Jennifer Taylor






27 October 2009

Capitalism & Globalization

Bergquist, Charles. Labor in Latin America: Comparative Essays on Chile, Argentina, Venezuela, and Colombia. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1986. 


In Labor in Latin America: Comparative Essays on Chile, Argentina, Venezuela, and Colombia, Charles Bergquist argues that “Workers, especially those engaged in production for export, have played a determining role in the modern history of Latin American societies,” determining the pattern of economic development of their nations (vii). The strength of the workers’ movements in a country, he argues, is determined by several factors.  If the labor in an extractive industry was of a different class and a different nationality than the capital, labor was able to mobilize patriotic sentiments to support its interests.  In addition to a strong labor movement, nations with foreign capital and concentrated production also tend to struggle economically, according to Bergquist.  On the other hand, nations with diffuse ownership by citizens of the country have less successful labor movements as well as greater economic development.  Chile and Venezuela have stronger labor movements and all that follows from that, whereas Argentina and Columbia have the obverse.  

Bergquist discusses the development of the nitrate industry in Chile, export-oriented agriculture/ranching in Argentina, the oil industry in Venezuela, and the coffee industry in Colombia.  The Chilean nitrate mines were owned by foreign investors and located far from most of the towns and cities, in a barren plane.  Although mining nitrate was unskilled and dangerous work, the workers developed a strong class consciousness and were able to fight for their labor rights, particularly because it was easy to switch employers if one was unhappy.  Venezuelan oil deposits were not as remote from settlements as the nitrate mines.  In addition, more of the labor was skilled and some jobs were even professional.  Foreign-owned companies controlled the oil industry and initially favored hiring workers of their own nationality for the skilled jobs and paying them more as well.  Venezuelan workers organized against this discrimination with success, but not with the strength of Chilean organizers.  The class and racial divisions amongst oil workers probably contributed to this relative weakness.  Venezuela, Bergquist argues, falls on the same side of the continuum as Chile in that both have foreign-owned extractive industries and stronger workers’ movements, although Venezuela less so than Chile.  

Argentine cattle and sheep raising for the purpose of meat exports to Europe is a different case altogether.  Ranchers and meat packing plant owners were as Argentinian as the workers, and ranch workers were spread out geographically and organized with only limited success.  Instead of a movement based on class interests, worker political interests were diverted into Peronism and other corporatist movements.  In Colombian coffee growing, farm owners were also citizens and plantations were similarly isolated from one another.  Instead of a personality-based party like Peronism, Colombia devolved into la violencia, with Liberal and Conservative party members battling for control of the nation.  The ruling classes of Colombia were able to resolve their differences and form a power-sharing arrangement only after significant bloodshed.  Both Argentina and Colombia, Bergquist argues, were able to develop stronger economies due to the weaker labor movements of their export industries, Argentina more so than Colombia.  

Bergquist’s argument that the power of labor shaped the level of economic development, as well as incidentally the political system, of various Latin American export-oriented nations is problematic in several respects.  He suggests that a strong labor movement inhibits economic growth, which seems doubtful.  He argues that having a capital class of a different nationality than the labor allows the labor movement to grow stronger, which limits the economic growth of the nation.  Perhaps he should consider that the reverse is true—the economic development of a nation is limited by having capital and investment come from foreign sources, rather than domestic.  Foreign capitalists are not interested in developing the national economy of the country they are investing in.  Instead, they are interested only in their own profits, which they repatriate back to their home country.  A domestic capital class, however, would keep profits within the nation and spend and invest them there, strengthening the national economy.  While his goal of “elevating labor to a central place in the national histories of Chile, Argentina, Venezuela, and Colombia” (385) is admirable, he gives labor both too much credit and too much blame.  While labor can indeed be powerful, capital holds the upper hand and always will.  The impulse to allow labor to win might be understandable, but in reality capital always has the ability to crush labor if it so desires.  
