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(1) Exxon Corporation as a pioneer of world

enterprises

Exxon Corporation (an American major petroleum
firm; Exxon Mobil Corporation since 1999) became
the largest petroleum firm in the United States
and the world in a relatively short period of time
after the petroleum industry was created in the
middle of the nineteenth century. To this day,
for far over a century, the firm has maintained
that position. The firm has no parallel in other
major industries. I have been following the firm’s
history as a topic of my research in business
administration since the latter half of the 1970s.

Another characteristic of the firm is that it
established its subsidiaries in the United Kingdom
and other countries as early as the end of the
nineteenth century. In the 1930s, Exxon reached
a point where more business activities—including
crude oil production and product sales—were
conducted in foreign countries than in the firm'’s
home country, the United States. Therefore,
Exxon can be considered a pioneer for today’s
global firms.

As I have already mentioned, my persistent
interest in this firm stems from my curiosity to
know major firms that are central players in
today’s economic activities. Because many of the
major firms today are global firms, I think that
description of global firms is indeed one of the
most important issues in current research on
major firms. Research on the long history of
Exxon provides important hints for providing an
answer to the following question: What is today’s
major firm?

(2)Exxon'’s corporate behavior: Steadiness and
bold decisions

One of my research topics has been the sources

of the strengths and advantages of Exxon, which
has been a predominant presence as a capitalist
firm. In my view, attributing the firm’'s strengths
and advantages to its prompt responses to
changes at different points in time does not
completely reflect the reality. I think that many
of the firm's actions have been quite cautious,
and that the steady actions, which could sometimes
be considered conservative, have continued since
the 19th century to this day.

Marking a contrast with Exxon’s status as the
largest petroleum firm in the United States, the
firm did not produce crude oil at all until around
the end of the 1880s. Discovery of an oil field
quite often occurs by chance, and while a
successful discovery leads to an enormous
amount of wealth, a failure can result in a total
loss. The founders of the firm, including John D.
Rockefeller, initially thought that the crude oil
production business was too risky to enter.
Nevertheless, the firm devised a unique mechanism
with which it put under its control almost all the
production of crude oil in the United States. This
point should attract much attention.

Another behavioral tradition that was inherited
by Exxon Corporation was bold decisions and
the ability to execute them in times of crisis.
Exxon lost almost half of its subsidiaries in 1911
after being found in violation of the Antitrust
Act and gradually lost ground in competition
with other firms in the 1920s. However, during
the difficult period following the Great Depression
that started in 1929, the firm made significant
investments domestically and overseas against
the odds and succeeded in turning the negative
situation around all at once. This is one example
of bold actions taken by the firm when facing a
crisis.

Karl Marx, the author of Das Kapital
characterized capital as self-expanding value. He
also said that capital works without limit.
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Equipped with a mixture of steadiness and
boldness, Exxon Corporation has expanded its
operations over a long period of time and seems,
to me, to typify the concept of capital as
described by Marx.
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