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The  Revolutionary Mission:  American Enterprise in Latin America, 1900-1945
	 In The Revolutionary Mission, Thomas O’Brien proffers an outstanding work that takes both broad and specific vantage points in studying U.S. enterprise in Latin America.  Within the context of increasingly globalized markets of the early 20th century, O’Brien explores the work culture U.S. companies brought and the manifold ways that Latin Americans responded to that culture.  O’Brien’s main purpose is to examine the “interplay of domestic popular initiatives and external forces” to show the role that U.S. influence, and resistance to it, had in the shaping of Latin American populist movements of the 1930s.  To that end he uses a vast array of sources ranging from intergovernmental correspondence, company records, and the work of other historians. The study takes a cue from Gramsci in its acknowledgement of the role of culture hegemony in shaping history.  It also draws on the dependency school’s analysis of the importance of externalities.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Thomas O’Brien, The Revolutionary Mission, Boston, Cambridge University Press, 1996. P. 8.] 

	 The first part of the book is a broad outline of the historical connections between the U.S. and Latin America from the time of American War of Independence to the Great Depression.  The following five parts explore the “interactions between American corporations and local societies in Central America, Peru, Chile, Cuba and Mexico.”[footnoteRef:2]  In Part One, O’Brien notes that the early economic landscape in Latin America was characterized by villages and urban guilds while that of the U.S. was comprised of free workers and small land owners.  Those and a number of other factors would differentiate the economic development of the U.S. from that of Latin America.  Throughout the 1800s rural peoples in Latin America fought to preserve their interests against the modernizing elite.  Their eventual general submission to modernization coincided with the American economic imperialism that laid the groundwork for the ensuing conflicts and interactions. [2:  Ibid., 8
] 

	As in the other sections of the book, the part on Nicaragua examines relevant historical details of the country’s history and relations with the U.S.  We learn that in the 1890s a leadership crisis enabled Jose Santos Zelaya to seize power.  Zelaya wanted to commercialize agriculture, promote domestic industries at the expense of foreign investment, and incorporate the Miskito Coast region into the national economy.[footnoteRef:3]  Through his policies and double dealings, Zelaya made enemies of the planters, the Creoles who were in power in the Mosquito Coast and the United States, which heavily backed exploitative American fruit companies.  The U.S. shipped arms to opposition groups and eventually the Zelaya regime fell.  The American government’s reformist intervention paved the way for Sandino and his rebellion.   While taking note of the military and political maneuverings, O’Brien maintains that “it was American corporate culture that generated much of the social base for the rebellion by Sandino and determined the limits of that movement.”[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Ibid., 56.]  [4:  Ibid., 78.] 

	In his chapter on Honduras, the author delves more deeply into the effects of American corporate culture.   In that country United, Standard and Cuyamel Fruit companies competed amongst each other and had little interference.  This dominance enabled the companies to “introduce the material products, work discipline, social hierarchy and value systems of American corporate culture to an unprecedented degree.” [footnoteRef:5]  Because the local elite did not have a strong economic base, the fruteras (American fruit companies) were able to carve out a central role in national politics.[footnoteRef:6]  O’Brien notes that although the fruteras provided housing, jobs and medical care, workers were often overwhelmed by the work demands placed on them.  This led to a resentment that was also to be found among small business people.  Together, the two groups would join together to form resistance communities that had a number of conflicts with U.S. backed forces in the 1920s and 1930s.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Ibid., 80.]  [6:  Ibid., 89.]  [7:  Ibid., 106.] 

	O’Brien asserts that, unlike in Honduras and Nicaragua, the American presence in Peru was spread among multiple industries and throughout the country. American companies gained a large stake in mining, oil production, manufacturing, sugar estates and public utilities.  In these key sectors, U.S. companies helped modernize the infrastructure and increased the revenues for the domestic economy and the state.  Although many Peruvians welcomed the economic growth that the U.S. corporations helped to foster, there was great resentment towards the “economic differentiation and social dislocation” that those same companies contributed to.  These factors, and the broad dispersion of U.S. influence throughout Peru, would prompt the Peruvians from disparate backgrounds to demand more widespread social change.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid., 137.] 

	In Mexico, American corporate culture had probably the most deep penetrations into all aspects of society.  After Porfirio Diaz took power, U.S. companies had a major stake in mining, agriculture, railroads, petroleum and power generation.  American companies played an important role in the gradual conversion of Mexico into a consumer economy.  The responses to American corporate culture were varied.  They ranged from the Revolution of the 1910’s to the anarcho-syndicalism of the 1920s and the consumer movements and trade unionism of the 1930s.  
	In his conclusion, O’Brien says that the most important connection that tied the popular nationalists of the 1930s and the social reformers and revolutionaries of the 1960s was “the common experience of American corporate culture.”[footnoteRef:9]  Although it seems impossible to truly prove such an argument the author gives many details to support the idea that American corporate interests played a huge role in unifying resistance among Latin Americans.  [9:  Ibid, 329.] 

	The author assets that U.S. business leaders brought two powerful messages of liberation to Latin America.  The first one promised a rise of industrialization that would end material need.  The second one was a promise to “liberate and uplift” human beings through more regimented work structures, more education and freedom to choose in the market and in the political arena.[footnoteRef:10] O’Brien argues satisfactorily that the complex and variegated responses to these American goals was a central element of the history and social development of Latin America from 1900 to 1945.   [10:  Ibid., 315.] 






