If the urban properties are added to this, that proportion rises to 68%.
At the same time in the late 1880s the Devoto brothers and their partners started to diversify their investments in the industrial sector and in other extracting activities. One of the main investments was the Compañía General de Fósforos (a matches producing firm), which started to integrate and diversify since the beginning of the  XX century, towards the chemical, textile, paper and publishing industries. Other important businesses were the Frigorífico Argentino (meat packing), several societies committed to the exploitation of quebracho, a hardwood tree, and a company devoted to salt extraction. 

In 1911 the Devoto brothers and various members of their inner trust circle took part as shareholders in the inception of the Compañía Ítalo Argentina de Electricidad (CIAE), associated with Swiss firms (Brown Boveri and banks), Italian companies (Pirelli, Franco Tosi) and with Italian businessmen who were living in Argentina. Beyond the business opportunities offered by the Argentine market to the electric sector, one of the most interesting aspects of the birth of CIAE, was the role played by the Devoto brothers and their partners in Buenos Aires. The reputation and contacts of the local group  guaranteed the reliability of the proposal,  reducing uncertainty and offering the possibility of mediation between the new company and the local government through their network of economic and personal relationships. Antonio Devoto was by then a reference point within the local financial sector. He was also associated in a company for the exploitation of quebracho with the Mayor of Buenos Aires City, Joaquín de Anchorena, who was later member of the board of CIAE. Antonio Demarchi, another shareholder in Buenos Aires, Vicepresident of the Banco de Italia y Rio de la Plata in the 1890s, was a businessman who had a distinguished political activity. At the same time, rooted in CIAE´s experience, links were strengthened between Pirelli and the Banco de Italia y Rio de la Plata, which would remain vigorous in the successive decades.  

According to the evidence given in previous paragraphs, the Devoto Group, same as the Tornquist, the Bunge y Born and the Bemberg groups, not only operated on the local market but was also closely related to Italy through the importation and exportation businesses and the partnerships in different entrepreneurial activities, such as Banco de Italia y Rio de la Plata and the Compañía Ítalo Argentina de Electricidad. Furthermore, it kept up the strong links with Italian engineers who either operated in Italy in the organization of the businesses or participated in new undertakings in Argentina, as shareholders, managers or both functions at the same time. Anyway, in those times Italy had a lower level of financial and industrial development than Belgium or France, which implied that the magnitude of the businesses as well as the international projection of the Devoto Group were more inferior to the other groups.
The structure of the group reveals an ample diversification in agricultural, industrial and services activities, counting on a strong penetration in the financial sector through the  Banco de Italia y Rio de la Plata and La Inmobiliaria, an Insurance Company. Some of the companies were in the hands of the Devoto brothers (Devoto y Cia, agricultural companies, real estate activities). In some others they were majority shareholders, in partnership with a group of businessmen and Italian managers with whom they maintained trust bonds and shared national identity (La Inmobiliaria, Compañía General de Fósforos, Frigorífico Argentino). In other businesses, such as the Banco de Italia y Rio de la Plata and the Compañía Ítalo Argentina de Electricidad, they were associated with European investors and with other Italian businessmen who resided in Argentina. In the management of the companies the Devoto brothers and their partners as well as professional managers participated; some of the latter, mostly Italian, were also shareholders, as it was pointed out before.
III. Concluding remarks
The four cases considered in the previous pages share some general features that outline a profile for groups emerging in Argentina during the first global economy. Two questions to be answered emerge: were these groups entrepreneurial? Can their founders and leaders be considered entrepreneurs? 


The empirical evidence about the evolution of Tornquist, Bunge y Born, Bemberg and Devoto groups provides a complex and in some way ambiguous answer, to the extent that they combined entrepreneurial and non entrepreneurial traits. At the same time, speculative investments allowed them to set up and fund innovative ventures. 
All of these groups introduced different kinds of innovations in the Argentine market, playing a significant role in the economic modernization and diversification of the country. They invested in the production of new goods and services, they adopted new processes, they developed new sources of raw materials, and they gave birth to a new organizational pattern, the diversified business group. 
Some of their ventures made a large contribution to the industrialization process before WWI. All of them built and managed companies that largely proved competitive in their respective industries. The information available on the firms controlled by these groups reveal that lofty investments were made in technology and management. While Argentina’s food industry enjoyed comparative advantages, other domestic industries, like match manufacturing or steel, offered disadvantages. In addition to investing in up to date equipment, these firms hired mostly professional managers (mainly foreign) who served in more than one company at a time. They also acquired foreign patents both for product and process technologies, paying royalties or making joint ventures with European companies.  

At this point it should be stressed that more than carrying out innovations they introduced them in the Argentine market, getting closer to the category of imitative entrepreneurship proposed by William Baumol, referring to “a person who is occupied in the transfer of technology or of other innovative ideas or procedures from one firm or one geographic location to another¨ (Baumol, 1993:9-10). But, as the same author stresses, the imitator can play a very central role in a developing economy. 
The insertion of the founders in social networks based on a shared nationality had a central role in the transfer of knowledge and ideas from European countries to Argentina, reducing the gap among them. The four groups were founded and built by foreign businessmen (Ernesto Bunge, Jorge Born, Otto Bemberg), by immigrants (Antonio Devoto), or by Argentine entrepreneurs of foreign origins with strong links to their ancestors’ communities (Ernesto Tornquist). All of them networked with European businessmen, sharing with them family and friendship ties as well as close business relationships. Links to European nations guaranteed the preferential access of these groups to funding, information and knowledge as well as to the recruitment of new partners, managers and technicians. 
 In a general context of uncertainty distinctive of an emerging market all the groups combined low risk and high risk investments.  Within the former, import-export, real estate and negotiation of public loans can be mentioned. Within the latter, the production of new goods (in particular industrial goods) and new services (transportation, financing, electricity) is worth noting. Acting as brokers between European investors and the local market, the groups’ leaders assumed specific risks and operated as active partners endangering their reputation. European partners viewed those leaders as guarantees of reliability of the local business in which they engaged. 

At the same time, diversification allowed avoiding risk, and the most profitable investments could balance the losses of the least successful ventures. All the groups featured broad investment diversification in trade, financing, agribusiness, industrial and other activities. They did business in a competitive and deregulated market, and they also used their contacts with the political power to access to new ventures and to lobby in favor of market friendly legislation. In some sectors they had oligopolistic power, through takeovers or agreements with their rivals.  But it seems undeniable that all the analyzed groups connected different markets, filled gaps, acted as “input-completers” and created and expanded firms. They also took judgmental decisions about the coordination of scarce resources and they had a strong capability of seeing business opportunities.

All these issues refer to wider debates about the late developing processes and their actors, to which Alexander Gerschenkron, Albert Hirschman and other authors made seminal contributions. In Gerschenkron words,  late developed and more advanced countries showed considerable differences, “not only with regard to the speed of the development […] but also with regard to the productive and organizational structures of industry which emerged from those processes” (Gerschenkron, 1962:7). Albert Hirschman coined the concept of “late late industrialization” referring to countries different from Gerschenkron late comers, in which new institutions designed to supply capital and entrepreneurial guidance became relevant. He pointed at the importance of foreigners and minorities among the industrial entrepreneurs and stressed that people engaged in the foreign trade sector were likely to play a substantial role in the industrialization process, “as they achieved prestige abroad, acquired contacts and gathered information”(Hirschman, 1968:10-11). More recently, Alice Amsden (2001) underlined that backward countries industrialized without proprietary innovations, based on pure learning from the incumbents, and that national leaders took the ubiquitous form of the diversified business group. Although she was referring to the post WWII period, the same remark can be done about the pre WWI phase. Regarding the literature on business groups, many authors have stressed that this kind of organizational pattern can assume a leading role in emerging economies, performing entrepreneurial functions (Leff, 1978, 1979; Amsden and Hikino,1994 ; Khana and Yafeh, 2007 ; Khanna and Palepu, 1997; Kock and Guillén, 2001;  Jones and Wadhani, 2008; Jones and Wale, 1998) 

The experience of Argentine business groups during the first global economy in a comparative approach offer at least four significant points to be discussed
. The first is that business groups were relevant actors before First World War, in a context of an open and deregulated economy. The second is that all of them combined entrepreneurial and non entrepreneurial features, and that all of them made contributions to the industrialization process. The third is that networks linking the groups’ leaders with business communities in different Europeans countries had a central role in the birth and development of entrepreneurial ventures, thanks to the access they offered to information, knowledge, capital and human resources. Social capital was a critical asset which allowed groups to enter new markets and to create and manage several firms. The fourth is that business groups were one of the many entrepreneurial actors operating in Argentina during the export led growth period, in which the economic expansion and diversification was the result of the strategies and decisions from different public and private agents. Among the latter there were successful local businessmen (mostly investing in agribusiness), foreign companies (branches of multinationals and free standing companies), small and medium immigrant entrepreneurs (in the countryside and in urban areas) and, certainly, diversified business groups. 
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