
ROWING INEQUALITY 
IN income and wealth, 

coupledwith theaccelera- 
tion of the number of bil- 
lionaires,hasbeenamajor 

global socioeconomic concern in recent 
times. This is attributed mostlyto hi-tech 
intermediation/aggregation platforms, 
whichare fast emergingasaggregators of 
concern. Consequently, global debates 
over taxation of such platformsand other 
networking entities are raging. Equally 
vehement is the debate and regulatory 
actioninvariousjurisdictionstoreinthem 
in from abusing their dominance. Their 
powerandinfluenceover peopleandlives 
are creating hugely complex sociopoliti- 
cal and economic issues, more serious 
than the so-called multinationals and 
othernear-monopolies inthe past. 

An equally interesting angle, though 
not much debated, is the type of services 
provided by such entities. The largest 
transport company doesn’t own a single 
vehicle, the largest retailer doesn’t own a 
single retail store, and the largest food 
delivery company does not own a single 
restaurant. Most of them are engaged in 
distribution; theyrarely produceanything 
(goods or services). 

The network mediadonot even create 
thecontent on theirplatforms.Itisall cre- 
ated by the users, though at times not to 
theliking of many.In the process,theyare 
facing requests/demand for removing 
such content. Most of the online/stream- 

ing entertainment companies, which are 
fast becoming global oligopolies, are also 
mainly aggregators, with a few in-house 
creations thrown inbetween.Even educa- 
tion,oncethepreserveof famedbrickand 
wood/mortar universities, is being taken 
over by platform models, some of them 
with their overblown hype and capsuled 
tutorial/coaching models. 

Inshort,just thedistribution of goods 
and services hasbecomeamajorbusiness 
globally. They have become colossal oli- 
gopoly platforms, disrupting global sup- 
ply-chain ecosystems drastically. Such 
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massive and fast changes have suddenly | 
brought enormous challenges for pro- 
ducers, producer-distributors, distrib- 

uters,and small-and medium-scale oper- 
ators in almost all integrated economies 
around the world, something like the tail 
wagging the dog. The macroeconomic 
effects of these changes on employment, 
prices, and incomes, including income 
distribution, are massive, with huge 

groundswell of gigs and 

Monopoly usually has control over 
supply: quantityand price. However,these 
platforms are going one step ahead.They 
also have control over customers. For 
instance, a ride-hailing service scores 
everyrideronascale of 5,enabling denial 
of service toa riderwho scores low.It may 
wipe out or marginalise other taxis from 
the market but may deny a ride to some 
customers. Similar Al-based algorithms 

‘read’and evaluatethepref- 
temps, predatory pricing, |e——————————————— crence of each userorcon- 
and other anti-competitive  Tj|| the e-commerce Sumeroftheirservicesand 
practices. A 2018 book by . b lure them to addictive con- 
Tom Goodwin captures gla?ts ecame sumerism. Like the sirens 
these new developments in omnipresent, the attracting passers-by with 
the title of his book, ‘Digital domestic melodious music in Greek 
Darwinism: Survival of the  distribution chains  mythology. 
Fittest in the Age of Business . Indian policymakers 
Disruption’ were at t'"'nes had been concerned about 

In 1879, Henry George competitive the cost and inefficiencies 
propounded that agricul-  m——————  Of long chains of distribu- 

ture is the only productive 
humanactivityand advocated asingle tax 
systembased on thevalue ofland.Though 
no sovereign borrowed theideain exacti- 
tude, tax systems had been fairly simple 
till the late 19th century.Industrial revo- 
lution,and later, the explosion of services 

of umpteen types, created considerable 
complexity in the tax structures of 
nations. Now, the tech platforms, practi- 
cally doing no “productive” activity but 
almost fully occupying the space of man- 
aging global distribution of nearly every- 
thingasaservice,are thenewreality.Afew 
global platforms for everyone, including 
for social interaction, communications, 

and entertainment, seem to be the ulti- 
mate destination. 

tion intermediaries (mid- 
dle-men)operating in multipleareas, par- 
ticularly in the primary sector. The major 
concerns were that the farmers/produc- 
ers of agricultural and other primary 
products would get very low prices while 
the end consumers pay substantially 
higherpricesbecause of several rounds of 
mark-up by these layers of middle-men. 
Given the magnitude of such collective 
mark-up just in the distribution chain, it 
resulted in skewed and undesirable 
income distribution in favour of the mid- 
dle-menandagainst the producersaswell 
as consumers. Even the Agricultural Pro- 
duce Marketing Committee (APMC) 
enactments by almost all states did not 
help solve the problem; rather, the mid- 

dle-men syndrome flourished under the 
APMCs too. Several committees and 
experts suggested the need for substan- 
tive disintermediation, and some policy 
measures have been taken to bring the 
producers and buyers closer. While this 
domestic policy battleremains protracted 
and inconclusive, it seems we have wel- 

comed the aggregation-intermediation 
model of the new global monopoly/oli- 
gopoly in distribution. 

These distribution platforms are get- 
tingbiggerand more concentrated; mak- 
ingincomedistribution further skewed in 
their favour. Being the aggregator of 
aggregators, they have effective control 
over tributary/distributary aggregators. 
Till these e-commerce giants became 
omnipresent, the domestic distribution 
chains were at times competitive, with 
many players in the system. However, the 
global platforms on boarded them too 
aggressively, wiping out even the sem- 
blance of any competition. 

Such monopoly has been entrenched 
through the traditional methodsof preda- 
tory pricing, M&As, sharp business prac- 
tices,promoting consumerism,etc,aswell 

as through the power of new, high-cost 
frontier technology. Coupled with 
monopolisation in the payment system, 
thesegiantdistribution platforms can cre- 
ateserious situationsto the financial, eco- 

nomic,and political systems of nations. 
There are several other issues with 

monopoly/oligopoly e-platforms.They 
can change shape and location easily,do 
not provide any direct employment 
except providing fluctuating and uncer- 
tain opportunity for gig workers. Anti- 
labour practices, dodging taxes are very 
common.Therefore, thevalue addition of 

theiractivities to the economyislowwhile 
income generationand distribution shift 
heavily in their favour. We wanted com- 
petitive but limited layers of intermedia- 
tion. What we got are a few giant global 
intermediaries, crushing everything 
around them, perhapswithlimited,short- 
run gains for some savvy consumers.


