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Abstract

Since the crisis of Argentina’s neoliberal model in the years spanning the turn of 
the millennium, almost 9,400 workers have occupied and now self-manage over 200 
once-proprietary firms in distress, converting them overwhelmingly into worker 
cooperatives. As a result, Argentina’s empresas recuperadas por sus trabajadores 
(worker-recuperated enterprises, or ERTs) can now be found throughout its economy, 
inspiring the imaginaries of workers the world over. In reappropriating firms that once 
employed them via projects o f autogestion (self-management), ERT workers transform 
businesses into democratic and socialized productive entities, directly address 
Argentina’s chronic under- and unemployment, and return control to workers.

Grounded in critical theoretical approaches, this dissertation explores ERTs’ 
“prefigurative” possibilities for alternative economic arrangements, as well as the 
tensions interlacing them from having to exist within competitive markets. To better 
understand this “dual reality” of ERTs, the dissertation deploys an interdisciplinary, two
pronged grid o f inquiry—a macro-level “political economy o f the working class” axis of 
research, and micro-level key informant interviews with ethnographic case studies of 
three exemplar ERTs. This approach allows the study to delve into ERTs’ historical 
conjunctures, workers’ self-activity within the labour process under capitalism, and the 
transformations of protagonists from managed employees to self-managed workers.

Ultimately, the dissertation arrives at three major findings. Most broadly, it shows 
how ERT workers’ projects of autogestion and cooperation are consolidated and 
strengthened through their collective overcoming of crises within a “moral economy of 
work.” Second, it lays out ERTs’ “social innovations,” which include the democratic 
values and horizontalized production processes that re-contour their organizational 
structures, and the bonds o f solidarity created between workers, ERTs, and surrounding 
communities. And third, it unravels six “recuperative moments” interweaving ERTs’ 
social innovations: the recuperation of workers’ labour-power, surpluses, capacities to 
associate and cooperate, the social production of social wealth, the labour process, and 
the division of labour. Practically, these findings point to viable paths beyond 
socioeconomic crises, exploitation, and alienation, for and by workers. Theoretically, 
they contribute to advancing sociologies and critical theories of work and labour; theories 
of alternative economics; and to our understanding of the formation and dynamics of 
worker cooperatives and labour-managed firms.
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Confederation o f Worker Cooperatives)
CTA ............................ Central de Trabajadores de la Argentina (Argentine Workers

Central)
CU T............................ Central Unica do Trabalhadores (Unique Workers’ Central of

Brazil)
DyPRA........................Diaros y Periodicos Regionales Argentinos (Cooperative of

Regional Argentine Newspapers and Periodicals)
ERT..............................Emrpesa recuperada por sus trabajadores (worker-recuperated

enterprise)
FACTA.......................Federacion Argentina de Cooperativas de Trabajadores

Autogestionados (Argentine Federation o f Self-Managed Worker 
Cooperatives)

FCPU .......................... Federacion de Cooperativas de Production del Uruguay
(Federation of Producer Cooperatives o f Uruguay)

FECOOTRA..............Federacion de Cooperativas de Trabajo de la Provincia de Buenos
Aires (Federation of Worker Cooperatives o f the Province of 
Buenos Aires)

FETERA.....................Federacion de Trabajadores de la Energia de la Republica
Argentina (Federation o f Energy Workers of the Republic of 
Argentina)

FRETECO.................. Frente Revoloucionario de Trabajadores de Empresas en Cogestion
y Ocupadas (Revolutionary Front o f Enterprises Co-managed and 
Occupied by Workers of Venezuela)

H R S............................ Human Relations School
IIFAP.......................... Institute) de Investigation y Formation en Administration Publica

(Institute of Research and Education in Public Administration, 
Nacional University o f Cordoba)

IN AES........................ Institute) Nacional de Asociativismo y Economia Social (National
Institute for Asociativism and the Social Economy)



INDEC........................Instituto Nacional de Estadisticas y Censos (National Institute of
Statistics and Censuses)

INTI............................ Instituto Nacional de Tecnologia Industrial (National Institute of
Industrial Technology)

IM PA.......................... Industria Metalurgica y Plastica Argentina (Metalurgic and Plastics
Indusry o f Argentina). One of the first ERTs working in the 
aluminum processing sector, the birthplace of MNER, and the 
originator o f the strategy o f having a cultural centre in an ERT.

IS I................................Import substitution industrialization
K M F........................... Capital-managed firms
LM F............................ Labour-managed firms
MNER.........................Movimiento Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas (National

Movement o f Recuperated Enterprises)
MNFRT.......................Movimiento Nacional de Fabricas Recuperadas por sus

Trabajadores (National Movement of Worker-Recuperated 
Factories)

M TD ........................... Movimiento de Trabajadores Desocupados (Movement of
Unemployed Workers).

PIT-CNT.................... Plenario Intersindical de Trabajadores-Convencion Nacional de
Trabajadores (Inter-Union Assembly o f Workers-National 
Workers Central o f Uruguay)

PJ.................................. Partido Justicialista (Jusiticialist Party), the official name o f  the
political party founded by Juan Domingo Peron, known more 
colloquially as el partido peronista (the Peronist party).

PyMES........................Pequenas y medianas empresas, known as SMEs (small- and
medium-sized enterprises) in English.

SLR............................. Sociedad de responsabilidad limitada (limited liability company)
SM Es..........................Small- and medium-sized businesses, known as PyMES (pequenas

y medianas empresas) in Spanish.
UOCRA......................Unon Obrera de la Construction de la Republica Argentina

(Construction Workers’ Union o f the Republic of Argentina)
UOM........................... Union Obrera Metalurgica (Metalurgic Labour Union)
UST............................. Cooperativata de Trabajo “Union Solidaria de Trabadaores”

(“Solidarity Gathering o f Workers” Worker Cooperative)
U T E ............................ Union transi tori a/temporaria de empresas (transitory [or

temporary] association of firms)
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Glossary of Spanish Terms and Phrases

A blandar.................... To soften. The tactic o f politically “softening” politicians, lawyers,
and judges by lobbying or mobilizing near or occupying their 
offices in order to rule something in favour of the group doing the 
lobbying. This is an old practice in Argentine labour and social 
movement history.

Aguinaldo................... A custom that was one o f the the major pragmatic victories of
organized labour under the tutelage of Peron, the aguinaldo is the 
extra month’s pay—or “the thirteenth month”—given to 
employees in many if  not most Argentine firms in the formal 
economy around Christmas.

Argentinazo, e l.......... Monicker for the social uprisings and economic and political
upheavals throughout Argentina on December 19/20, 2001.

Asambleas barriales...Neighbourhood assemblies
Autogestion................Self-management
Barrio.......................... Neighbourhood
“Bien comun”.............“Common good,” as in “for the good of the community.”
Bom billa.................... The metal straw used to sip mate throughout the Southern Cone

region o f South America
Burocracia sindical....Bureaucratic unionism
Cartoneros.................. Colloquial name for the cardboard recyclers in Argentina’s urban

centres that emerged as a consequence o f the massive 
unemployment caused by the crisis o f the neoliberal model in the 
1990s and into the early years o f the 2000s.

Clasismo.....................An emergent anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist, and pro-nationalist
stream of Argentina’s labour movement that emerged in the late 
1960s and early 1970s strongly identified with a subversive or 
radicalized tendency in various working class organizations.

Clubes de trueque......Barter clubs
Companerismo.......... Literally “camaraderie,” or the solidarity developed between a

group o f people engaging in a common project together.
Comisiones intemas .. Shop-floor workers’ commissions
Compromiso...............Commitment
Concurso Preventivo de Acreedores
..................................... “Preventive hearing of creditors.” Argentina’s debt restucturing

proceedings o f troubled firms similar to the US’s Chapter 11. This 
is the phase carried out under law in Argentina before a firm 
officially declares quiebra (bankruptcy).

Consejo administratvo
..................................... Administrative council
Consejo de trabajadores
..................................... Workers’ council
Coordinadores obreras / interfabriles
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..................................... Worker or interfactory coordinating bodies
Cordobazo, e l ............Monicker for the social uprisings and economic and political

upheavals in the city of Cordoba in late May and into the first days 
o f June o f 1969.

Crecimiento............... Growth
Criollo........................ A Latin American o f direct Spanish ancestry or lineage, ranking

below the peninsulares (Spaniards bom in Spain but living in Latin 
America) in the Spanish colonial caste system.

Cuerpos de delegados
...................................... Shop-stewards committees
Delegados (de fabrica)
..................................... (Factory) shop stewards
Economia social y solidaria, la
..................................... The social and solidarity economy
Empresa.....................Enterprise, business, firm
Encargado..................Manager, or the person responsible for a particular sector of the

firm.
Encuentro...................Literally, an encounter. Formal or informal gatherings o f people

with the same interests in events such as conferences, plenaries, 
workshops, and debates.

El o tro ........................ The other. In the case o f ERTs, as in looking out for each other.
“Es de todos”............. “It belongs to us all.”
Factura....................... The general term used by Argentine’s to name their wide selection

of baked sweets, usually eaten with mate.
Fileto...........................A highly stylized artform from Buenos Aires visible in many

public spaces in the capital city of Argentina and, to a lesser extent, 
in the city of Rosario and in other urban centres o f Argentina, 
fileto signage decoraties buses and taxis, and is prominently visible 
in the city’s cafes and bars.

Gerente....................... Manager or administrator
“Guerra de cuerpos” ..“War of bodies”
Horizontalidad...........Literally, horizontality. A concept that has historical roots in the

practices of European anarchist and autonomist collectives and in 
the practices o f numerous contemporary Latin American groups 
engaging in solidarity economics, bottom-up community 
development, and social justice issues. It specifically refers to the 
forms of structuring their organizations along more horizontal and 
less vertical administrative and participative lines, usually 
involving direct democracy and consensus decision-making, and 
grounded in values o f mutual aid and self-help.

Jefe.............................. Boss
Laburante................... Worker or labourer in the Argentine slang called lunfardo.
“La lucha por el otro”
..................................... “The struggle for the other”
“La fabrica abierta” ...The open factory 
Lucha..........................Struggle
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Mate............................The bitter green tea sipped through a metal straw out o f a gourd
and consumed throughout South America’s Southern Cone region.

Monotributo.............. Literally “single contribution.” A single payment social security,
value-added tax, and income tax contribution scheme for the self- 
employed, the self-managed, and worker coops.

“Muerte en vida” .......“Death in life”
Obras Sociales...........Argentina’s social security health system run mostly by its unions

and business associations, covering the health needs of members.
Obrero.........................Labourer, worker
“Ocupar, resistir, producir”
...................................... “Occupy, resist, produce.” The slogan used by many ERT

protagonists to articulate the three-staged process o f converting a
troubled privately-owned firm into an ERT.

Ocupaciones...............Occupations
Patron, e l.....................The boss
Patronal, e l ................. Management, bosses, administrators
Peroneria gremial A labour policy passed during Peron’s first presidency giving one

union per sector the legal right to negotiate sector-wide collective 
agreements. To benefit from these agreements, all workers at a 
shop must belong to the union granted personeria gremial. 
Usually, these unions must be affiliated to the CGT.

Piqueteros.................... Literally meaning “picketers,” los piqueteros is the colloquial
name for the diverse movement of unemployed workers more 
formally known as Movimiento de Trabajadores Desocupados 
(Movement o f Unemployed Workers, or MTD) that emerged circa 
1995-1996.

Plan de Convertibilidad
..................................... The fixed-rate exchange policy introduced by Menem’s economics

minister Domingo Cavallo in the first trimester of 1991 pegging 
the peso to the US dollar.

Plata facil...................The “easy money” available during the neoliberal years o f the
1990s due to the ease o f acquiring personal and business credit. 

Porteno....................... Literally, “one from the port” or “o f the port,” this is the
Argentine-Spanish demonym for a native of the city o f Buenos 
Aires, also applied as an adjective for anything from the “port city” 
o f Buenos Aries.

Proceso de Reorganization Nacional
..................................... Process o f National Reorganization. The name the military

dictatorships of 1976-1983 gave to their project to “reorganize” 
Argentina under more conservative social values and more liberal 
markets.

“ jQue se vayan todos!”
..................................... “Everyone [in the political and economic establishment] leave

now!”
Quiebra...................... Bankruptcy



Recuperaciones......... Recuperations, as in the recuperation or recovery of failing firms
by workers.

Responsabilidad........Responsibility
Salida.......................... Literally meaning “exit,” in Argentina the term salida is also used

to mean an “out” or a solution to a problem.
“Sentido comun” .......Litarally, “common sense.”
“Sobre la marcha”  Literally, “on the march,” referring to change that occurs in a

group or an individual in the act o f doing something.
Socio........................... Asssociate or member, as in a member of a cooperative.
Terrateniente..............Landlord, usually used to label large landholders employing peons

in the rual sector.
Tom as......................... Takes, as in workers taking over a business.
T rabaj ador.................. Worker
Trabajadores autonomos
..................................... Autonomous workers
Trabajo........................Work
Trabajo “en negro” .... Literally, “work in the black,” or jobs undertaken by workers who 

do not work under a formal labour contract, a phenomenon which 
in Argentina has included around 50% of its workforce over the 
past two decades.

Vaciamiento...............Literally “emptying.” Refers to what is known in English as “asset
stripping.” Used to describe acts by business owners o f selling off 
or relocating a business’s assets while in the process o f declaring 
bankruptcy.

Verticalismo...............The general moniker given to Argentina’s Peronist-influenced
bureaucratic form o f unionism, especially consolidated by the CGT 
leadership in the years o f Peron’s exile (1955-1973).

Villas miseries............Shantytowns or, literally, “towns of misery.”
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Argentina’s Empresas Recuperadas por sus 
Trabajadores: An Introduction

“The cooperative factories run by workers themselves are, within the old 
form, the first examples o f the emergence of a new form, even though they 
naturally reproduce in all cases, in their present organization, all the 
defects o f the existing system, and must reproduce them. But the 
opposition between capital and labour is abolished here, even if  at first 
only in the form that the workers in association become their own 
capitalist.... These factories show how, at a certain stage of development 
of the material forces o f production, and o f the social forms o f production 
corresponding to them, a new mode o f production develops and is formed 
naturally out of the old.”

~ Karl Marx, Capital Vol. Ill, 1981, p. 571

On December 19 and 20, 2001, Argentina became the site o f a massive popular 

uprising that brought the economic and political crisis of its neoliberal experiment to a 

breaking point. With a broad cross-section o f the population rising momentarily in unison 

during these days and the weeks that followed, banging pots and pans, occupying streets 

and plazas, and chanting “jQue se vayan todos, que no quede ni uno soloP' (“Everyone 

[in the political and economic establishment] leave now, let not even one stay!”), the 

collective scream of popular fury radiating from Argentina resonated throughout the 

world in a rejoinder to diminished economic prospects, dwindling political voice, frozen 

bank accounts, lost jobs, heightened government corruption, and rapidly rising poverty. 

As a result, the week or so following the 19/20 events saw the nation go through five 

presidents and sink further into social turmoil. In the subsequent months, with a devalued 

peso and in the wake of the largest national debt default in history, Argentina’s social and 

economic crisis worsened to unprecedented levels as unemployment soared and poverty
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engulfed around half o f its population. Between December 2001 and mid 2003, the 

country went from the collapse o f Fernando de la Rua’s presidency (an administration 

that had continued most of the neoliberal policies of the preceding regime of President 

Carlos Menem), to the relative economic stabilizations (but continued social instability) 

under the caretaker administration of President Eduardo Duhalde by the end of 2002, and 

on to the restitution of relative social peace and eventual economic growth with President 

Nestor Kirchner’s government beginning in May 2003.

In response to this prolonged crisis and the eventual blighting of the lives of 

millions o f Argentina’s working people—wrought, in part, by governmental 

acquiescence to the austerity policies o f the IMF and other international financial 

institutions throughout the 1990s and into the first years o f the new millennium— 

organized movements o f the unemployed, neighbourhood assemblies, housing and 

human-rights groups, and—the group at the heart of this dissertation—the empresas 

recuperadas por sus trabajadores (worker-recuperated enterprises, or ERTs) began to 

contribute to the creation of myriad spaces for social and economic renewal from below. 

Through community-based projects centred on values of social justice, practices of direct 

democracy, and a desire for economic self-reliance that stood in stark contrast to 

neoliberal values o f individualism, consumerism, and free markets that had dominated 

Argentina throughout the 1990s, these bottom-up movements managed to directly 

address the inability o f the country’s traditional institutions to contain record levels of 

socioeconomic exclusion and poverty (Castro Soto, 2005; Damill, 2005; Palomino, 2003,

2005).
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But Argentina’s empresas recuperadas predate the social and political upheavals 

of el argentinazo o f December 19/20. In actuality, they began to slowly emerge during 

the first signs of the neoliberal model’s unravelling in the early 1990s, acting like 

socioeconomic canaries in the narrowing mineshaft that was sinking Argentina deeper 

and deeper into a social, political, and economic cave o f despair (Fajn, 2003; Rebon,

2004; Ruggeri, 2009). As Argentina’s free-market economy began collapsing by the mid 

1990s, small- and medium-sized businesses,1 unable to compete against the wave of 

foreign products saturating local markets, began to declare bankruptcy in historically 

exceptional numbers (Magnani, 2003). On the one hand, this massive failure o f firms was 

due to the country’s overvalued peso linked to the one-to-one exchange rate that had been 

passed into law early in 1991 to combat the high inflation o f the late 1980s. On the other 

hand, these failures were also due to desperate moves by business owners hell-bent on 

staving off permanent closure, as they increasingly resorted to heightening the rate of 

exploitation on shop-floors and, eventually, to laying off, locking out, or firing 

employees. At times owners would, in obviously illegal maneuvers, asset strip their own 

firms while in the midst o f debt refinancing or bankruptcy proceedings. Sometimes they 

would pay off local bankruptcy court judges or trustees in the process o f closing shops 

without telling the business’s employees, who had often already been suffering months of 

dwindling job security, o f not receiving the employer’s portion of benefits, overtime, pay 

reductions, or, in the worst cases, not receiving any remuneration. And some of these 

swindling, incompetent, or overwhelmed business owners would even boldly take their

1 Also known as “small- and medium-sized enterprises,” or SMEs. In Spanish they are known as “pequenas 
y medianas empresas,” or PyMES.
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firm’s assets and open up shop with cheaper labour elsewhere. Already by 1995, it was 

becoming clear that more and more workers were falling into the population of the 

structurally unemployed at rates that were expanding the ranks o f Argentina’s reserve 

army o f labour to extraordinary proportions; by late 2001 and early 2002, the rate of 

structural unemployment reached well over 20% of the adult population willing and able 

to work (Levy Yeyati & Valenzuela, 2007; Lozano, 2005). It is no coincidence, then, that 

the apex of new ERTs occurred between 2000 and 2004, the most intense period of 

socioeconomic crisis in Argentina’s recent history (Palomino, Blaynat, Garro, & 

Giacomuzzi, 2010, p. 256; Ruggeri, Polti, Antivero, Clark, Mendez Marichal, Elena, et 

al., 2010, p. 12).

With Argentina’s established labour movement’s leadership mostly co-opted into 

supporting the state’s neoliberal policies by the Menem regime; with traditional union 

tactics o f strikes or strike threat proving incapable of adequately addressing workers’ 

immediate needs in this starkly anti-labour environment; and with an impotent state on 

the defensive as social, economic, and political crises rendered it incapable o f adequately 

responding to soaring immiseration and business failures, some workers began taking 

matters into their own hands by occupying, reopening, and self-managing the collapsing 

or bankrupted firms that had been employing them, converting these occupied 

workplaces into worker cooperatives in the process. Rather than being impelled by a 

revolutionary cause, traditional union demands, or the leadership o f mainstream political 

parties, in actuality these responses at first emerged locally on shop-floors as a result of 

grievances at the point-of-production that mobilized workforces in SMEs most affected
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by violations o f wage contracts or redundancy.2 That is, ERT protagonists’ initial actions 

o f workspace occupations were defensive; the first days o f self-management would 

emerge from out of necessity (i.e., saving their jobs, providing for themselves and their 

families), fear o f never finding similar work again or entering the ranks of the 

piqueteros,3 and out o f indignation at being estafado (literally, shafted) by managers and 

bosses. Given the age-old threat of institutional violence in Argentina, these direct action 

responses were highly risky and localized tactics that emerged on some of the shop-floors 

most impelled by microeconomic crises, carried out by desperate workers’ collectives 

willing to face violent repression by the state and returning owners in order to save their 

jobs and safe-guard their self-dignity. In the most acute years of socioeconomic crisis 

spanning the turn of the millennium, actions o f workspace occupations were further 

propelled by the lack o f alternative employment, made worse by a morally bankrupt 

political system that looked the other way while countless business owners engaged in 

nefarious schemes to save dying firms, or that sought to profit from running them into the

2
Within social movement theory, “mobilizing grievances,” according to David Snow & Sarah Soule 

(2010), are “grievances that are shared among some number of actors, be they individuals or organizations, 
and that are felt to be sufficiently serious to warrant some kind of corrective, collective action” (p. 24; also 
see Dahrendorf, 1959). ERTs, I implicitly argue throughout this dissertation (see especially Chapters 3 and 
4), are examples of such a collective of actors—a particular subset of Argentina’s working class—that held 
such grievances and that acted collectively and were mobilized and motivated by these grievances to fight 
for their jobs and recuperate their firms in order to rectify injustices they felt were committed upon them by 
bosses and the capitalist establishment. I discuss the motivations of this subset of Argentina’s working 
population to takeover and self-manage its failing firms in Chapters 3 to 5 in particular.

Literally “picketers,” los piqueteros is the colloquial name for the diverse movement of unemployed 
workers more formally known as Movimiento de Trabajadores Desocupados (Movement of Unemployed 
Workers, or MTD) that emerged circa 1995-1996. At first, the piqueteros consisted mainly of the 
burgeoning population of unemployed state workers (especially from the oil sector) in the provinces of 
Neuquen and Salta (Svampa & Pereyra, 2004). Eventually, the MTD went on to include a broad cross- 
section of unemployed Argentine workers in numerous organizations that span the spectrum of political 
views, from those seeking autonomy from the state, to those espousing various Marxist perspectives, to 
several organizations that were eventually co-opted into the Kirchner’s Frente para la Victoria’s party 
politics (the Frente para la Victoria is the Kirchner-faction of the Peronist party, or Partido Justicialista), to 
those groups that now form part of the national government’s social assistance programs (Adamovsky, 
2007; Dinerstein, 2002; Svampa & Pereyra, 2004).
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ground at the expense o f the well-being of employees. Most ERTs, then, first emerged 

from their employees’ pragmatic and immanent responses to their boss’s blatant 

contraventions o f  labour contracts and to workers’ own deep worries o f  becoming 

structurally unemployed, a life situation that Argentine workers have since termed, for 

reasons that will become clear as this dissertation unfolds, “muerte en vida” (“death in 

life”) (Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009, p. 202). I will delve deeper into the crucial connections 

between the neoliberal market policies of the 1990s, the decade’s anti-labour policies, 

and workers’ lived experiences o f microeconomic crises on shop-floors in Chapter 3.

The direct action strategies and tactics of occupation, resistance to repression and 

eviction, and subsequent self-managed production under the legal framework o f a worker 

cooperative are, especially during the first precarious days of an ERT, important 

defensive maneuvers for its protagonists. These are maneuvers that, at first, directly 

respond to the dire conjunctural and microeconomic situations that, in innumerable ways 

and especially during the years of crises, were making the lives o f Argentina’s workers 

more and more precarious. Eventually, and for reasons I will explore throughout this 

dissertation, over the course o f reopening the firm as a worker cooperative these 

defensive maneuvers, borne out of necessity, transform for these workers into long-term 

practices and visions o f self-managing their own economic and productive lives—what in 

Argentina and Latin America is called autogestion.

Defined in depth from out of one possible genealogy o f the term in Chapter 2, 

currently in Argentina, autogestion—this dissertation’s key concept—means to self- 

determine or self-manage work cooperatively and democratically as an alternative to 

strictly capitalist, or investor-owned, work organization. More profoundly, for many
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protagonists o f self-managed workers’ collectives in Argentina and throughout Latin 

America, autogestion means to self-constitute and self-direct production and economic 

life while attempting to minimize the intrusive mediation o f  free markets, hierarchical 

organization, or state and union bureaucracies (Buendia Garcia, 2005; Del Mar Araus, 

2004; Palomino, 2004; Peixoto de Albuquerque, 2004; Vieta, 2010; Wyczykier, 2009b). 

In Argentina and across Latin Ameripa, myriad social justice groups and movements, 

including ERTs, are increasingly using the concept to articulate for themselves and to 

others how the (re)invention and (re)construction of their labour processes, and the social 

relations o f production therein, are to take place under more humane values than those 

offered by the capitalist system o f work organization and its principal interest: the pursuit 

o f profit.

For the protagonists of Argentina’s ERTs, their initial tactics of taking over the 

troubled firms that had been employing them in order to protect jobs and maintain life- 

security eventually can become, they discover, viable strategies for reorganizing 

workplaces and working life cooperatively. As many ERT workers and activists have told 

me since I began this research in 2005, initially their fear o f the possibility of being 

without work in dire economic times, and their anger towards the empty promises and 

callousness o f former bosses, usually always initially fomented their direct actions of 

workplace occupations. But gradually, throughout the struggle for saving their jobs and, 

subsequently, after beginning to self-manage their work, these workers, for the first time 

in their lives, come to discover that it is indeed possible to change and self-control their 

own social and economic circumstances. This in spite o f and, indeed, perhaps because of 

a political and economic system that remained and still, in ways, remains unresponsive to
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their quotidian needs. Eventually, these multifaceted experiences o f heightened 

exploitation and ERT workers’ self-determined and collective responses to them, go on to 

ground and strengthen their commitments to cooperativized labour processes and 

divisions o f labour. And at times and in some ERTs, these experiences eventually inspire, 

as I expand on in Chapters 4 and 7, new and promising solidarity economies with other 

ERTs and the communities and barrios (neighbourhoods) that surround these firms.

As I will show throughout this dissertation, then, these workers immanently learn 

the practices o f autogestion and cooperativism. At first, these practices emerge out of 

need. Subsequently, as the months and years o f self-management unfold, the ideas of a 

self-directed and collectively controlled work life concretize and expand in these 

workers’ very actions, transforming into viable projects for not only securing jobs, but 

also for provisioning for their community’s needs and, perhaps, even as foundations for a 

new, less exploitative and more egalitarian socioeconomic reality for Argentina. This 

“immanent concientization” of workers, their protagonism as a “class-in-the-making” and 

even “remaking,” and this “class recomposition,” all rooted in bottom-up collective 

action and workers’ “lived experiences” o f struggle and crises, are further key themes 

that drive this dissertation and that will begin to unfold in more clarity as I proceed in this 

study.

Why Argentina? Why Now?

One of this dissertation’s aims is to discover why ERTs emerged in Argentina in 

recent years. Not surprisingly, ERTs started to become visible to most Argentines, and 

increasingly to the rest of the world, during the days, weeks, and months following el 

argentinazo o f December 19/20, 2001 as one of the many social justice movements in the
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constellation of bottom-up responses to the crisis by the country’s growing population of 

the dispossessed, the exploited, the underemployed, or the unemployed. With a dearth of 

options left for working people on the brink of structural unemployment, between 1995 

and 2005—and especially between the years 2001 and 2003—Argentina’s deep class 

divisions crystallized into the strident radicalization o f countless marginalized groups. 

Throughout these years, a contagion of bottom-up popular resistance spread across most 

marginal sectors, witnessed in the widespread direct action tactics of property 

occupations and squatting, thepiquetero’s now-famous road blockages, and myriad other 

spontaneous community mobilizations such as the mushrooming o f clubes de trueque 

(barter clubs), asambleas barriales (neighbourhood assemblies), and neighbourhood- 

based food security and provisioning projects (Dinerstein, 2002; Palomino, 2003; La 

Sema, 2004; Sitrin 2006; Svampa & Pereyra, 2004).4 What spilled over from these 

grassroots mobilizations onto all forms o f popular struggle in the country at the time, as I 

explore further in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, was a renewed sense o f collective purpose against 

a callous, exploitative, and socially alienating system; a growing ethos o f self

organization and direct participatory democracy “from below” via extremely flat— or 

“horizontal”— organizing structures (Colectivo Situaciones 2004, par. 3; also see Sitrin,

2006); and a massive “reactivation” o f “communitarian social experience” (Svampa & 

Pereyra, 2004, p. 233). Antonio Negri (2003) observed during this period that the 

responses by groups such as the piqueteros, asambleas barriales, and ERTs to the 

neoliberalization of the national economy bore witness to a new

4
For compelling accounts of contemporaneous Argentine social movements that surged during the years 

spanning the turn of the millennium together with ERTs, also see Adamovsky (2007), Almeyra (2004), 
Belmartino (2005), Jelin (2003), and Sartelli (2005).
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“energy...[of]...conviction, and...egalitarian social recomposition” (p. 2) that emerged 

from the urban barrios and industrialized towns of the country at the time. By the early 

years o f the 2000s much cross-pollination was occurring between these grassroots social 

justice groups, witnessed in the diverse composition of those engaging in radical actions 

and protests taking place across the country at the time (Almeyra, 2004; Svampa & 

Pereyra, 2004).

At the same time, this contagion o f bottom-up working class recomposition, as I 

explore in Chapters 1 and 3, intermingled with a long history o f labour militancy and 

workers’ self-activity in Argentina. This history is especially rooted in workers’ 

collective imaginary o f Argentina’s Peronist-led “golden years,” which included a strong 

and politically influential labour movement, a developmentalist state with pro-labour 

inclinations, a relatively prosperous working class, and a mostly nationalized and self- 

sustaining economy under the import substitution industrialization (ISI) model. But it 

also witnessed the rise of working class self-activity that, at times, not only resisted 

employers, their rationalization drives, and recurring state economic restructuring 

programs, but also Argentina’s traditional bureaucratic unionism (Atzeni, 2010; Godio, 

2000; Smith, 1991). Often, as I will explore further in Chapter 3, these bottom-up worker 

resistances—fluctuating between mobilizing against the state, capital, and the brand of 

hierarchical and bureaucratic Argentine unionism encouraged by Peron called 

verticalismo—have historically emerged spontaneously from out o f long-established 

bottom-up working class practices and shop-floor democratic organizations. These 

organizations have included comisiones intemas (internal commissions, or factory 

committees) and cuerpos de delegados (shop-stewards councils). Their practices have
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embraced holding ongoing workers’ assemblies on shop-floors where workers would 

debate both union and labour process issues. Moreover, a long history o f strong sector- 

wide collective agreements that resulted from Peron’s reshaping and centralization of 

union politics and the empowering of the Confederation General del Trabajo de la 

Republica Argentina (General Confederation o f Labour o f the Republic o f Argentina, or 

CGT) would commingle, at times uncomfortably, with spontaneous workers’ agitation 

such as wild cat strikes, walk outs, sit ins, and factory occupations that often by-passed 

official union protocols. Indeed, four o f the most powerful historical moments that 

highlight this working class self-activity before Argentina’s economic crisis o f 2001 and 

2002 were rooted in bottom-up, worker-led actions that have had lasting legacies for 

Argentina’s working class. These moments include: the mostly spontaneous mass 

mobilizations of workers on October 17,1945 that would eventually see Peron released 

from prison and surge to electoral victory a few months later; the student and worker 

takeover of the city of Cordoba at the end o f May 1969 known as el cordobazo (together 

with a wave o f worker and student rebellions in other cities across Argentina that same 

year); various periods of workplace occupations during key moments of intense labour 

conflicts throughout the second half of the 20th century (i.e., 1959, 1962, 1964, 1975, and 

1984); and the brief period of the coordinadores interfabriles, or inter-factory 

coordinating bodies, that collectively organized worker mobilizations and workplace 

issues at a district level during the massive, worker-driven general strikes and workplace 

occupations between June and July of 1975. In sum, as I will also explore in Chapters 3 

and 4, acts o f occupying workplaces, street mobilizations, and collective resistances to 

repression—techniques mastered by ERT protagonists—are part of a long tradition of
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workers’ self-activity and bottom-up mobilization in Argentina (Godio, 2000; Wemer & 

Aguirre, 2007).

As a result o f these conjunctural and historical cross-pollinations, up until at least 

2005 and the relative recovery of Argentina’s economy under the watch of President 

Nestor Kirchner (which, it should be said, as I discuss further in Chapters 5 and 6, 

eventually included his government’s co-optation o f some of these grassroots social 

justice groups via strategies o f assistentialism and clientelism), much of the routines of 

daily life in urban Argentina were peppered by constant street protests, the occupation of 

land by the dispossessed, road blockages, and workplace takeovers by a recomposing 

working class experimenting with new and reclaimed forms of collective actions. These 

actions were not only demands for better living and working conditions and for social 

change, but also began to actually forge new forms of grassroots-based economic and 

political institutions deeply rooted within neighbourhoods, that were guided by 

participative and directly democratic values, and that engaged in solidarity-based 

economic activity run by and benefiting the people most affected by the enclosures o f the 

neoliberal years. At the same time that these experiments resisted neoliberalism, in other 

words, they also began to create community-based solutions that looked beyond the 

mediation o f competitive markets or cumbersome state or union bureaucracies (Coraggio. 

2003, 2004; La Serna, 2004; Pastore, n.d.; Svampa & Pereyra, 2004; Vieta, 2010).

These are the most direct roots o f Argentina’s wave o f workplace recuperations 

that slowly began in the early 1990s and surged during the first years of the new century 

(see Figure 0-1). ERT workers’ tactics o f workplace occupations and their subsequent 

practices o f autogestion, with connections to workers’ social and cultural memories of
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past labour struggles and working class self-activity, were also being modelled after the 

new social transformations and grassroots social economic organizations that were taking 

shape around them at the time. On the other hand, and simultaneously, the practices of 

workplace occupations and recuperations were themselves influencing other social and 

cultural expressions o f self-determination throughout the country. Moreover, Argentina’s 

bottom-up social experiments were also encouraged by myriad directly democratic and 

popular forms o f resistance that were surging across Latin America at the same time, 

such as community organizing around Bolivia’s water and gas struggles, Brazil’s landless 

peasants’ and workers’ movements, Mexico’s Zapatistas and other indigenous uprisings, 

and other popular movements from below.
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Figure 0-1: Founding of ERTs by year, 1991-2007 
(N=170 ERTs) (Ministerio de Trabajo, 2008a)

Since those harrowing days of uncertainty and economic hardship spanning the 

turn o f the millennium, ERTs have been offering hope and inspiration for workers in hard
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times in Argentina and throughout the world. This is witnessed in similar workplace 

occupations in other countries o f the region such as Venezuela, Brazil, Paraguay, Mexico, 

and Uruguay, and, since the financial crises o f2008, in other places as diverse as Ireland, 

Canada, France, Italy, the US, and South Korea (Vieta, 2010). As I show in Chapter 3, 

the practice o f employees taking over workplaces in trouble and subsequently converting 

them into cooperatives, while not necessarily new in the history o f Latin America or in 

other parts o f the world,5 has spread anew throughout the region in the past two decades 

as direct responses by workers to neoliberal crises and heightened exploitation and 

precariousness (Dangl, 2009; Marti, Bertullo, Soria, Barrios, Silveira, Camilletti, et al., 

2004; Novaes, 2007; Petras, Carpintero, & Hernandez, 2002; Piniero Hamecker, 2007; 

Trigona, 2009).

While, as Figure 0-1 shows, the apex o f new ERTs in Argentina occurred at the 

height of its last deep economic crisis years o f the neoliberal model between 2001 and 

2004, Figure 0-1 also shows that ERTs have continued to emerge throughout the first 

decade of the new millennium, although at a slower rate due in part to the relative 

economic recovery o f the country since at least 2004 and the return of more traditional, 

union-centred outlets for labour demands. I expand on ERTs’ historical timeline in 

Chapters 1 and 3, layering in the political economic factors that contributed to the 

emergence of ERTs (see particularly Figure 1-1). In these two chapters I demarcate the 

period between 1991 and 2003, spanning the rise and fall of Argentina’s neoliberal years, 

as ERT’s “first era,” a period where the worker takeover o f workspaces highlighted a

5 See, for example, Allegrone, Partenio, & Fernandez Alvarez (2004); Bayat (1991); Escobedo & Deux 
Marzi (2005); Petras & Veltmeyer (2002); Ruggeri (2009).
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particularly vibrant and highly combative form of workers’ self-directed and bottom-up 

struggle during a politically charged moment for Argentina’s working class. It is during 

this period—and especially between 2001 and 2003— that the process of creating an ERT 

from a failing capitalist firm got worked out and disseminated widely in Argentina and 

the rest of the world. During these years, the strategies and tactics of “ocupar, resistir, 

producir” (“occupy, resist, produce”)—the guiding slogan o f one o f the phenomenon’s 

first umbrella organizations (see Chapter 5)—would gradually become yet one more set 

of tools for workers’ struggles. But this struggle was not just about saving jobs. In the 

very act o f taking over and self-managing their places of work, ERT protagonists would 

show how workers can recuperate their very working capacities from the wage-labour 

contract, transforming themselves from managed employees to self-managed workers 

along the way. Additionally, as I will argue theoretically from the perspective o f the 

critical theory of capitalist forms o f production and a political economy o f the working 

class approach (see below and Chapter 2), former employees across Argentina are 

showing how, in the process o f recuperating their jobs and workplaces, they can, more 

fundamentally, self-manage their own surpluses and self-control their own labour, in 

effect beginning to decommodify their labour-power and un-alienate their working lives.

ERTs’ “second era” (2004 to the present), in turn, has seen the consolidation of 

the processes of business takeovers and self-management innovated by ERT protagonists. 

Whereas their first era was marked by the politically-infused tactics of the occupation of 

workplaces, workers’ resistances to repression and eviction, and the lobbying o f state 

institutions (i.e., legislatures and courts) in order to secure these firms legally for their 

workers, the second era can be seen to be characterized by the institutionalization o f the
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conversion o f failing capitalist firms into worker coops.6 This growing instituonalization 

has meant in recent years that, increasingly, policy makers, national and provincial 

government ministries and departments, the legal establishment, organized labour, and 

other workers in Argentina are recognizing ERTs as real alternatives to lost jobs, 

permanent business closure, underemployment, and unemployment (Palomino et al,

2010) (see Chapters 1, 3, and 6). In short, it is no exaggeration to say that Argentina’s 

ERTs, as I will show throughout this dissertation, have been crafting promising—and 

workable—solutions for overcoming microeconomic hardship at the point-of-production 

and in the everyday lives o f workers more broadly.

Moreover, as I will address in Chapters 2, 7, and 8, ERTs have been showing 

how, in the most radicalized ERTs, socialized economic practices are being forged that 

extend beyond the walls o f their plants via non-marketized economic relations with other 

ERTs and the surrounding communities they touch. In Argentina, these non-commodified 

economic practices and spaces make up what is called la economia social y  solidaria (the 

social and solidarity economy).7 Practicing the International Cooperative Alliance’s

6 By “institutionalization” of ERTs, I mean the consolidation and regularization of the social, political, and 
legal mechanisms, processes, and practices of converting failing private firms into cooperatives. 
Undoubtedly, ERTs still have many challenges, as I will especially show in Chapter 6, and some policy 
makers and bankruptcy courts, judges, and trustees continue to contest the legality of ERTs because, it is 
mainly argued, they violate Argentine property law. Increasingly, however, ERTs are seen by the state and 
the legal system as viable alternatives to business closures, promulgating the legal regularization of these 
firms. I explore the institutionalization of ERTs in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6.
7 As I expand on in Chapter 2, the “social and solidarity economy,” known in the global North mostly as 
the “social economy” or the “third sector,” encompasses economic practices and organizations that are not 
investor-owned or for-profit entities (although its organizations can make some profit), nor government- 
owned or controlled (although its organizations may receive government funding), and that operate with the 
values of provisioning, first and foremost, for the socioeconomic needs of members. Social and solidarity 
economy organizations tend to have social objectives (such as sustaining and creating jobs, provisioning 
less expensive or environmentally sound consumer goods and services, facilitating the social or economic 
capacities of individuals and communities, etc.) and are usually organized in some sort of democratic 
fashion where each member has a vote or say in the operation, governance, and goals of the firm (see, for
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(ICA) sixth and seventh principles o f cooperativism (i.e., “cooperation between 

cooperatives” and “concern for community”) (see Chapter 7), competitive markets, while 

certainly not eradicated, are beginning to be challenged and even replaced in ways by 

practices that see ERTs in similar or related sectors sharing orders and customers and 

even collaborating with or bartering technical expertise, the use of machinery, labour 

processes, raw materials, marketing and administrative tasks, legal assistance, inventory, 

or other production inputs.

In sum, ERTs bear witness to workers’ continued capacities to self-determine 

their own working lives, while, at the same time, responding to the neoliberal juggernaut 

in ways that both contest and begin to move beyond chronic socioeconomic crises and 

intransigent capitalist market logics. In other words, ERTs are, I argue throughout this 

dissertation via another key concept that threads throughout the following pages, 

prefigurative of another socioeconomic reality.

Beyond Saving Jobs

ERTs’ symbolic dimensions

Constituting less than 1% of Argentina’s approximately 16.5 million active 

participants in its urban-based, formal and informal economy (Ministerio de Trabajo, 

2010), the most reserved study suggests that, as o f late 2009, 9,362 workers were self- 

managing their working lives in 205 ERTs across Argentina (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 9)

example, McMurtiy, 2010; Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 2010). With this definition, as I argue in 
Chapters 2 and 7, ERTs can indeed be considered social or solidarity economy organizations, in particular 
due to their main objectives of securing jobs, in their cooperative structures, and in the community 
development projects that some of them take on.

Introduction 17



(see Table O-l).8 A testament to the extent of the neoliberal assault on Argentina’s 

national economy, Tables 0-1 and 0-2 show that ERTs are found in most of the country’s 

regions and provinces and throughout the country’s urban economy in sectors as diverse 

as printing and publishing, metallurgy, foodstuffs, construction, textiles, tourism, 

education, and health provisioning. Some ERTs have even emerged in heavier industries 

such as shipbuilding, meatpacking, chemicals, pulp and paper, and feul and hydrocarbons 

(also see Fajn, 2003; Lavaca, 2004; Palomino et al., 2010; Ruggeri et al., 2010).

Subsequent chapters will work out some of the details latent in Tables 0-1 and 0- 

2. For example, Chapters 5 and 6 in part analyze how the breadth of the ERT 

phenomenon, cutting across most of Argentina’s economic sectors including heavy 

industry, suggests that worker cooperatives, at least upon the conversion of a capital- 

managed firm (KMF) into a labour-managed firm (LMF) when most o f its capital assets 

are still usable to some extent, can indeed function in capital-intensive sectors, despite 

the common assumption in the economic literature that worker coops are most adequate 

for labour-intensive and low-capital enterprises (Dow, 2003; Dreze, 1993; Fama & 

Jensen, 1996; Perotin, 2006). Additionally, it is noteworthy that the economic sectors 

with the heaviest conglomeration of ERTs tend to also be those that have traditionally 

had militant union histories, suggesting, as the case studies in Chapters 4 and 7 will

g
More optimistic journalistic reports and the estimations of ERTs’ political lobby organizations suggest 

that 12,000 or more workers currently self-manage between 200 to 250 ERTs (e.g., Murua, 2006; Trigona, 
2006b). As I will elaborate on in Chapters 3, 5, and 6, there are political, ideological, financial, and 
psychological motivations for these inflated numbers for Argentine self-managed workers (i.e., the desire 
to have larger economic relevance, the hope of more government subsidies, easier access to loans) and for 
ERT lobby groups to promote these larger figures (i.e., increased political legitimacy, gaining easier access 
to policy makers). Indeed, as Palomino et al. (2010) suggest, as the ERT phenomenon has gained 
recognition and legitimacy some self-managed firms that did not consider themselves “worker-recuperated” 
companies a few years ago, now do, thus further expanding the “universe” of ERTs.
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vividly show, the connections between ERTs and the country’s history o f working class 

self-activity. It is no coincidence then that, from Table 0-1, just over 56% of Argentina’s 

ERTs are found in the metallurgic, graphics, meatpacking, construction, and foodstuffs 

sector, represented historically by some o f the most militant private sector unions in 

Argentina. As Chapters 4 and 7 also make clear, some o f the more radical ERT workers 

with past experiences in their unions are often part o f an ERTs’ founding collective, and 

some o f these workers subsequently go on to become leaders o f their worker cooperative. 

Their formation as radicalized workers, I discovered in my interviews and case studies, 

often takes place within former union settings as shop stewards, or from having taken 

part in past strikes, or they begin to learn the ins and outs o f militancy from family 

members with histories of labour activism. Lastly, it is also not coincidental that most

Metallurgic Products 48 1,971 23.41% 21.08%
Graphics 16 503 7.80% 5.38%
Textiles 13 470 6.34% 5.03%

Gastronomy 4 72 1.95% 0.77%
Glass products 7 264 3.41% 2.82%

Chemicals 3 158 1.46% 1.69%
Plastics 5 85 2.43% 0.91%

Meatpacking and 
Refrigeration 13 1,353 6.34% 14.63%
Shipbuilding 2 62 0.98% 0.66%
Foodstuffs 26 640 12.86% 6.84%

Construction 12 748 5.85% 8.17%
Leather Products 5 481 2.44% 5.15%

Health 10 431 4.88% 4.61%
Education 4 118 1.95% 1.26%

Hotel 5 243 2.44% 2.60%
Sports Arms 1 13 0.49% 0.14%

Wood Products and 
Sawmills 4 74 1.95% 0.79%

Fuel and Hydrocarbons 5 95 2.44% 1.01%
Pulp and Paper 2 71 0.98% 0.76%

Footware 4 520 1.95% 5.56%
Transportation 6 375 2.93% 4.01%

Maintenance and Logistics 3 316 1.46% 3.70%
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Communication Media 4 181 1.95% 1.83%
Commerce and Finance 2 95 0.98% 1.02%

Rubber 1 23 0.49% 0.25%

Table 0-1: Breakdown of ERTs per sector and number of workers per sector, as of 2009
(Ruggeri et al., 2010, pp. 10-11)

ERTs are to be found in the city of Buenos Aires, the capital’s conurbation, in pockets of 

the interior o f the province of Buenos Aires, and in the provinces o f Santa Fe, Cordoba, 

and Mendoza. These happen to be the country’s six major industrial centres. Not 

surprisingly, they are also the places where most of its working class struggles have taken 

place over the past 130 years or so.

City of Buenos Aires 39 1,466 19.0% 15.7%
Greater Buenos Aires 76 3,243 37.1% 34.6%

Interior of Prov. of 
Buenos Aires 31 1,164 15.1% 12.4%

Chaco 3 182 1.5% 1.9%
Corrientes 4 376 1.9% 4.0%
Entre Rios 5 332 2.4% 3.5%
Santa Fe 20 945 9.8% 10.1%
Chubut 2 24 0.9% 0.3%

Cordoba 5 515 2.4% 5.5%
LaPampa 3 79 1.5% 0.8%
La Rioja 3 100 1.5% 1.1%
Mendoza 7 178 3.4% 1.9%
Neuquen 3 600 1.5% 6.4%

Rio Negro 1 30 0.5% 0.3%
San Juan 2 48 0.9% 0.5%

Tierra del Fuego 1 80 0.5% 0.9%

Table 0-2: Breakdown of ERTs and number of ERT workers per region, as of 2009
(Ruggeri et al., 2010, pp. 10-11)

Most poignant for inspiring other workers’ struggles is how ERTs show that 

workers can punch well above their numerical or economic weight and can indeed self- 

manage their working lives. In this vein, labour sociologist Hector Palomino (2003)
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points out that, despite their small numbers, ERTs have inspired “new expectations for 

social change among the broader [Argentine] population” (p. 71) and, indeed, even 

beyond Argentina’s borders. Argentina’s ERT phenomenon is also said to be, as 

Palomino has further suggested, more “related to its symbolic dimension” than to the 

strength of its size or macroeconomic force given the multiple innovations being forged 

by ERTs (addressed in more depth shortly), the phenomenon’s relative longevity, and the 

increasing support for and legitimacy o f ERT workers and their self-management projects 

amongst the general populace throughout the last decade or so. Part o f the importance of 

this “symbolic dimension” also rests with how ERTs are fundamentally showing “new 

institutional relations” for Argentina’s working class (p. 71), paving the way for new 

modes o f organizing workspaces horizontally and democratically, new forms o f labour 

organizing, and new ways o f engaging with state power and market regulation while 

remaining, in other ways that I will also detail throughout this study, autonomous from 

the state and market dynamics. As such, I extend Palomino’s claims in the following 

pages, further filling in ERTs’ symbolic dimensions by claiming that it is in their very 

continued existence within a sea of capitalist economic arrangements that these self

managed firms implicitly critique capital-labour relations and the liberal sanctity of 

private property.

As more and more businesses were going under throughout the mid-to-late 1990s, 

people from across Argentina were witnessing in televised news reports, reading in their 

daily papers, or experiencing live in their own neighbourhoods, workers occupying and 

taking over their places of work. And even though these workers were clearly violating 

national property laws, most Argentines were supportive o f such actions because
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something more serious than the violation o f property rights was occurring regularly and 

touching the everyday lives o f most middle and working class people: the erosion of job 

security and the explicit violation of labour contracts. That “sacred” contract, as Karl 

Marx (1967) has convincingly critiqued, ostensibly between two “free” but, in reality, 

unequal individuals: the “seller” o f the commodity labour-power—initially possessed by 

the worker but put up for sale when workers look for employment in the labour-market— 

and the “owner” o f this commodity once it is “purchased” by them for the price o f a 

wage—the capitalist. Argentines from across social sectors were understanding that this 

“sacrosanct” contract was clearly being violated by the reprehensible actions of countless 

business owners and managers who were more interested, it was clear, in saving their 

own skins rather than in considering the well-being of workers—workers who had often 

given decades o f their lives to their jobs and the businesses that had employed them. And, 

in the eyes o f many Argentines, these workers who were occupying their places o f work 

and desiring to keep their jobs were not, after all, “further burdening” already depleted 

state coffers by relying on welfare or work-for-welfare plans. Rather, these recalcitrant 

workers simply wanted to keep on working and ensure that their workplaces remained 

open in order to preserve their livelihoods.

These commonly held views during the conjuncture o f Argentina at the turn of the 

millennium helped legitimize workers’ actions o f taking over private firms in trouble, 

making it unpopular and infinitely harder for the political and judicial establishment or 

the police to reprove, repress, or evict these workers.9 Jose Luis Coraggio & Maria Sol

9
Although there is no doubt, as I will discuss in Chapters 4 and 5, that the repressive actions of the state 

via the threat of or actual evictions continues to be a challenge faced by ERT workers.
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Arroyo (2009) frame the legitimacy of ERT workers’ takeovers of the businesses that had 

formerly hired them, and the self-managed and cooperative restructuring of these firms, 

as a new form o f moral economy in Argentina centred on the notion of work (p. 140). 

Here, Coraggio & Arroyo borrow from E.P. Thompson’s notion o f the moral economy to 

understand the moral legitimacy enfolding ERT workers’ self-directed actions. I would 

like to define these two related terms that will occur often throughout this dissertation 

here in order to be clear about what I mean when I apply them to the emergence of ERTs 

in Argentina.

Borrowing from organizational theory, by legitimacy I mean the “social 

judgment” (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990, p. 177) or “generalized perception or assumption 

that the actions o f an entity [or group] are desirable, proper or appropriate within some 

socially constructed system o f norms, values, beliefs and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 

574). By moral legitimacy, in turn, I refer to “the evaluation o f outputs and 

consequences” (Singh & Point, 2009, p. 25) of an entity or group as judged by and 

compared to other entities or groups within the greater social and normative milieu within 

which they are situated. What gets evaluated as “desirable, proper or appropriate” is 

whether or not such entities or groups have (1) “the right procedures and structures;” (2) 

the ethical dispositions of their leaders and members as held up against social norms, 

cultural standards, or legal definitions; and (3) the perceived ethical nature of their 

interpersonal, social, professional, organizational, or business practices (p. 25; also see 

Dart, 2004).

By a moral economy, Thompson (1991) refers to the moral legitimacy rooted in 

the self-conscious and consensus-based popular actions o f working people or the poor
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straggling to preserve socioeconomic traditions and customs in the face o f the 

encroachment o f deregulated free markets or new laws or government policies which 

threaten these traditions and customs.10 Throughout this dissertation, then, borrowing 

both from Thompson and Coraggio & Arroyo and extending the concept to the broader 

sphere o f work, I frame the moral economy that saturates Argentina’s ERTs as the moral 

economy o f  work. Expanded on throughout the dissertation, ERTs’ moral economy of 

work highlights: (1) the expectations for social change represented by ERTs and reflected 

in their mere existence and longevity within a capitalist market system, (2) what their 

workers are straggling against (e.g., violations of the basic tenets of the wage-labour 

contract when workers were pushed to work for reduced pay or without remuneration, 

experiences of lockouts and mass redundancies, etc.), (3) what they eventually straggle 

for (e.g., the collective self-determination of their own working lives), and (4) the 

changes and social transformations for Argentina’s working class that their presence 

prefigures (e.g., a non-commodified, non-capitalist mode o f provisioning for life’s needs 

within a social and solidarity economy where wealth is distributed and produced much 

more equitably than what capitalism proposes). ERTs’ moral economy o f work, then, is

The “moral economy” that E.P. Thompson (1991) discusses at length in the famous fourth chapter of his 
book Customs in Common, “The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century,” has 
historically been seen in the responses by working people and the poor to the enclosures of the commons, 
rising market encroachments, and the effects of these enclosures and encroachments on traditional ways of 
life. These responses would often include rioting and various forms of consumer protest. Thompson’s 
specific example in this chapter are the riots and protests that occurred throughout 18th century England by 
the poor when the traditionally regulated price of bread and the means of producing and distributing it was 
increasingly left to unregulated markets, middlemen, and privatization within the emergent capitalist 
system. People rioted often throughout this period when the price of bread rose, recounts Thompson, 
because the traditions and customs that the poor had been accustomed to and that enabled them to plan their 
daily lives and their alimentary needs around a “just price” were fundamentally transforming without their 
consent. Moreover, explains Thompson, the poors’ rioting and direct actions were not random or 
“spasmodic”(p. 185) but, rather, self-consciously carried out and undergirded by a “legitimising notion” of 
defending their “traditional rights and customs,” and supported by, as has been the case with Argentina’s 
ERTs, “the wider consensus of the community” (p. 188).
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the central notion that describes how ERT protagonists justify their strategies and tactics 

o f taking over private firms to the broader Argentine society, and how the broader 

Argentine society in general views these strategies and tactics as morally legitimate.

A moral economy o f work would eventually develop with ERT workers as the 

rising exploitation they experienced on shop-floors became increasingly unbearable to 

them, as labour-contracts were explicitly violated by employers, and as the political 

economic system which had promised workers so much in the past slowly corroded 

around them. That is, the moral economy o f work that led some o f Argentina’s workers 

to ultimately mobilize using direct actions o f occupations was related to the broader 

erosion of the decades-old class compromise in Argentina which had seen, on the whole, 

labour give their consensus to capital in return for job security, relatively high wages, and 

myriad social benefits that Peronism first consolidated in the early-to-mid 1940s. Slow

downs and soldiering, or putting down tools or striking, are useful methods o f protest for 

demanding better work conditions or wage increases during more stable economic times. 

These options are less effective during severe economic downturns or crises, when firms 

are closing throughout the economy, microeconomic hardship is rampant, the 

unemployment rate is high, and employers can, with increased impunity, engage in 

systematic lockouts, asset theft, and other blatant infringements to the standard 

employment contract. In a situation where the class compromise between workers, 

employers, and the state ruptured, and where the struggles for decent wages and shop- 

floor conditions gave way to struggles over the preservation of jobs and the securing of 

livelihoods, the only solution more and more Argentine workers had in the years 

spanning the turn of the millennium was to rely on the solidarity that they had already
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been forging over the years on shop-floors, and that had solidified further during the 

increasing periods of acute economic crisis, and eventually risk all in occupying their 

places of work. As Maurizio Atzeni (2010) succinctly articulates the major driving forces 

for workers’ bottom-up mobilizations in Argentina during the 1990s, tapping into the 

possibilities present always for workers toiling within the capitalist labour process: 

“workers struggle not just about money but also their conditions as human beings’’’ (p. 24, 

emphasis added). Struggles in the workplace over working conditions and the conditions 

o f life outside of it can especially come to the fore during periods of acute socioeconomic 

crises when the class compromise is broken. In these situations, workers cease to 

accommodate to capital’s prerogatives and employers can no longer hide the exploitative 

nature o f the capitalist labour process. Here, Atzeni embeds workers’ newfound 

legitimacy and emboldened drive to take on more dramatic and spontaneous acts such as 

workspace occupations with higher rates of exploitation during economic downturns 

(also see Patroni, 2004). During these crises, the exploitation already always present 

within the capitalist labour process is made visible to workers as egregious violations of 

the wage-labour contract, as work intensifies, salaries fall, and redundancies increase. As 

Atzeni further asserts, and as I expanded on in Chapter 2: “When the impelling need of 

capitalists for profitability breaks even the illusion o f an equal exchange relation” 

between workers and bosses, the actual “exploitation [of the capitalist labour process] is 

revealed” (p. 24).11 And as happened in Argentina during the years spanning the

11 In Chapters 2, 3, and 4 ,1 explain how the exploitation inherent to the labour process under capitalism, 
which obscures and secures the extraction of surplus when the class compromise functions, was revealed to 
workers in their lived experiences of the crises of the Argentine neoliberal system during the years 
spanning the turn of the millennium. As happened with most capitalist workspaces that transformed into 
ERTs, “[c]hanges in workers’ everyday working conditions (longer hours, harder work, or greater danger),
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implosion of the neoliberal model, spontaneous and bottom-up mobilization and direct 

actions by workers during conjunctures o f extreme sociopolitical rupture can and do arise 

outside o f the purview of traditional union strategies and tactics.

Moreover, when Argentina’s ERT workers no longer had “e /patron” (the boss) to 

demand better and more secure working conditions from, their moral economy of work 

extended to a new patronal—the state.12 In part, their demands have been grounded in a 

moral economy o f work stimulated by the following convictions: the right o f all 

Argentines to work and hold a job;13 the long-held conception in Argentina o f the 

“dignity o f work;”14 that the conversions o f firms in trouble into worker controlled 

entities are a better salida15 to bankruptcy and business closures, given that jobs are 

saved; renewing the view held by many Argentines that, after all, these workers are 

avoiding long-term costs to the state; and promoting the community development 

potential that some o f these firms offer for neighbourhood revitalization when they 

double as cultural centres, popular schools, alternative media spaces, and even 

community health clinics and dining rooms run by neighbours or workers.

despotic managerial control (less freedom of movement, tighter definition of tasks or separation of 
workers), [and] reduction of wages and redundancies” (Atzeni, 2010, p. 24, emphasis added) were some of 
the ways that this exploitation was revealed to Argentine workers living through microeconomic crises at 
the point-of-production in thousands of firms across the Argentine economy (also see the discussion around
Figure 1-1 in Chapter 1).
12 As I touch on in more depth in Chapters 3 and 6, treating the state as the new patronal that ERTs and 
other self-managed organizations in Argentina must lobby is the specific position taken up by the 
Asociacion Nacional de Trabajadores Autogestionados (National Association of Self-Managed Workers, or 
ANTA), working out of Argentina’s second union central, Central de Trabajadores de la Argentina
(Argentine Workers Central, or CTA).
13 A right entrenched Article 14 of the Argentine constitution of 1994, originally drafted and passed during
Peron’s first presidency in the constitution of 1949 (Rudi, 1974).
14 A view in part engrained in the Argentine national psyche by Peron himself beginning in the 1940s 
(Munck, Falcon, & Galitelli, 1987, p. 133).

Literally meaning “exit,” in Argentina the term salida is also used to mean an “out” or a solution to a 
problem.
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For radical commentators hungry for models of social change, especially palpable 

in the writings o f Northern observers perhaps caught up in the excitement of Latin 

America’s “left-tum” of recent years, ERTs are seen as poignant examples of non

capitalist economic arrangements where the means o f production begin to be owned in 

common (see, for example, Albert, 2005; Dinerstein, 2002, 2007; Klein, 2003; Lewis & 

Klein, 2004; Negri, 2003; Trigona, 2006a, b, c; Zibechi, 2010). For these commentators, 

ERTs offer concrete proof that bosses are not needed to control and manage employees 

and that workers can actually self-manage themselves and even reinvent a more equitable 

economic system. ERTs are also showing them that, indeed, the wage-labour contract 

between capital and labour is deeply flawed and exploitative and that workers should 

control their own labour-power and even possibly move beyond productivist discourses 

by increasingly “refusing” to work. Most broadly, these commentators generally point to 

the possibilities being foreshadowed by ERTs for non-commodified production that could 

be laying the groundwork for a new, grassroots-driven socialized economy that extricates 

itself from control of the capitalist state, free markets, or the whims o f traditional 

financial institutions.

I am sympathetic to the enthusiasms of these radical views o f ERTs. I agree with 

them that ERTs do indeed prefigure a new mode of economic and productive life 

whereby workers, as the “free association o f the producers,” could democratically control 

the means of production and the greater economy. Their conclusions, however, are often 

drawn too hastily, and at times do not consider the complexity of the challenges, 

tensions, and contradictions present within these firms that keep their workers from 

leaving the market system entirely. Delving into these issues particularly in Chapters 5
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and 6, we must remember that prefiguring new socioeconomic realities does not 

necessarily mean that all or even some o f the things prefigured are yet present in the here 

and now. Unfortunately, the views held by some influential left-commentators 

concerning ERTs are at times based on oversimplifying what led these workers to their 

actions of taking over capitalist firms in the first place, perhaps reading into the 

phenomenon outcomes that are predetermined by commentators’ own personal views or 

hopes. In reality, as Chapter 4 will make clear, ERT workers were, at first at least, not 

motivated by visions o f wider social transformation or social revolution, nor even by 

desires to create cooperatively controlled workplaces but, rather, to pragmatically save 

their jobs. It is only later, with time, that some o f these workers come to understand the 

radical nature of their actions and the possibilities for a different kind of working and 

economic life that autogestion offers them.

ERTs’ continued contradictions and tensions are also rooted in the fact that, as I 

will analyze in my empirical chapters (Chapters 4 to 7), the great majority o f ERTs still 

must produce for competitive markets. This is a reality that, as Maurizio Atzeni & Pablo 

Ghigliani (2007) have convincingly shown, can compromise “the sphere o f collective 

decision” and limit “the range o f the radical changes pursued by workers after the 

occupations” in light o f the circuits of capital that still need to be engaged with when 

selling their products or services (pp. 653, 655; for similar arguments, see Fajn & Rebon, 

2005). Pushed to stay competitive within markets that mostly include capitalist firms that 

do not have a coops’ social commitments, and that have not had to traverse the same 

degree of microeconomic difficulties and shop-floor conflicts that have plagued ERTs, 

some ERTs have kept old labour processes mostly intact or have returned to behaving
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more like capitalist firms by intensifying work processes or reviving old divisions of 

labour or hierarchical labour processes, replacing, in effect, old bosses with the top-down 

management of their elected workers’ council. Indeed, these are challenges faced by 

many worker coops and labour-managed firms and highlight their propensity to—when 

faced with the need to produce for the commodity form—“become their own capitalist” 

(Marx, 1981, p. 571; also see Jossa, 2005; Lebowitz, 2003; McNally, 1993; Oilman, 

1997).

This dissertation, in part, aims for a more nuanced view of ERTs, recognizing that 

they exist within a tension, or what I call in later chapters, a “dual reality”: On the one 

had, ERTs have little choice but to exist within competitive market settings. On the other 

hand, they prefigure and actually engage in alternative economic arrangements. I will 

spend some time, then, in this dissertation disentangling and analyzing these tensions that 

ERTs exist within (Chapters 3 and 5), including outlining and assessing the many 

challenges faced by ERT protagonists on their paths towards autogestion (Chapter 6). At 

key moments, I will attempt to unravel these tensions, challenges, and dual realities via 

the words and stories of ERT workers themselves (especially in Chapter 4). And, in 

particular, in Chapters 5 through 7 I will analyze in some depth how ERT workers are 

responding creatively to these challenges and tensions, as well as why ERT protagonists 

feel morally justified—within their “moral economy of work”—in occupying, taking 

over, and self-managing the firms that formerly employed them.

ERTs’ prefigurative force

Despite some of the challenges ERT workers face, and the contradictions inherent 

in the model o f the self-managed firm that must still tussle with the logics of free
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markets, I do also argue in the following pages, in sympathy with the desires o f some 

ERT protagonists and radical commentators, that ERTs indeed embody prefigurative 

potentiality by imaginatively suggesting other realities fo r  the future in the practices o f  

the present fo r  alternative and even non-capitalist economic and productive 

arrangements. ERTs not only highlight workers’ innovative capacities for saving jobs 

and avoiding the fate of precarious welfare plans or structural unemployment, I argue 

throughout this dissertation, they also underscore—and begin to recuperate, as I expand 

on in Chapters 2 and 8—workers’ innate capacities for adeptly managing their own 

working lives.

Threading through this dissertation, then, is the contention that ERT workers’ 

resistances to capital and their self-directed activities beyond it—as with the myriad 

resistances o f all workers—have prefigurative force  for delineating a different 

socioeconomic reality for the future in the present. As I will show in Chapter 2 and return 

to in Chapter 8, the concept of prefiguration is most explicitly present in utopian socialist 

and classical anarchist writings. However, I also show, following Martin Buber (1996, 

pp. 13-16) and Norman Geras (2000, sec. 1), that the concept is implicitly present in 

some of Marx and Friedrich Engels’ texts, as well, especially in the brief but evocative 

writings where Marx and Engels engage with the “political economy o f the working 

class” (Marx, 1973, 1978a, b, c, 1981; Marx & Engels, 1998; also see Lebowitz, 2003; 

McNally, 1993).16

For Buber (1996), the prefigurative and “utopian element” (p. 13) of modem Western socialism is 
reflected in the broad and historical hope for those on the left for “structural renewal” (p. 16). While Buber 
also identifies the differences between socialist traditions and, particularly, Marx and Engels’ critiques of 
utopian socialism and anarchism on various fronts, even Marx and Engels, for him, do not escape an 
implicit utopian hope in their writings. Buber quotes Paul Tillich to drive the point home: “Marxism has
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Prefigurative practices foreshadow another type o f world in the now. ERTs, as 

well as, more generally, worker cooperatives, workers’ combinations, and other workers’ 

organizations that I will be delving into throughout this dissertation, are some o f the 

articulations of working class self-activity pregnant with other realities for socioeconomic 

life. Prefigurative practices chart aspects o f a post-capitalist world “by experimenting 

with alternatives that develop the seeds o f the future in the present society, creating the 

new inside o f the old” (Larrabure, Vieta, & Schugurensky, 2011, p. 183). Harry Cleaver 

synthesizes the theory of prefiguration succinctly when he writes that it is about “the 

search for the future in the present, and the identification o f already existing activities 

which embody new, alternative forms of social cooperation and ways o f being” (quoted 

in Day, 2005, p. 156).

From the point of view of a socialist theory o f prefiguration, then, ERTs can be 

seen as exemplifying ways that all workers—even embattled former employees of failed 

or failing capitalist firms—can reorganize work cooperatively and locally despite 

socioeconomic crises, depleted communities, and callous market logics. Most promising 

for contemplating alternatives to capital-labour relations, as I especially show in Chapters 

4, 7, and 8, ERTs begin to prefiguratively articulate ways o f critically thinking about the 

very “right” of employers determining the working conditions o f employees, pointing 

towards, if  incipiently at present, an alternative, non-capitalist model for working life free

never, despite its animosity to Utopias, been able to clear itself of the suspicion of a hidden belief in 
Utopia” (quoted in Buber, 1996, p. 11). More recently, Geras (2000) has made a similar argument: “As a 
goal socialism is, and it always has been, utopian, including in its most influential version to 
date...Marxism. This despite Marx and Engels’ attempt...to take their distance from utopia as mere 
abstraction or speculation...it remains true that from the outset socialism was utopian. It was a distant land, 
another moral universe. It was radically other vis-a-vis the order of things it aspired to replace. And that is 
what it still is. A society beyond exploitation in the realm of the ideal” (sec. 1).
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from the coercions of markets, bosses, managers, wage-labour contracts, and 

competition.

Research Questions, Guiding Thesis, and Key Contributions

Working through the new expectations for social change ERTs provoke, and 

conjecturing on their prefigurative potentiality, brings us to ask the five fundamental and 

overarching research questions that drive this dissertation:

(1) What exactly are ERT protagonists “recuperating” when they take over 
businesses in trouble and subsequently self-manage them?

(2) What are the conditions from out o f which autogestion emerges in 
Argentina, or, what are the conditions o f  possibility for self-management?

(3) How does autogestion take shape in Argentina’s ERTs?

(4) What compelled some workers in Argentina to transform from 
managed employees to self-managed workers, and how do these workers, 
with no prior experience o f self-management or formal cooperativism, 
ultimately learn the ins and outs of autogestion?

(5) How do the lived experiences and actual practices o f autogestion in 
Argentina’s ERTs help contribute to our understanding o f workers’ self- 
determination o f their working lives beyond capital?

These are the five key questions impelling this dissertation. These five 

questions—particularly pertinent if  the promise o f ERTs rests with, as I have been 

alluding to thus far, more than just saving jobs—subdivide the dissertation thematically 

into its three constituent parts, which guide for the reader its argument’s principal 

trajectory. These three constituent parts include: “Part 1—Ways o f Understanding 

Argentina’s Empresas Recuperadas: Researching, Theorizing, and Historicizing 

Autogestion,” which begins to tackle questions 1 and 2 in Chapters 1 to 3; “Part 2—The
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Lived Experiences of Autogestion in Argentina’s Empresas Recuperadas,” addressing 

questions 3 and 4 in Chapters 4 to 7; and “Part 3—Recuperating Autogestion,” which 

focuses on question 4 in Chapter 8.

Driven by these central research questions and the empirical evidence the ERT 

phenomenon offers us in the following pages, the implicit thesis threading throughout 

this dissertation, then, is the following:

The cooperative labour processes that ERTs adopt, and the social 
innovations that their projects o f  autogestion subsequently create, are 
shaped by, at the same time: (I) the collective experiences o f  the initial 
crises and conflicts leading to an ERTs’ founding; (2) the myriad 
challenges their workers subsequently face in striving to self-manage their 
firms; and (3) the ongoing tensions brought on by having to compete in 
intensive capitalist markets in order to survive.

This thesis gets to the heart o f what I believe are this dissertation’s main 

contributions to, first, the ERT, self-management, worker cooperative, and sociology of 

work and labour literatures, and, second and more broadly, to historical materialist and 

working class struggle literatures. Towards contributing to the former set o f literatures, 

the evidence offered by this dissertation shows that a workers’ collective’s shared 

experiences o f crises at the point-of-production, and having to overcome them together 

(crises that are in no small part prolonged when having to exist within capitalist markets), 

catalyze the organizational dynamics o f worker-recuperated and labour-managed firms, 

strengthen the solidarity of members, and contribute to the longevity and radicalization of 

the cooperative project. Towards contributing to the historical materialist and working 

class struggle literatures, this dissertation explores and unpacks one specific and 

contemporary example o f how workers are indeed more than capable o f self-managing 

the means o f production and their own working lives—without the need o f managerial
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supervision and coercion. It also theorizes, from a critical theoretical and specifically 

class struggle Marxist perspective, what exactly it is that workers recuperate (or take 

back) for themselves when they self-manage the workplaces that formerly employed 

them. Ultimately, this study strives to show—through ERT protagonists’ own voices and 

lived experiences—that, to quote an ERT pamphlet that inspired the title for this 

dissertation, workers can indeed begin to “take destiny in [their] own hands” 

(Cooperativa Union Solidaria de Trabajadores, 2007, emphasis in original).

To put the study’s major contributions to the literature another way, this 

dissertation empirically explores and analytically theorizes the historical materialist, 

sociological, and experiential dimensions o f the transformative force fo r  workers when 

they collectively involve themselves in the processes o f  overcoming micro- and 

macroeconomic crises at their places o f  work via projects o f  autogestion. As the 

following pages will show, this transformative force is witnessed both in workers’ very 

collective responses to crises that, in the recent conjuncture o f Argentina, has led to 

dramatic conversions of investor-owned firms into worker-managed ones, and in how, in 

the process, workers change from managed employees to self-managed workers.

A Critical Theoretical Framework

In the task of answering the five research questions that propel this dissertation, I 

chose to frame it within the following three closely related intellectual traditions that 

analyze, from a historical materialist perspective, capitalist economic organization and 

worker-led alternatives to it: (1) critical theories o f  capitalist processes ofproduction, (2) 

working class political economy, and (3) theories o f  workers ’ self-activity, focusing on 

the concept o f autogestion and historical practices of workers’ control. As I expand on in

Introduction 35



Chapter 2, these complementary and related traditions are appropriate for helping me 

work through the research questions that drive this thesis. They all look critically at how 

capitalist economics and sociotechnical organization both constrain and exploit labour- 

power (i.e., the potentialities o f workers’ labouring capacities) while, at the same time, 

theorizing and showing how the capitalist technological inheritance merged with 

workers’ innate abilities to cooperate to meet the realm o f necessity, can potentially open 

up the capitalist labour process to workers’ control beyond alienation and exploitation. 

ERTs, I argue throughout this dissertation, are one contemporary and powerful 

manifestation o f these capacities and show possibilities for another kind o f economic and 

social reality beyond the sphere of capital.

The stream o f self-determination, the class struggle, and the political economy 
o f the working class

Explored in detail in Chapter 2, these three critical theoretical traditions, 

moreover, fall within what I call “the stream o f self-determination” of modem Western 

socialism. Overlapping tightly with theories of prefiguration, the stream of self- 

determination in Western socialism is a praxical current that courses through 19th century 

utopian socialism and classical anarchism, fragments o f Marx and Engels’ works, as well 

as the 20th century vein o f ‘“ class struggle’ Marxism” (Dyer-Witheford, 1999, p. 63). It is 

a stream of socialist thought that centres in on the cooperative capacities o f workers and 

their continued agency. It draws inspiration from both the historical stmggles o f working 

people before capitalism took root as the world’s central economic paradigm, and as a
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parallel force during the rise of capitalism itself.17 Rather than remaining fixed on how 

workers are acted upon by capital, the stream of self-determination most broadly hones in 

on workers’ self-activity, “individual autonomy,” their continued freedom to choose 

“ethical” ways o f reorganizing their own and society’s economic needs (Bookchin, 1990, 

pp. 99, 119-120), and the potentiality open to workers, from within a reappropriated 

capitalist technological paradigm, to counteract and find alternatives to exploitation and 

alienation (Feenberg, 2002; Marcuse, 1964; Marx, 1967, 1973).

In the task of theoretically interpreting the challenges and innovations of 

Argentina’s ERTs, I appeal most centrally to the tributary of the stream of self- 

determination of Western socialism known as “class struggle Marxism.” This strand of 

Marxist historical materialist theory, while certainly not shunning the political economic 

analysis o f capital, specifically sets its sights on the self-activity of workers and the 

working class.18 Disdaining, however, the strict “economism” that Michael Lebowitz 

(2003) claims affects classical “one-sided Marxism” (pp. 9-10) (with its traditional focus 

on the laws o f capital and property theory), class struggle Marxism looks at and draws 

inspiration from the continued agency that remains with those exploited by capital. Class

17 The stream of self-determination of modem Western socialism draws inspiration from workers’ 
responses to the rise of capitalism. For instance, it highlights how, from the epochal transition of Western 
European economies the people most affected by and subjected to the traumatic transitions and 
subsumptions in the evolution of capital—workers—have not merely been victims of the dominative logics 
of capital, but have also refused these logics, resisting and struggling against capital’s myriad enclosures 
the entire way. This has been true throughout, for instance, the socioeconomic transitions from country to 
town, to the formal and then to the real subsumption of labour in the early days of capitalism, to the rise of 
industrial capital, and on to advanced Fordism and the various iterations of post-Fordism. This is the other 
side of the capital totality (Burawoy, 1985; Lebowitz, 2003), the side that has labour resisting its 
valorizations of capital in the class struggle. Moreover, it views labour as the vital force that catalyzes
capital and as the antithesis of capital’s incessant drive to “accumulate, accumulate” (Marx, 1976, p. 742).
18 The working class is most broadly made up in a capitalist system by those that sell their commodity 
labour-power to owners of the means of production in order to produce and give value to the commodities 
that are then sold by these owners on open markets. This dissertation sticks to this broad and historical 
materialist understanding of the concept of the working class.
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straggle Marxism, for example, certainly considers the dynamics, lived experiences, and 

effects of exploitation, alienation, and class conflict within capitalism for workers 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Marcuse, 1964, 1966). But it also focuses in on: (1) workers’ 

ongoing capacities to do something about their situation of exploitation within the 

capital-labour relation and the vitality and varieties o f working class resistances to 

capitalist logics o f domination (Cleaver, 2000a; Dyer-Witheford, 1999); (2) the richness 

of working class culture and workers’ self-activity (Ranciere, 1989; Thompson, 1991);

(3) the “cultures of solidarity” workers subsequently forge within and beyond the labour 

process that effectively counter capitalisms’ perpetual crises and conflicts (Fantasia, 

1988); and (4) the recognition of workers as active agents of history (rather than 

passively being acted upon by history), and how they in turn change themselves as they 

move history (Lebowitz, 2003; Marx, 2002; Thompson, 1991; Wood, 1986, 1995). In 

other words, in what has been called a “heretical strain of Marxism” (Dyer-Witheford, 

1999, p. 62), the class straggle approach analyzes “not just the dominative power of 

capital, but on people’s capacity to contest that power” (p. 62). Class straggle Marxism 

does so by, in part, recognizing the cracks inherent to the capitalist system in its moments 

of crises, the force of workers’ cooperation unleashed by the capitalist labour process and 

the forging of solidarities beyond the controlling reach of capital within the labour 

process, the potentiality opened up by new technologies for working class emancipation, 

and, most broadly, the possibilities that the very capitalist modes o f production bring to 

the class straggle itself.

Grounded theoretically in this class straggle Marxist tributary o f Western 

socialism’s stream of self-determination tradition, then, this dissertation treats the ERT
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phenomenon as a continuation of workers’ long history o f bottom-up, worker-driven 

resistances. It also shows, at the same time, how the ERT phenomenon is a remarkable 

and, in ways, new instantiation of working class self-activity within the particular 

conjuncture of one country in the midst o f an intense crisis of its macroeconomic model 

(see Chapter 8).

In recent years, a subgroup o f class struggle Marxist theorists have been re

reading and taking up Marx’s contemplations of alternatives to capital in some o f his 

middle and later writings where he proposed and assessed the “political economy o f the 

working class” (i.e., Marx, 1973, 1978a, b, c; 1981). This subgroup of recent Marxist 

thinkers engaging with these writings, and applying what Marx suggested there in their 

own work, include E.P. Thompson (1991), Ellen Meiksins Wood (1986, 1995), David 

McNally (1993), and Michael Lebowitz (2003). In writings such as the “Critique of the 

Gotha Program” (1978a), “The Innagural Address of the Working Men’s Association” 

(1978b), and in parts of the Grundrisse (1973), for example, Marx, despite a widely held 

assumption that he failed to contemplate the future post-capitalist and communist society, 

did just that. The working class political economy approach he deployed in these and 

other writings contemplated what this future society might entail from within a historical 

materialist lens both critical of capital but also sensitive to the already-existing economic 

practices, resistances, and organizations being forged by workers that began to map out— 

again, prefiguratively—paths beyond capital. For Marx, two such working class moments 

that vividly illustrated the prefigurative nature of the political economy of the working 

class in his own time were the gaining of the 10-hour workday that came out o f workers’ 

self-directed struggles, and the existence of worker/producer cooperatives. Marx (1978b)
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would call these two examples instantiations o f “the political economy of labour over the 

political economy o f property” (p. 517). The latter, o f course—worker cooperatives—is 

particularly relevant for this study; worker cooperatives showed in practice, for Marx 

(1981), that a managerial class was superfluous for the organization o f production and for 

meeting human being’s socioeconomic needs (p. 511).19 Due to its historical materialist 

force and analytical strength in helping us decipher the five major research questions that 

drive this dissertation, and in particular for more precisely understanding what it is that 

ERT protagonists recuperate in their taking over and self-managing o f formerly privately 

owned firms, the particular theoretical and methodological approach within the class 

struggle Marxist perspective I take up in this dissertation, then, is a political economy of 

the working class perspective.

Consistent with its class struggle Marxist roots, while critiquing capitalist logics 

by exposing the real source of capital’s valorization (i.e., the expended labour-power of 

actual workers’ lived labour), working class political economy approaches also keep in 

view workers’ continued capacities to not only resist, subvert, and refuse work, but also 

their ability to innovate and invent at the point-of-production and beyond it despite 

capitalism’s tendencies to constantly deploy new strategies for controlling workers and 

extend exploitation and commodification into every nook and cranny o f life. Moreover, 

the alternatives focused on in a working class political economy approach implicitly 

advocate for what Marx characterized as “social production” under “freely associated”

19 As Lebowitz (2003) reminds us here: “The very existence of co-operative factories, then, was a practical 
demonstration that capital was not necessary as a mediator in social production. This ‘victory of the 
political economy of labour over the political economy of property’ [for Marx] was an ideological victory 
[for the working class]” (p. 89).
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labour, where the priorities of productive life do not centre on the control and 

exploitation o f labour’s capacities to create surplus-value. The priorities focus on, rather, 

socialized and cooperatively managed production and distribution (Marx, 1978a, 1978b), 

the eventual abolition of the wage-based system of labour and the market for labour- 

power (Marx, 1967, 1973, 1978b), the eradication of market logics (McNally, 1993), the 

maximization o f workers’ free time (i.e., “disposable time”), the “free development” of 

individuals’ talents and passions (Marx, 1973, pp. 704-706; also see Marcuse, 1966), the 

redeployment o f technologies o f production in order to reduce and eventually do away 

with socially necessary labour-time (Marcuse, 1964; Marx, 1973), and, ultimately, the 

proliferation of cooperative societies “based on the common ownership of the means of 

production” (Marx, 1978b, p. 529). In other words, a political economy of the working 

class approach within class struggle Marxism contributes to the project of revealing “the 

ongoing struggles of workers against their exploitation and alienation,” as well as “for 

the crafting o f  better, alternative forms o f  social life” (Cleaver, 2005, par. 2, emphasis 

added). In short, focusing on the conditions of possibility o f workers’ ongoing struggles 

and the conditions of possibility for alternative forms of productive life that these 

struggles may forge is what I mean throughout this dissertation when I refer to the 

political economy o f the working class (also see Marx, 1978a; McNally, 1993; Lebowitz,

2003). Again, ERTs, I contend throughout the following pages, are contemporary 

instances o f this worker-centred political economy.

Moreover, the political economy of the working class approach within class 

struggle Marxism also considers how workers subjectivities transform in praxis in their 

struggles, both within and against capital (Lebowitz, 2003,2008; Thompson, 1963).
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Considering the class identity o f workers as a “class-in-the-making,” this approach 

understands class as rooted in a complex historical materialist dynamic whereby people 

are made by and also make history. Marx (2002) articulates this two-sided 

conceptualization of a class-in-the-making within historical struggle in the third thesis on 

Feurbach, particularly where he states that

men (sic) are products of circumstances...[and]...it is men who change 
circumstances. The coincidence o f the changing of circumstances and of 
human activity or self-change can be conceived and rationally understood 
only as revolutionary practice, (par. 3)

For Marx, human activity was infused with self-transformation and a class-in-the-making 

was already always latent with potential revolutionary force: we are made, in other 

words, by our acts and our doings and, in turn, can remake our circumstances in the 

process.

ERT protagonists, too, I contend in this study, are showing how, as E.P. 

Thompson (2001) put it, “class happens” (p. 3). ERTs are manifestations o f how the 

working class can immanently (re)make itself, by its workers’ own agency and in their 

own name, as workers “live [out] their own history” (p. 5). Ultimately, ERTs are, I 

believe, hopeful beacons for workers in Argentina and elsewhere because they are 

examples o f what workers entrenched in the capital-labour relationship can still do to free 

themselves from the dominative, alienating, and exploitative logics of capital. In the 

collective actions o f ERT protagonists living out their lives and resisting within a 

particular conjuncture of systemic capitalist crises, I believe they begin to recuperate 

what seem to be, especially under neoliberal discourses, and to borrow yet again from 

E.P. Thompson, “lost causes” (p. 6)—causes rooted in values of cooperation (not
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competition) and that ground and catalyze new articulations o f work in free association in 

order to cooperatively produce social wealth. Historically, as Thompson reminds us, in 

productive scenarios that were mostly exempt from market logics and capitalist 

accumulation, the “lost causes” that workers tended to privilege and practice were: 

“egalitarian and democratic values” and “communitarian ideals” (p. 6) rather than self- 

interest. ERTs, I argue throughout this dissertation, are part o f this oft forgotten vein 

coursing through the pre-history and history o f the capitalist era, making up the much 

longer history of the working class. In this light, in living out their own history, ERTs are, 

in particular, prefigurative of a mode o f production that re-embeds the economic spheres 

o f life back into the social needs o f human beings and communities. They also offer hope 

for workers equally pummelled by global neoliberal capital in other conjunctures because 

ERTs teach us how resistance from the standpoint o f labour can emerge from within 

capital and even move beyond the dross o f an economic and productive system in 

perpetual crisis—a form o f crisis that is, as current events are showing us, inherent to the 

globalized neoliberal system.

The experiences o f Argentina’s ERT workers, then, are, I believe, sketching out in 

practice how such a collective working class consciousness can arise: via often 

spontaneous struggle, without vanguard leadership, in an unfinished and multilayered 

state o f becoming, within the tensions inherent to complex social relations o f production, 

are conjuncturally formed, and praxically driven by the crises and needs confronting a 

collective o f workers. The formation o f a working class consciousness amongst ERT 

workers is not, as such, hearkening back to Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s words in the 

Phenomenology o f  Perception (1962), predetermined by an “idea” of what “the working
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class” should be (p. 444), or predetermined by an enlightened vanguard, or represented 

by union or state leaders. Rather, the collective practices of resistance and autogestion 

being experimented with by ERT protagonists emerge intersubjectively from the 

entanglement and ruptures of workers’ circumstances and from subjectivities that “co

exist in the same situation and feel alike, not in virtue of some comparison, as if  each one 

of [them] lived primarily within [themselves], but on the basis o f [their shared] tasks and 

gestures” (p. 444). That is, as individuals whose lives are “synchronized” together and 

that “share a common lot” (p. 444) within the socioeconomic crisis that Argentina 

recently found itself in at the turn of the millennium (see Chapters 3 and 8). And what are 

the commonly shared lived-experiences, this “common lot,” that piqued in Argentina 

during the implosion of the neoliberal model in recent years and that brought together 

some of its workers through their direct actions o f occupying and self-managing firms? 

Shared feelings o f frustration as thousands o f firms were closing and declaring 

bankruptcy or were idle. Commonly felt fear at being relegated to the growing ranks of 

the unemployed and the poor. An intensification of exploitation in the wake of dwindling 

salaries and benefits. Feelings o f helplessness and the loss of dignity as job security 

eroded. And countless stories of domestic crises and the breakdown of families as a result 

of increased life precarization.

Hence, rather than remaining fixed on the exploitative and dominative logics of 

capitalism and its neoliberal variant on ERT workers, this dissertation centres its 

empirical analysis on the point o f view of ERT protagonists’ own experiences, 

springboarding, rather, from the standpoint of their lived experiences of exploitation and 

their struggles to restart their working lives under the rubric of autogestion. The bulk of
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this dissertation’s exposition and arguments, as such, rest on the empirical evidence 

offered by the actual words and experiences of ERT protagonists, my own observations 

inside ERTs and, in particular, from the evidence offered by the ERT case studies I 

engaged with in Argentina between 2005 and 2009. Moreover, it is my hope for this 

dissertation to both contribute to and push the critical theories I appeal to forward by the 

empirical evidence I unearth and analyze throughout (cf. Burawoy, 1998, 2000).

Looking Forward: The Social Innovations and Recuperations of ERTs

One of the implicit goals of this dissertation is to mobilize the evidence from my 

two-pronged, macro- and micro-sociological analysis of ERTs (see Chapter 1) for 

assessing the possibilities for the “new mode of production” developing “naturally out of 

the old,” as Marx articulates in the epigraph opening this dissertation. This research 

project brings these possibilities into relief by pinpointing and analyzing what others and 

I have called ERTs’ social innovations (Ruggeri, 2009; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009; Vieta, 

2009a, b, 2010a).

From the perspective o f alternative economic production and the social economy, 

James Phills Jr., Kriss Deiglmeier, & Dale Miller (2008) define social innovations as 

“novel solution[s] to...social problem[s] that [are] more effective, efficient, sustainable, 

or just than existing solutions and for which the value created accrues primarily to society 

as a whole rather than private individuals” (par. 3). These innovations are, according to 

the authors, rooted in both innovating processes such as “individual creativity, 

organizational structure,...and social and economic factors,” and innovating outcomes 

around social needs, such as “new products, product features, and production methods” 

(par. 12). For one group o f Argentine economic anthropologists at the University of
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Buenos Aires (Ruggeri, 2009; Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero, 2005; Ruggeri et al.,

2010),20 the concept o f social innovation takes on a more radical tone: For them, the 

social innovations o f ERTs are the ways its protagonists tend to (re)appropriate and 

transform the businesses they take over from the logic of profit-centred 

entrepreneurialism that previously determined them. As Andres Ruggeri (2009), lead 

researcher of this group, recently wrote:

We can characterize ERTs’ social innovations as processes that alter, 
condition, replace, or generate alternatives to the management methods 
and rationalized economic logics o f the capitalist enterprise, over which is 
mounted the processes o f autogestion. These transformations do not 
necessarily only implicate the labour process or the productive or 
technological model, rather they also—and up until now, principally— 
impact upon social questions once unimaginable in the capitalist business 
context, such as the rupturing of the entrepreneurial ‘secret’ [that pervades 
the competitive capitalist model of doing business], or the expansion of 
the social uses of an enterprise in order to include class or community 
solidarity, or the political implications o f ERTs and their [new modes] of 
sector-wide organization.... (p. 79, emphasis added)

Taking off from Phills Jr., Deiglmeier, & Miller’s and Ruggeri’s definitions, the 

social innovations spearheaded by ERTs most broadly include two crucial areas: First, 

ERT protagonists innovate via the processes o f cooperativism they adopt, infused as they 

are with directly democratic values and practices that reappropriate and rearticulate once- 

capitalist organizational and production structures and re-rationalize their business logics 

along social prerogatives. Second, they innovate outcomes o f socialized production and

20 This team is from the University of Buenos Aires’s Open University Extension Program out of the 
Faculty of Philosophy and Letters. They have been studying and working with Argentina’s ERTs since 
2002 (Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero, 2005; Ruggeri, 2009). I have been working closely with this team 
since 2006 (Ruggeri, 2006; Vieta, 2009a, b; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009) and rely on their primary quantitative 
data for much of my figures and tables throughout this dissertation. Consistently cited in most scholarly and 
journalistic publications on ERTs, their’s is undoubtedly the most thorough and up-to-date data on the 
phenomenon.

Introduction 46



social wealth generation and redistribution via the strong links ERTs forge with each 

other and the neighbourhoods and communities that surround them (i.e., their solidarity 

economies that I have already alluded to), extending the workshop into the community 

and the community into the workshop, in effect socializing surpluses.

Six broader, historical materialist concepts further infuse ERTs’ social 

innovations. I call them ERTs’ recuperative moments. These are moments in the actions 

of ERT workers that are also engrained within the strategies and tactics o f “occupy, 

resist, produce,” where ERT workers not only symbolically, but actually, take back for 

themselves capacities and things that they had once sold off to others (employers) when 

they signed on to work under a wage-labour contract. Specifically, these recuperative 

moments are: (1) the recuperation of the creative skills inherent to workers’ labour- 

power, (2) the recuperation of workers’ surpluses', (3) the recuperation of workers’ 

expansive powers of production in cooperation, a cooperation forged by workplace 

solidarity in the labour process; (4) the recuperation of social production for producing 

social wealth', (5) the recuperation o f the labour process', and (6) the recuperation o f the 

division o f  labour. They are, as I further elaborate on in Chapters 2 and 8, six key 

capacities common to all workers and sold by all potential employees to employers in the 

capitalist standard labour contract. They are capacities that begin to be fundamentally 

recuperated by workers when they begin to control their own work, co-own the means of 

production, and co-determine the outcomes o f their work.

Taken together, these six recuperative moments, the seven social innovations they 

infuse, and the chapters where evidence for them are found, include:

E R T s’firs t social innovation: The mobilization of direct action strategies
and the re-forging of workplace solidarity within each ERT  in order for
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workers to keep their jobs and safeguard their places o f work via the 
occupation of the firms that had been employing them and their 
subsequent pursuit o f self-managed production (Chapter 4).

E R Ts’ second social innovation: The ongoing lobbying of the political 
and legal establishments, the reappropriation and reform of laws, and the 
application o f cooperative values in order to reconstitute their work and 
begin to consolidate their self-management projects (Chapter 5).

E R Ts’ third social innovation: The reincorporation o f working class 
organizing strategies between ERTs in order to collectively respond to 
their production, financial, and legal challenges and begin to create a new 
organized labour environment that extends beyond traditional union 
strategies and tactics (Chapter 6).

E R T s’ fourth  social innovation: The redefinition o f social production as 
ERT workers democratize production, reclaim their surpluses and, 
ultimately, contest notions of surplus-value, surplus-labour, and worker 
alienation, even as they produce in part for capitalist markets (Chapter 7).

E R T s’fifth  social innovation-. ERT workers’ rediscovery o f their working 
class subjectivities and multi-dimensional skills via informal learning 
processes such as shop-floor apprenticing and the sharing o f expertise and 
knowledge (Chapter 7).

E R Ts’ sixth social innovation: ERT workers’ experiments with the 
production and redistribution of social wealth that inwardly open up 
workplaces to the communities and neighbourhoods that surround them 
and, in the process, strengthen the social value of ERTs (Chapter 7).

E R Ts’ seventh social innovation: ERT workers’ reclamation o f portions 
of their surpluses for outward community development, and their 
engagement in economies o f solidarity with other ERTs and community 
organizations (Chapter 7).

These seven social innovations, and the recuperative moments that infuse them, 

gradually emerge over the years as ERT workers’ leam how to deal with the multifold 

crises and challenges involved in reopening and self-managing formerly bankrupt or 

failed firms. In other words, they develop praxically, immanently, and intersubjectively, 

in ERT protagonists’ shared experiences of exploitation and within moments of high

Introduction 48



microeconomic crises on shop-floors in a conjuncture of macroeconomic and 

macropolitical precariousness within a collapsing neoliberal regime. In the process o f 

recuperating workplaces and saving jobs, as I elaborate on in Chapters 4 and 7, ERT 

protagonists learn from  each other as they unfold their projects o f autogestion over the 

ensuing months and years and, in effect, transform themselves in the process of 

transforming their circumstances.
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Chapter 1
Understanding and Researching Argentina’s Empresas 
Recuperadas por sus Trabajadores: Reviewing the 
Literature and Mapping the Method

“The number of recuperated enterprises began to grow until 2001, a year 
which culminated in the severe crisis o f the convertibility model. The state 
fails to collect its revenues, the sector of the dominant classes...are no 
longer profitable, and there is a crisis o f the system from above and a high 
degree o f conflict from below, with the maximum expression o f our 
people being the struggles o f work stoppages and mass picketing. The 
combination of the experiences of the working class in these work 
stoppages, plus the experiences that were generated within the 
mobilizations of the piqueteros, made the system reflect on itself and say,
‘We can no longer continue on this path.’ This was at the time a country in 
flames!”

~ Eduardo Murua, president MNER, 
personal interview, July 27, 2005a

I would like to set the stage for this dissertation by positioning it within the 

mostly Argentine-based academic research literature on ERTs. In the process, I will lay 

out the main ethnographic (micro-level) and political economic (macro-level) dimensions 

that I take up in the following chapters. I do this in this chapter by first briefly outlining 

the key historical moments that sociologists, anthropologists, political economists, and 

journalists see as conditioning the ERT phenomenon. 1 then map out the five main 

research directions taken up by the ERT literature and position my own study within it. 

Thirdly, I show how this dissertation contributes to our understanding o f ERTs, 

comparing and contrasting this research project to the extant literature and its research
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methods. Finally, the chapter paints the methodological details o f my two-pronged 

political economic and qualitative case study research approach.

How Argentina’s ERTs Have Been Understood

The political economic conjunctures o f ERTs21

Labour experts, social scientists, and economists have by now understood the 

ERT phenomenon to be a response to the steady neoliberal dismantling of Argentina’s 

economic base. Argentina’s Washington Consensus-based economic policies had, in 

reality, commenced with the extreme anti-labour and pro-market program of the military 

dictatorship’s aptly self-titled Proceso de Reorganization Nacional (Process of National 

Reorganization) of 1976 to 1983 (Boron & Thwaites Rey, 2004; Damill, 2005; Damill, 

Frenkel, & Rapetti, 2005; Petras & Veltmeyer, 2004; Schvarzer, 1998). By the early 

1990s the country’s experiments with unfettered open markets began to unfold 

unencumbered. By then, Argentina’s radical social movement participants and the left’s 

organic and public intellectuals that had cut their political teeth in the social conflicts of 

the late 1960s and early-to-mid 1970s—engaged and politicized citizens who could have 

been oppositional forces to the hegemony o f neoliberalist discourses o f the times—had 

been long silenced, exterminated, or exiled during the dictatorship years. At the same 

time, Argentina’s labour movement entered the decade weakened and divided as the 

Partido Justicialista (Justicialist Party, also known as the Peronist party) under the regime 

of President Carlos Menem moved away from its traditional labour-base of support and

21 Chapters 3,4, and 5 engage in a more detailed analysis of the political economic antecedents of the ERT 
phenomenon. Here, my purpose in beginning this chapter with this very brief political economic overview 
is to address the key macroeconomic dimensions to the ERT phenomenon addressed by the research 
literature to date.
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social welfare and distributional policies in favour o f foreign capital and business 

interests (Munck, Falcon, & Galitelli, 1985; Palomino, 2005; Patroni, 2004; Suriano, 

2005a, b). The effects of these policies on the social and economic wellbeing of working 

Argentines as the decade unfolded, as Figure 1-1 graphically depicts, was devastating.

This neoliberal experiment, originally introduced to curb the hyperinflation of the 

late 1980s and early 1990s and stimulate economic growth (Damill, Frenkel, & Rapetti, 

2005), primarily consisted of the privatization of almost all o f Argentina’s national assets 

and public enterprises and the sell off o f a great portion o f its industrial and economic 

base to foreign capital interests (Galiani, Gertler, Schargrodsky, & Sturzenegger, 2003); 

the opening up of the nation’s economy to speculative finance; the “dollarization” of the 

peso under its Plan de Convertibilidad (Convertability Plan); and deep cuts in social 

spending (Aroskind, 2001; Belmartino, 2005; Lo Vuolo & Barbeito, 1998; Romero,

2002, 2003; Schvarzer, 1998). What were the economic results o f these policies? While 

the first years of neoliberalism did curb inflation and witnessed modest economic growth 

up until 1994, the model soon brought on a litany of intended and unintended 

socioeconomic consequences. For instance, persistent trade deficits soon emerged as an 

overvalued peso made foreign products artificially cheap while, at the same time, 

compromising the Argentine export sector. Moreover, Argentina in effect lost much o f its 

monetary sovereignty, while its foreign debt—rising to astronomical numbers due to the 

cheap credit available via the IMF and other international financial institutions 

throughout the decade—saw Argentina’s interest payments eventually equal more than 

half o f its GDP by the end of the decade (Aroskind, 2001; Gambina & Campioni, 2002; 

Patroni, 2004). Furthermore, an overvalued peso meant that the cost of wages became
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increasingly onerous for the country’s small- and medium-sized firms (SMEs), resulting 

in increased work intensification and rationalization of labour processes, layoffs, or 

firings as Argentine firms could not compete with cheap foreign imports and as peso 

parity with the dollar and easier debt financing made imported technology more 

accessible (Patroni, 2004).

This macroeconomic situation, mixed with the already anti-labour climate that 

enveloped the country’s Washington Consensus-based economic policies, propelled the 

Menem administration to pass labour law reforms and executive decrees allowing for job 

flexibilization, the gradual tearing up o f sector-wide labour contracts in favour of weaker 

shop-specific contracts, and the privatization of workers’ compensation and social 

security. This admixture eventually led leading to the creation o f more and more job 

insecurity and informalization (Olmedo & Murray, 2002; Salvia, Tissera, Bustos, 

Sciarrotta, Persia, Gallo, et al., 2000; Tokman, 2007). With work informalization and 

reduced labour protections also came higher and higher rates o f under and unemployment 

throughout the ‘90s; soaring levels of homelessness; and increased levels of poverty 

amongst Argentina’s working populace (Damill, 2005; Dinerstein, 2002; Gambina & 

Campione, 2002; Lozano, 2005; Palma, 2003; Palomino, 2005a, b; Ruggeri, 2006; Saad- 

Filho, Iannini, & Molinari, 2007). Moreover, the large wave of privatization schemes, 

company downsizings, and the foreign capitalization of large portions o f Argentina’s 

industrial base further compromised the competitiveness of thousands o f SMEs, 

eventually causing a growing number o f them to declare bankruptcy at unprecedented 

rates starting around 1995. Unable to compete with cheaper foreign products saturating 

local markets, bankruptcy rates swelled from and average o f 772 firms per month in 1991
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to 2600 firms by late 2001 (Magnani, 2003, p. 37; also see Boron & Thwaites Rey,

2004).

That ERTs have emerged within the past two decades as worker-led responses to 

these major macro- and microeconomic crises in Argentina can be clearly inferred from 

Figure 1-1, which parallels the surge of ERTs with key socioeconomic trends, such as the 

rising tide of underemployment, unemployment, indigence, and business closure rates 

throughout the 1990s and early 2000s. Tellingly, for example, Figure 1-1 shows that the 

period between 1998 and 2002 was consistently marked by more business closures and 

bankruptcies than start-ups, ominously presaging the final implosion of the neoliberal 

model that was felt with force across all of Argentina’s economic sectors between late 

2001 and mid 2003. Within this macropolitical and macroeconomic quagmire, and after 

suffering months and sometimes years o f being owed back-pay and lost benefits, of 

decreased job security, and sometimes after layoffs or legally questionable lockouts, as I 

will detail in Chapters 3 to 5, some workers of the most affected SMEs from a broad 

cross-section o f Argentina’s urban-based economy decided to take action and occupy 

their failing or failed firms.

ERTs* “first” and “second” eras

It is no coincidence, then, that the years 2000 to 2004, the height o f the 

sociopolitical and socioeconomic crisis o f the neoliberal model in Argentina, saw the 

greatest surge o f ERTs (Palomino, Bleynat, Garrio, & Giacomuzzi, 2010; Rebon, 2007; 

Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero, 2005; Ruggeri et al., 2010). The period beginning with 

the emergence o f the first few ERTs in the early 1990s, leading up to 2001 and 2002, and 

ending sometime in early-to-mid 2004 with the relative recomposition o f the Argentine
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Figure 1-1: Percentage of ERT recuperations compared to 
key socioeconomic indicators in Argentina, 1991-200822

22 Sources: “Recuperations per year” (Ministerio de Trabajo, 2008a); “Unemployment rates” and 
“Underemployment rates” (numbers are for last semester of each year) (Ministerio de Trabajo 2007; World 
Bank, 2011); “Poverty rates” and “Indigence rates” (INDEC, 2011; “La pobreza baj6,” 2005; “Para el 
1NDEC,” 2009); “Business closure rates” and “Business start up rates” (Ministerio de Trabajo, 2008b).
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economy, has since come to be known as ERTs’ “first era” (Palomino et al., 2010; Vieta 

& Ruggeri, 2009; Vigliarolo, 2008). It was a period where the strategies and tactics of 

workplace takeovers and conversions into worker cooperatives started to be articulated 

and formalized by the merger of some workers’ collective memories o f the historical 

Argentine labour tactics o f shop-floor occupations, militant unionism, and organized 

labour’s public marches and general strikes, with contemporaneous practices o f social 

protest, the piquetero 's strategies o f road blockages, and the spread of horizontalism 

throughout Argentina’s popular sectors at the time (Almeyra, 2004; Belmartino, 2005; 

Palomino, 2005; Sitrin, 2005; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009). Throughout this “first era,” ERT 

protagonists and the two most important political organizations and lobby groups that 

represented them at the time—the National Movement o f Recuperated Enterprises 

(Movimiento Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas, or MNER) and the National 

Movement o f Worker-Recuperated Factories (Movimiento Nacional de Fabricas 

Recuperadas por sus Trabajadores, or MNFRT)23—prioritized political mobilization, 

solidarity work with other social justice movements, and struggles to legitimate practices 

of workplace takeovers with the political-judicial system and the broader Argentine 

public (Aizicson, 2009; Fajn, 2003; Magnani, 2003; Palomino et al., 2010; Rebon, 2004, 

2007; Ruggeri, 2009; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009).

As Argentina’s economy improved due to the combination o f Presidents Nestor 

Kirchner’s (2003-2007) and Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner’s (2007-present) more 

heterodox nationalist economic policies and high world agricultural commodity prices 

between 2004 and 2008 (Arroyo, 2006; Fraga, 2006; Levy Yeyati & Valenzuela, 2007;

23 I spend some time discussing ERTs’ political organizations in Chapters 5 and 6. 
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Raus, 2006), ERTs continued to emerge but at a slower pace. Notwithstanding a smaller 

surge in new ERTs that emerged in more recent years due to the current global financial 

crisis (Aizczon, 2009; El-Najjar, 2010; Palomino et al., 2010), in this more stable 

economic period in Argentina that extends to today ERTs tend to come onto the scene 

specifically as worker responses to /Microeconomic crises at the point-of-production. 

These new ERTs thus contrast with the ERTs o f the first era, which were deeply suffused 

by the popular ire towards the severe macroeconomic crises of 2001to 2003. As such, 

more recent cases of ERTs tend not to be as etched with the anti-systemic discourses that 

brought first era ERTs in close affinity with the newest social movements that were 

swelling Argentina’s social and solidarity economies around the turn o f the millennium.

This current period has been called ERTs’ “second era” (Palomino et al., 2010; 

Vieta & Ruggeri 2009; Vigliarolo, 2008). Workers in these more recent cases tend to 

learn about the processes of workplace recuperations and conversions from the 

pioneering struggles o f first era ERTs. Besides receiving much sympathetic media 

coverage during the first era, ERTs’ strategies of recuperations and self-management 

have since been discussed widely amongst social and political movements and parties of 

the left, social justice groups, cooperative associations and federations, organized labour, 

and academic researchers, and these discussions have pollinated into workplaces 

(especially those in trouble) across the country in recent years. The second era also stands 

out for the different struggles ERTs must now face as they consolidate their production 

processes: securing organizational stability, gaining market share, fixing or replacing 

depreciated machinery, reskilling workers, recuperating workers’ social security benefits 

lost with the failure of the previous firm, educating ERT workers in the values of
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cooperativism, forging economic networks o f solidarity with other ERTs or traditional 

cooperatives, and lobbying for the reform of laws that would improve the competitive 

advantage o f these firms generally (see Chapters 5 and 6). Finally, second era ERTs are 

also distinguished from first era ERTs in that the phenomenon has managed to secure its 

legitimacy with Argentina’s public and, importantly, some members of the political and 

judiciary establishments. Moreover, together with traditional business norms o f declaring 

bankruptcy or “restructuring” the firm, the processes of starting up a worker cooperative 

from the ashes o f a failed owner-managed firm has now in a sense been informally 

institutionalized, as I fist discussed in the Introduction. This has meant, in practice, that 

the conversion of private firms into worker coops in Argentina is one more increasingly 

legal option available for failing firms (Palomino, 2003; also see Bryer, 2010; Dinerstein, 

2006; Howarth, 2007; Ranis, 2006; Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009; Wyczykier, 2009a, b).

In short, research into the political economic contexts of ERTs to date suggests 

that they began to emerge within the following scenario: (1) A macroeconomic 

conjuncture o f  financial, political, and social crises that ultimately saw, as Viviana 

Patroni (2002, 2004) convincingly argues, the negative impacts o f monetary 

convertibility on employment security, real wages, and the overall viability o f the 

Argentine economy as it faced export deficits, balance of payment issues, fiscal 

shortfalls, and rising debt servicing burdens. (2) The subsequent rise o f severe 

microeconomic crises at the point-of-production and -service delivery in many SMEs 

cutting across all urban economic sectors that could not compete against cheap foreign 

products and rising production costs. And, (3) the increasing precariousness o f  everyday 

life fo r  most working and middle class Argentines that expressed itself in shared
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existential and lived experiences o f  fear and despair, as well as a general sense o f loss o f  

dignity amongst an increasing number o f  Argentine workers threatened by business 

closures, threats o f redundancies, and high structural unemployment. By the early 2000s 

these three political economic dimensions increasingly motivated some workers with no 

other options left to occupy and takeover their firms, resist repression, and subsequently 

self-manage their failed or failing firms as worker cooperatives. Described in more detail 

in Chapters 4 and 5, this three-staged process of struggle on the road to self-management 

has come to be known among ERT protagonists by the slogan borrowed from Brazil’s 

landless workers’ and peasants’ movement: “ocupar, resistir, producir” (“occupy, resist, 

produce”) (Eduardo Munia, 2005a, personal interview).

Five main ways that ERTs have been researched to date

There is undoubtedly broad agreement concerning the immediate political 

economic antecedents o f ERTs. Two general areas of less agreement in the ERT research 

literature concern how exactly and if ERTs are innovating alternative economic and work 

realities to the Argentine capitalist system, and what aspects of their self-management 

projects merit research and analysis. Deciding on how to approach ERTs and what to 

focus on when researching them seem to depend on where along the political and 

ideological spectrum researchers are situated.

Researchers on the left of the political spectrum that advocate for the eventual 

replacement of the capitalist system (or, at minimum, its radical reform) tend to focus on 

how ERTs are fundamentally putting into question capital-labour relations rooted in 

private ownership of the means of production (e.g., Palomino, 2003; Almeyra, 2004; 

Heller, 2004; Petras & Veltmeyer, 2002; Ruggeri, 2006, 2009; Wyczykier, 2009a; Vieta,

Chapter 1 50



2010). Some o f these more radical researchers also focus on how the mere existence of 

ERTs address the very ethical “illegitimacy” o f the buying and selling o f labour-power 

and how they prefigure another mode of production and distribution o f social wealth 

(e.g., Heller, 2004; Lavaca, 2007; Carretero Miramar, 2010; Vieta, 2012). Autonomist 

and anarchist commentators, in particular, are keen to point out how ERTs problematize 

the need for a class o f managers to oversee workers, underscore the strengths and 

possibilities ERTs show for horizontalizing work process and decision-making structures 

by workers themselves (e.g., Carretero Miramar, 2010; Rebon, 2004, 2007; Monteagudo, 

2008; Wyczykier, 2009a, b), and even the “unintended consequences” o f neoliberal crisis 

as openings for positive social change, such as the emergence o f ERTs and other bottom- 

up social movements (Monteagudo, 2011). Others from the perspective o f reforming the 

capitalist market system tend to look at how ERTs point to new institutional 

arrangements for labour, new structures for industrial relations in the country, and new 

solutions for failing or bankrupt firms (e.g., Bryer, 2010; Clark & Antivero, 2009; 

Davalos & Perelman, 2004; Fajn, 2003; Palomino, 2003; Palomino et al., 2010). And 

sympathetic journalistic accounts, in particular, tend to focus on the bravery and courage 

of ERT protagonists, especially because o f the repression some ERT workers suffer at the 

hands o f the state’s coercive mechanisms or at times even by owner-hired thugs during 

their first days of occupation or when former owners return to attempt to reclaim their 

lost businesses (Magnani, 2003; Lewis & Klein, 2004; Isitan, 2007; Lavaca, 2004; 

Trigona, 2006a, b, c).

Before further reviewing this literature in the next few pages two caveats are in 

order. First, the five categories I group the ERT literature within below is admittedly
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synthetic. I also do not claim that this review is an exhaustive account o f the ERT 

literature, although it does cover most of the major autochthonous Argentine studies to 

date and the most compelling English language research published as o f this writing. The 

literature I present here is made up of the studies that I have found to be the most 

compelling in their analysis and explanatory strength for understanding the ERT 

phenomenon. Second, I do not mean to suggest that the ERT literature falls strictly into 

my synthetic categories. My assemblage serves, rather, as a general guide to the literature 

that has assisted me in making sense o f it based on what I see to be the main trends in the 

research on Argentina’s ERTs. As is evident in the synthetic taxonomy I present, many of 

the studies I mention overlap into two or more groups.

With these two caveats in mind, the ERT literature tends to fall into five major 

approaches:

1. ERTs and the transformation of capitalist production

A group of mostly theoretical studies focus on how ERTs are fundamentally 

suggesting ways that workers themselves can transform “from below,” potentially 

transforming capitalist modes of production and the free-market system in the process. 

More progressive, left-leaning, Marxist, autonomist, or anarchist commentators tend to 

focus on and accentuate how the ERT phenomenon is putting into question the 

application of bourgeois property rights to work and economic life (Almeyra, 2004; 

Heller, 2004; Lavaca, 2004; Palomino, 2003; Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009; Vieta, 2010). 

Also addressed by radical and reform-minded sociologists, anthropologists, political 

scientists, and economists are the intricacies of the new self-management experiences and 

new work cultures ERT protagonists are forging on shop-floors (Atzeni & Ghigliani,
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2007; Balladares, 2009; Bialakowsky, Robledo, Grima, Rosendo, & Costa, 2004; Buffa 

et al., 2009; Deledicque & Moser, 2004; Fajn, 2003; Fernandez Alvarez 2004, 2006; 

Parra, 2006; Vieta, 2012; Wyczykier, 2009b). These observers tend to focus on how ERT 

workers have fundamentally begun to change the dynamics o f their worker-controlled 

labour processes previously under managerial administration, the new relations of 

production they develop via horizontalized decision-making structures, and the regular 

workers’ assemblies and worker-run and -elected administrative councils that now 

manage most ERTs. Another subgroup of studies by both radical and reform-minded 

commentators have analyzed or critiqued state policies related to ERT workers’ social 

benefits and pensions and how actual Argentine labour law, welfare plans, and worker 

cooperative legislation impact (mostly negatively) ERTs and their workers (Calderon, 

Mazzoli, Polti, Sarlinga, & Vazquez, 2009; Dinerstein, 2006, 2007; Echaide, 2003; 

Favaro & Iuomo, 2008). A smaller group o f commentators also point to the possibilities 

for alternative forms o f social and solidarity economic relations that the ERT 

phenomenon is modeling, such as the nascent presence o f inter-ERT solidarity economies 

that sees them at times bartering products and sharing customers, prime materials, 

technical expertise, and even machinery (Juncal, 2005; Coraggio & Arroyo, 2009; 

Palomino et al., 2010; Ranis, 2006; Vieta, 2010; Zbriger, 2005). And a growing subset of 

studies also place weight on how ERTs tend to engrain themselves tightly in the 

communities and neighbourhoods that surround them (Davolos & Perelman, 2004; 

Lavaca, 2004; Picchetti, 2002; Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009; Aiziczon, 2009; Wyczykier, 

2009b; Vieta, 2010; Vieta, Laraburre, & Schugurensky, 2010).
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2. Quantitative methods of researching ERTs

Another group of studies, some more radical and some more reform-minded in 

their conclusions, base their inquiry on quantitative methods. These studies tend to report 

on the current size and scope o f the ERT phenomenon—commonly calling it el universo 

de recuperadas (the universe of ERTs) (e.g., Palomino et al, 2010). These studies tend to 

mainly look at how many worker-recuperated firms exist, where they are located, what 

industrial sectors they belong to, what self-management practices predominate within 

them, their legal situation, general trends regarding particular aspects o f ERTs’ paths to 

self-management, their political and union affiliations, and when they were founded as 

ERTs (e.g., Accorinti, Mendez Marichal, Orlando, & Salvador, 2009; Ciudad Autonoma 

de Buenos Aires, 2011; Fajn, 2003; Ministerio de Trabajo, 2008a; Ruggeri et al., 2005; 

Ruggeri et al., 2010; Palomino et al., 2010). Combined with other methods, such as case 

studies of specific ERTs, these quantitative approaches provide invaluable insights into 

overall trends in these forms of workers’ organizations in Argentina, which is how I have 

endeavoured to deploy quantitative studies of ERTs throughout this dissertation. Solely 

depending on quantitative statistical overviews o f the ERT phenomeonon, however, hides 

many nuances and particularities o f their workers’ experiences.

3. Case study methods of researching ERTs

A third set of mostly ethnographic accounts applying case study approaches 

mainly focuses on putting into relief the cultures o f work found within particular ERTs 

and their histories of conflict. These studies, for example, tend to analyze particular 

histories of recuperations and their workers’ conflicts with former bosses, their 

subsequent processes of self-management and shop-floor dynamics, the strength or
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weaknesses of their self-managed work cultures, the degree to which their workers have 

or have not gelled as a collective o f self-managed workers, the specifics of interpersonal 

interactions within the firm, or their political activities or connections with various 

communities (e.g., Aizicson, 2002,2009; Balladares, 2009; Briner & Cusmano, 2003; 

Deledicque & Moser, 2004; Fernandez Alvarez, 2004; Ghioldi, 2003; Lavaca, 2004a; 

Picchetti, 2002). These accounts tend to primarily look at the particular experiences of 

autogestion that are emerging in specific ERTs in light of their specific particular 

histories of labour-capital conflicts or the dynamics of the new forms of decision-making 

structures and interpersonal relationships within them. Generally, while these studies are 

important for looking at the possible nuances of an ERT collective’s personal histories 

and the intricacies of their organizational cultures, they often do not sufficiently compare 

the particular ERTs studied with other ERTs or with labour-managed firms in other 

conjunctures, thus de-emphasizing the broader socio-historical context of the ERT 

phenomenon as a whole.

4. ERTs and transformed worker subjectivities

A fourth group o f studies looks at how ERT workers’ subjectivities have been 

transformed from out of collective processes o f taking over and recuperating troubled 

firms, especially in their struggles with former owners, unions, or the state, and during 

their subsequent practices of workspace democratization (e.g., Bialakowsky, Robledo, 

Grima, Rosendo, & Costa, 2004; Davolos & Perelman, 2004; Deledicque & Moser, 2004; 

Lavaca, 2004b; Rebon, 2004, 2007; Fernandez Alvarez, 2006; Monteagudo, 2008). These 

studies hone in on why some ERT workers were compelled to take on the risks of 

forming an ERT, how the decisions and processes o f occupation came about, and how
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these processes have radicalized some workers. Some of these studies, nevertheless, 

generally focus too tightly on the agency of the most militant ERT actors or ERT leaders 

(Ruggeri, 2009) while at times ignoring other ERT workers who have, for one reason or 

another (and further highlighting the tensions that ERTs exist within, as I discuss in detail 

in Chapters 6 and 7), not radicalized to the same degree or at all, clinging to individualist 

attitudes o f employees rather than associated cooperators. Moreover, some of these 

studies tend to not adequately analyze the structural limitations imposed on an ERTs’ 

radicalizing potential by the continued market logics its protagonists still must face 

(Atzeni & Ghigliani, 2007), nor do they tend to look at how and to what degree ERT 

workers learn about cooperativism, more democratic work processes, or political work 

outside of the ERT. These are issues that I address in Chapter 7.

5. The ERT phenomenon as a social movement

Finally, a fifth group of studies analyzing ERTs from the context of social 

movement theory marks out the rise of ERTs in the late 1990s and early 2000s in light of 

the socioeconomic upheavals and broader grassroots grievances of the time (e.g., 

Allegrone, Partenio, & Fernandez Alvarez, 2004; Davolos & Perelman, 2004; Fernandez 

Alvarez, 2003; Dinerstein, 2006; Svampa & Pereyra, 2004; Gracia & Cavaliere, 2007; El- 

Najjar, 2009). These studies muster social movement concepts in order to understand the 

emergence and continuance of ERTs by, for example, deploying notions of “repertoires 

o f collective action” (Davalos & Perelman, 2004; Gracia & Cavaliere, 2007; Wyczykier, 

2009a), resource mobilization theory (El-Najjar, 2009), or attempt to illustrate the 

processes and motivations of workers’ direct action tactics to take over their firms on 

theories of mobilizing grievances (Fernandez Alvarez, 2004; Garcia Allegrone, Partenio,



& Fernandez Alvarez, 2004; Lewis & Klein, 200424). Some of these studies also connect 

the organizational shifts within ERTs (i.e., their turn to cooperativism and their 

democratized decision-making structures) to trends in other social movements emerging 

in Argentina during and after the economic and political crises years of 2001 and 2002 

(Almeyra, 2004; Dinerstein, 2006, 2007; Negri, 2003; Svampa & Pereyra, 2004). Most of 

these studies are excellent at suggesting the common characteristics o f social grievances 

between ERT workers’ experiences and other social movements that were emerging at 

the turn of the millennium in Argentina, showing how and why an ERT’s collective of 

workers come together and take on the risky project of occupying and self-managing 

their former places of employment. Reading these studies on their own, however, they at 

times hazard universalizing ERTs as a comprehensive and inclusive “movement” acting 

in unison, thus in effect effacing the differences between and the unique experiences of 

each ERT. Moreover, characterizing ERTs as primarily a social movement risks 

minimizing or glossing over these workers’ complex relations with, as I analyze in 

Chapter 6, their sector’s trade unions and the state.25

These observations deserve further clarification here lest I be misunderstood. I do 

not claim here that the ERT phenomenon cannot be broadly termed a “social movement”

24 The documentary film The Take, by Canadian journalists Avi Lewis and Naomi Klein, is not an 
academic account of ERTs but rather a journalistic recounting of the phenomenon at a specific period of 
time during the phenomenon’s first era between 2001-2003. Because of its influence on researchers and
commentators, however, the film deserves inclusion here.
25 The exception here are die works of Fajn (2003), Garcia Allegrone, Partenio, & Fem&ndez Alvarez 
(2004), Gracia & Cavaliere (2007), Ruggeri (2009), Atzeni & Ghigliani (2007), and Atzeni (2010). They, 
in particular, offer useful antidotes to this last critique, providing nuanced observations concerning ERTs’ 
direct action strategies and tactics of workplace takeovers. For these researchers, ERTs do in ways 
represent new repertoires of working class self-activity that are at once novel but also rooted deeply in a 
long history of Argentine workers’ collective actions on shop-floors and past practices in their union locals. 
This is a position my research takes up, in particular in Chapters 3, 7, and 8.
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toute court. Indeed, the phenomenon shows affinities with what has been called “the 

newest social movements” (Day, 2005) emerging at the turn o f the millennium as 

responses to the worst abuses of the neoliberal order of the time. As I will argue in 

Chapters 3, 5, and 6 ,1 am also certainly in agreement that ERT protagonists have been 

engaging in collective mobilizations driven by common grievances against an abusive 

capitalist establishment that has been in numerous ways unresponsive to the needs of 

workers. In Chapter 3 I will also make the claim that the inter- and intra-ERT 

organizational models that have arisen are closely related to what has been commonly 

known over the past few decades as “social movement unionism.” This is a relatively 

new form of unionism, opposed to the traditional bureaucratic union model, which began 

to emerge in the past three decades, especially in the global South. It is fundamentally 

different from “big labour” in that social movement unionism focuses primarily on 

bottom-up organizing around local community struggles, workers’ well-being, and  shop- 

floor needs; directly democratic participation by all members; solidarity with other social 

movements and struggles; and is inclusive o f workers’ rights within new forms of 

flexibilized or informalized work situations and the disaffections o f globalized divisions 

of labour (Moody, 1997; Munck, 2002; Seidman, 1994; Waterman, 1984, 2001; Webster, 

1988).26 Moreover, it is undeniable that among scholars today there is less o f a divide 

between social movement researchers and researchers that primarily look at the collective 

actions of workers, unionized workers, and organized labour. More and more over the

26 Indeed, Viviana Patroni (2004) has termed the new labour struggles in Argentina that began to move 
beyond the monopoly of the main union central, the CGT, and responded directly to the fundamental 
transformations in labour protections caused by the neoliberal model since the early 1990s, Argentina’s 
“new union alternatives” (p. 114).
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past three decades, social movement researchers have also been paying closer attention to 

the social, political, and collective actions o f labour as social movements, while 

researchers that primarily look at labour issues are adopting social movement theory to 

explain how workers mobilize, organize, or strike (e.g., Atzeni, 2010; Kasmir, 2004; 

Fantasia, 1988; Farinetti, 2010; Snow & Soule, 2010; Waterman, 1984, 2001; Waterman 

& Wills, 2001; Webster, 2008; Webster & Lipsig-Mume, 2002; Webster & Lambert,

2004). As Edward Webster (2008) writes:

the sociological study of labor is being revitalized as the intellectual divide 
between labor as a social movement and labor as union organization is 
being placed in question by the emergence of both a new work order and 
social movement activity across the globe, (p. 249)

What I mean to point out here, rather, is that researchers who refer to the ERT 

phenomenon loosely as a “movement” tend to too quickly consider ERTs as a unified 

social movement in ways that risk effacing the differences between ERTs. Although it is 

true, as I will also address in Chapters 3 ,4 , 5, and 7, that ERTs have been collaborating 

more and more and finding common ground in their second historical era, some ERT 

researchers have questioned whether or not the ERT phenomenon can indeed be called a 

unified “movement” in the strong sense of that concept, given the variability o f each 

ERT’s experience and the local specificities o f the microeconomic conflicts from out of 

which each ERT emerges (Fajn, 2003; Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009; Vieta & Ruggeri, 

2009). In this light, calling the ERT phenomenon as a whole “the ERT movement” not 

only risks missing the diversity of experiences o f each ERT but, indeed, the diversity of 

the phenomenon. Lastly, referring broadly to an “ERT movement” also confuses the 

phenomenon with the various political lobby organizations that have in the past decade or
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so represented ERTs. These organizations vary in philosophy and strategy, and include, 

in the tradition o f working class organizations in Argentina, the word movimiento 

(movement) in their names (e.g., Movimiento Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas and 

Movimiento Nacional de Fabricas Recuperadas por sus Trabajadores). It is for these 

reasons that throughout this dissertation when addressing ERTs as a whole in Argentina 

and when not specifically referring to one o f these umbrella organizations, I use the term 

“ERT phenomenon” rather than “ERT movement.” I work through these issues of ERT 

workers’ collective actions and ERTs commonalities and differences in more detail in 

Chapters 4 to 7.

Situating the dissertation’s contributions

Let me stress here again that, although I have been suggesting some o f the extant 

ERT literature’s strengths and shortcomings throughout the select review above, these 

studies, read as a complementary body o f literature, are indeed important contributions 

for shedding invaluable light on the ERT phenomenon’s multifold sociological, political, 

cultural, and historical dimensions and, particularly, for mapping out its most salient 

characteristics. My dissertation seeks to contribute to the groundwork already established 

by these studies. In this section I highlight how my dissertation addresses some o f the 

literature’s gaps and contributes to this literature and, more broadly, to the sociologies of 

work and self-management, cooperative studies, labour process theory, and critical 

theories of capitalist modes o f production and alternatives to it.

For example, while these studies do take into account, on the whole, ERTs’ most 

immediate political economic and cultural contexts, they tend to fall short o f analyzing 

ERTs in the context o f the longer history of bottom-up actions by Argentine workers,



such as historical instances of factory takeovers and directly democratic organizing on 

shop-floors, witnessing time and again in Argentina workers taking their fate into their 

own hands outside o f the interventions o f union bureaucracies or the state (see Chapters 

3, 4, 6, and I)? 1 Taking the observations o f some these authors in isolation from other 

ERT studies, one is tempted to conclude that ERTs exclusively grew out o f the contagion 

of grassroots direct action tactics that emerged in the transitory reactions o f a pummelled 

Argentine populace during and shortly after the 2001 to 2002 crisis. ERT studies to date 

do not adequately consider, I believe, ERTs’ deeper roots in Argentina’s traditions of 

working class resistance in response to other capitalist crises that also inform, if 

peripherally and in the social memories o f some of its more militant worker protagonists, 

ERTs’ practices o f occupation, resistance, and their subsequent self-management (see 

Chapters 3, 4, and 7). In sum, there is a trend in the ERT literature to date, in one form or 

another, to de-emphasize—or not emphasize enough—their deeper historical roots. 

Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation as well as key sections o f my empirical chapters 

(Chapters 4 to 7)—via the actual stories of the ERT protagonists I interviewed—seek to 

bridge the findings o f these studies with a fuller account o f the economic, cultural, and 

political contexts and histories out o f which ERTs’ current practices o f autogestion 

emerge.

With the exception of Atzeni & Ghigliani’s (2007), Fajn & Rebon’s (2005), and 

Ruggeri et al.’s (2009) research, the ERT literature to date also does not sufficiently

27 Exceptions here are Aiziczon (2009), Escobedo & Deuz Marzi (2005), Petras & Veltmeyer (2002), and 
Ruggeri (2009). In addition, except for the historical surveys of self-management offered by Petras & 
Veltmeyer (2002), Heller (2004), Magnani (2003), and Wyczykier (2009b), studies looking at ERTs do not 
adequately work out genealogically and historically the concept of autogestion, nor do they position ERTs’ 
practices of self-management within this genealogy.
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unpack how the continued problems and challenges o f organizing a formerly owner- 

managed workplace under the rubric o f a worker cooperative is shaped and compromised 

in ways by the pressures of having to compete within capitalist market logics, pushing 

some ERTs to return to less-cooperativist and more capitalist-minded labour processes 

and even practices of self-exploitation (i.e., workers’ councils acting as bosses or 

“collective foremen,” reducing remuneration and increasing work intensity in order to 

secure adequate revenues for new production inputs, a return to worker individuality and 

competition, etc.). As Atzeni & Ghigliani (2007) observe, most ERT studies to date “do 

not pay enough attention to the extent to which the market logic itself has limited the 

range of the radical changes pursued by [ERT] workers after their occupations” (p. 655). 

The dissertation thus also strives to map out how the innovations of self-managing a firm 

in Argentina’s current conjuncture either challenges or yields to traditional capitalist 

market logics at the point-of-production or -service delivery, addressing some o f the 

inherent contradictions still present in ERTs having to practice their new cooperative 

mode of production within a continued market-driven sphere of circulation. That is, at 

core, following Atzeni & Ghigliani (2007), this dissertation strives to inquire into the 

“dynamics existing between [ERTs’] changes in the sphere o f production and the 

constraints emanating from” continued involvement in a capitalist “sphere of circulation” 

(p. 655). I directly address this gap in the literature in key sections of Chapters 4, 5, 7, 

and 8.

While, as I have also outlined above, numerous studies have taken up researching 

and theorizing the subjectivity changes and the conscientization o f ERT workers that 

occur during the initial conflicts on shop-floors with former bosses and throughout the
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processes of taking over workplaces, these studies to date have not considered in 

sufficient detail the variegations o f these experiences, and the intricacies o f these 

workers’ processes o f learning about cooperativist values and self-management practices. 

To what degree, for instance, does the passage through shop-floor conflicts and the 

processes o f taking over troubled firms transform these workers’ subjectivities—i.e., their 

ways of conceptualizing and looking at themselves, others, and the world? That is, how 

do these workers’ experiences with severe moments of crises at the point-of-production, 

and the subsequent projects of self-management they engage in radicalize some of them? 

Moreover, given that these workers on the whole have not had previous experiences with 

cooperativism (Ruggeri, 2009; Vieta, 2009a), how is it that they take up and learn about 

the skills required to run a worker cooperative and self-administer their own businesses? I 

address these issues o f subjectivity transformation and class conscientization directly in 

my case study analysis o f the recuperation o f the labour process in Chapters 4 and 7, 

discussing the method I use to gauge for the nuances in these subjectivity transformations 

in the next section of this chapter.

There is also scant mention in the current literature of why the ERT phenomenon 

has lasted as long as it has if we take Branko Horvat’s (1982) contention that “producer 

cooperatives, in a capitalist environment, [have historically] turned out to be a failure” on 

the path towards “socialist development” (p. 128). While one can question whether or not 

ERTs are indeed prefigurative of “socialist development” (a point I pick up in Chapters 2 

and 3 and expand on in the context of my case study work in the final chapter), no study 

of ERTs to date has adequately theorized why it is that Argentina’s ERTs have survived 

for so long, especially given that most of them emerged from extremely depleted and
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conflictive conditions and must engage with capitalist markets to exist. This is an 

especially pertinent point to contend with when—as I will do in parts of Chapters 2, 3, 5, 

and 6—one compares Argentina’s ERTs to other historical moments o f self-management 

in other conjunctures with beginnings in capitalist crises, such as the rise in worker 

cooperatives in the UK at the end of the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s; Finland’s new 

labour cooperatives during its recession o f the 1990s; and Brazil, Venezuela, and 

Uruguay’s ERTs emerging roughly around the same time as Argentina’s. The longevity 

o f Argentina’s ERTs is especially surprising, perhaps, given the ongoing lack of 

consistent state assistance that continues to make workers’ self-management a challenge 

in Argentina (assistance that is, in contrast, amply available for similar firms in Brazil, 

Uruguay, and Venezuela). Moreover, with the exception of a small group of ERT surveys 

linking these self-managed firms and their cooperativized work structures to Argentina’s 

traditional cooperative sector (e.g., Camilletti, Guidini, Herrera, Rodriguez, Marti, Soria, 

et al., 2005; Marti, Bertullo, Soria, Barrios, Silveira, Camilletti, et al., 2004; Montes & 

Ressel, 2003), studies looking at ERTs to date have yet to convincingly connect how 

cooperativism is practiced within ERTs to the broader cooperative studies literature and, 

again, how cooperative values are learned by workers who have not had on the whole 

previous experiences with cooperativism. I begin to make these connections in Chapter 3 

and specifically address this issue in Chapters 4, 5, and 7.

Finally, ERT studies do not tend to explicitly describe or theorize the social 

significance of the spatio-geographic connections between ERTs and the communities 

and neighbourhoods that surround them in their practices of establishing cultural centres, 

popular schools, social services, or health programs within a recuperated firm’s walls, or
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contributing to community socioeconomic development beyond its walls. Particularly in 

Chapters 7 and 8, this dissertation will make explicit the social significance o f ERTs’ 

spatio-geographic connections with the communities and neighbourhoods that surround 

them, analyzing and theorizing these connections with some o f their protagonists’ 

intersubjective transformations and radicalizations.

I believe that the literature’s shortcomings are partially due to the fact that most 

ERT studies to date rely on single-method approaches, mostly either looking at specific 

case studies or conducting analysis via overarching quantitative methods or theorizing 

from secondary sources.28 As Alan Bryman (1988) and S. Nagy Hesse-Biber and Patricia 

Leavy (2004) remind us, research looking into patterns o f human social practices 

conducted independently o f other methodological perspectives tends to elide the 

contextualized richness that mixed-methods can bring to sociological studies. My 

interdisciplinary, two-pronged research grid of inquiry framed within critical theoretical 

perspectives that I began to describe in this dissertation’s Introduction and that I lay out 

in more detail next aspires to address these discrepancies in the ERT literature.

The Dissertation’s Two-Pronged Research Matrix

Beginning to fill in the gaps and contribute to the ERT literature reviewed above, 

and with the goals of better understanding the multiple dimensions that condition the 

possibility for self-management in Argentina today, this dissertation deploys two major 

research axes. It does so in order to grasp the interconnections between the 

macroeconomic and macropolitical forces that layer into an ERT’s microeconomic

28 Notable exceptions here include Atzeni & Ghigliani (2007), Fajn (2003), Gracia & Cavaliere (2007), 
Palomino (2003), Rebon (2004,2007), Ruggeri (2009), and Wyczykier (2009b).
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realities, moments of crises, and everyday practices o f autogestion. One o f this 

dissertation’s research axes uses a macro-level genealogical and political economy o f  the 

working class approach (see Introduction and Chapter 2) in order to unearth the roots of 

autogestion in the rise and fall o f Argentina’s neoliberal economic model of the last third 

of the 20th century and in its long tradition of working class militancy and self-activity 

(see Chapters 2 and 3). A second research axis approaches ERTs’ practices of 

autogestion from the micro-level “lived experiences” o f  ERT protagonists via extended 

case studies and ethnographic observations o f  three ERTs belonging to different 

economic sectors, o f varying sizes, from different regions of the country, and emerging 

out of diverse histories o f micropolitical and microeconomic confrontations and 

circumstances (see Chapter 4). This second research axis also relies on key informant 

interviews at various ERTs (including ERTs beyond my three case studies), academics, 

government officials, union members, and social movement activists.

This two-pronged, interdisciplinary approach draws inspiration from sociologist 

Michael Burawoy’s (1979, 1985) iteration o f workplace sociology, most recently 

articulated in his “global ethnography” approach (Burawoy, Blum, Gille, Gowan, Haney, 

et al., 2000), an approach that aims to explore and unravel the macro and micro tensions 

at play within a work organization’s labour process operating under a particular 

production regime (see Chapter 2). Central to this approach is the “extended case 

method” (Burawoy, 1998, p. 4) o f assessing workplace labour processes, whereby the 

observations of the researcher on the ground extends the understanding o f “micro 

processes to macro forces, from the space-time rhythms o f the site [of the shop-floor] to 

the geographical and historical context o f the field” (Burawoy et al., 2000, p. 27). That is,
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it is my intention, through the application of these two research axes, and particularly via 

an amended version of the extended case method,29 to draw out in this dissertation and 

put into relief the macropolitical and macroeconomic forces that meet and entangle the 

everyday organizational practices and microeconomics o f  ERTs at their point-of- 

production or point-of-service delivery?0

My two-folded research matrix is also committed to, as is Burawoy’s global 

ethnographic extended case method approach, the “extension of theory” emerging out of 

the unexpected findings from ERT protagonists’ own lived experiences (Burawoy et al., 

2000, p. 28). As such, this dissertation also serves to “push forward” the critical theories 

that ground it (see Introduction and Chapters 2 and 7) by casting the empirical 

particularities I find in my ERT case studies within the critical theoretical framework I 

deploy (see Chapter 8). In other words, not only is the critical theoretical framework that 

I presented briefly in the Introduction and that I explore in more detail in the next chapter 

used to understand the anomalies o f the practices of self-management I encountered in 

the field in Argentina, but the theory itself will yield, at times, to the anomalies, or, as 

Burawoy et al. (2000) articulate it, the “discrepancies [that] challenge...the theory we

29 Burawoy’s workplace ethnography and “extended case method” approach saw him work in a US 
metalworks shop, a Hungarian steel factory, and in the Zambian mining industry for extended periods of 
time. My adoption of the extended case method for studying the labour processes at my three case study 
ERTs’ points-of-production is an “amended” version of his method in part because of the much more 
limited time I had at each case study (roughly two week stints at each plus other short visits), mostly due to 
the financial and time constraints for completing my PhD work.

Most broadly, my two-pronged, interdisciplinary research approach draws on an understanding of 
qualitative research as “a distinct field of enquiry that encompasses both micro- and macro-level analyses 
drawing on historical, comparative, structural, observational, and interactional ways of knowing” (Nagy 
Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004, p. 1). Burawoy’s workplace sociology, informed especially by his global 
ethnography approach, is adequate to my research questions because it considers the micro-level 
dimensions I am after—i.e., at the level of the lived experiences of ERT workers—while also considering, 
to appropriate Dorothy Smith’s standpoint for studying everyday life, how these “micro-structures of 
everyday life” (Smith, 1987, quoted in Burawoy et al., 2000, pp. 26,40) are “knitted into broader forms of 
[macro-level] social organization” and institutions (Grahame, 2004, p. 347).
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want to improve” (p. 28). It is in these discrepancies that the critical theories of capitalist 

production, autogestion, and working class struggle I engage with are, as Burawoy et al. 

further suggest, “extended” (p. 27). “What makes the field ‘interesting,’” they write, “is 

its violation o f  some expectation, and an expectation is nothing other than some theory 

waiting to be explicated” (p. 28, emphasis added). In this vein, the empirical evidence 

from the field o f Argentina’s ERTs that I analyze in depth in Chapters 4 to 7 are 

interpreted dialogically and hermeneutically through the critical theoretical framework I 

lay out in the Introduction and Chapter 2. In turn, it is my hope that the empirical 

evidence, at the same time, pushes these critical theoretical traditions forward.

A genealogical political economy o f Argentina's ERTs

From the macro-level genealogical and historical political economy o f  the 

working class axis o f inquiry, this dissertation conducts a mix of documentary research 

and literature review with the goals o f unpacking the possible trajectory o f discourses, 

cultural moments, worker imaginings, historical events, and political economic realities 

that have both constrained and impelled the ERT phenomenon’s practices o f autogestion. 

At this political economic and cultural historical level, my inquiry compels me to ask 

further questions such as: What are the historical, political economic, and cultural 

dimensions layering into ERT protagonists’ desires and practices o f autogestion1. What 

can the following tell us about ERTs’ current practices of self-management: government 

policies on labour issues and working class reactions to them over the past few decades; 

trends in union strategies and tactics o f the past three decades revealed in academic 

labour studies and labour movement literature; the state’s legal rulings and policy 

initiatives concerning ERTs; Argentine working class cultural myths that permeate an
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ERT’s everyday culture; ERT protagonists’ memories (oral and documented) of previous 

grassroots or labour militancy; and key historical events such as the cultural-political- 

economic practices of grassroots social groups emerging out of the events of December 

19/20, 2001?

In drawing out a “genealogical” political economy o f autogestion as practiced by 

Argentina’s ERTs, my investigation attempts to map out a possible trajectory of the 

practices, discourses, and knowledges informing ERT protagonists’ experiences with 

self-management. My usage o f the term genealogy means, as it does for Burawoy et al.’s 

(2000) global ethnography, a “tracing [of] how we got to where we are” (p. 5). For the 

purposes of my dissertation, a genealogical approach looks for historical moments and 

conjunctures that trace a possible path for the emergence o f ERTs and their protagonists’ 

practices of autogestion without trying to find the “authoritative” history of the 

phenomenon or its definitive “origins.” A genealogical approach also means that I am 

positioned, as researcher, within this account; I cannot separate this account from my 

specific ethico-political commitments to my own academic interests, my sympathies for 

ERT workers, or more generally from my desire for workers’ emancipation from the 

constraints o f capitalist ideologies, its exploitative and dominative practices, and its 

forms o f control. As Richard Day (2004) qualifies in his own genealogical work 

concerning the “newest social movements,” I too make no claim to be producing the 

objectively correct or universally valid narrative of the ERT movement. Rather, I, like 

Day, am tracking one possible historical path o f “emergence” of the ERTs based, in part, 

on my own commitments (p. 720).
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The lived experiences o f  autogesti6n; Extended case study and key informant 
interview approach

This dissertation’s micro-level ethnographic extended case study and key 

informant interview approach primarily relies on my multiple visits to numerous ERTs 

between 2005 and 2009, as well as longer-term and closer in situ observational work at 

three particular ERTs I visited for several weeks at a time throughout this period: Artes 

Graficas Chilavert, Union Solidaria de Trabajadores, and Salud Junin. With the 

permission o f these ERTs’ workers via my initial contacts with a member or members of 

their workers’ councils, I went on to carry out in situ ethnographic observations o f these 

three case study’s self-managed labour processes and community activism, while also 

engaging in in-depth key informant interviews and countless informal conversations with 

their worker members.31

The three case studies

Artes Graficas Chilavert is a small print shop with a rich history o f militancy. An 

active member of MNER and the Red Grafica (Graphic [Workers] Network), Chilavert is 

emblematic within the ERT phenomenon because o f its highly conflictive beginning as 

an ERT and the subsequent militancy and activism some of its workers have engaged in 

with MNER, the Red Grafica, and in support of numerous other social justice struggles

31 In this axes of my research, the main “participants,” or better, “protagonists,” are the actual ERT workers 
and other key players from institutions that have supported, that research, or that have been involved with 
the ERT phenomenon in some way. I also call these protagonists my study’s “key informants.” The 
“phenomena” in question are wrapped within the multiple dimensions and practices of autogestion, 
expressed in my ERT cases’ labour processes, their cooperativized decision-making structures, their 
involvement with the communities and neighbourhoods that surround them, and ERT protagonists’ self- 
reported personal transformations since being a part of the ERT project. For how these four dimensions 
(intimately linked to my five main research questions presented in the Introduction) shaped my interview 
protocol, see Appendix A.
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since its inception as an ERT. Located in the economically challenged southern Buenos 

Aires barrio o f Nueva Pompeya, Chilavert became an ERT in 2002, was expropriated 

permanently on behalf of its workers by the city o f Buenos Aires in 2004 (being one of 

the first ERTs to have been fully expropriated), and has since opened up a thriving 

community cultural centre and adult bachillerato (a popular education high school 

equivalency program) within its workspace. Chilavert also houses the University of 

Buenos Aires’s Faculty of Philosophy and Letters’ Open Faculty program’s ERT 

Documentation Centre (Centro de Documentation de Empresas Recuperadas), used often 

by national and international researchers. It currently has 14 socios (members), o f which I 

formally interviewed nine of them.

Formally a branch-plant of Argentina’s largest home-grown multinational,

Techint, Union Solidaria de Trabajadores (Solidarity Gathering of Workers, or UST) 

became an ERT in 2004 as the plant’s formerly state-contracted workers faced job 

flexibilization and dismissals, a running struggle with the state-run waste management 

firm CEAMSE32 that had contracted out services to Techint, as well as lack o f support 

from its union when most of its workers faced losing their jobs. Formally, UST is 

involved in parks maintenance for the municipality o f Avellaneda and the management of 

the large, state-run landfill in the Avellaneda barrios o f Villa Dominico and Wilde under 

contract to CEAMSE. Since recuperating their plant and converting it into a worker 

cooperative, UST has adopted a strong social mission, contributing much to the local 

social and economic development needs of the surrounding barrios. In addition, the

32 Coordinacion Ecologica Area Metropolitana Sociedad del Estado (Ecological Coordination Metropolitan 
Area Society of the State).
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relatively new union for self-managed workers, Asociacion Nacional de Trabajadores 

Autogestionados (National Association of Self-Managed Workers, or ANTA, founded in 

2006), affiliated with Argentina’s second and more progressive union central, Central de 

Trabajadores Argentinos (Argentine Workers’ Central, or CTA), was originally an 

initiative of some of the UST workers. UST thus has a strong alliance with the CTA. 

UST’s social mission, reflecting the strong conscientization o f its workers, also sees the 

ERT mobilize their workers in support o f other social movements and ERTs in conflict, 

forming a strong part of what they self-describe as their raison d ’etre and the actual work 

they engage in. UST is also unique in that most o f their revenue generating work comes 

from state contracts, thus giving it more economic stability than the other two case 

studies and permitting it to more easily engage in community work. From an original 

base of 35 founding members in 2004, UST now has over 90 socios, o f which I formally 

interviewed seven.

Salud Junin, located in the industrial city o f Cordoba, is a medium-sized 

neighbourhood health clinic cooperative founded as an ERT by its nurses and 

maintenance staff in 2002. It emerged out o f high conflictivity within the privatized 

health sector when its original doctor-owners abandoned the plant after mismanaging its 

finances and health insurance accounts receivables. Like Chilavert, Salud Junin punches 

well above its weight, also serving as an emblematic ERT that has had close ties with 

other highly visible and well-known ERTs such as the Hotel BAUEN and Brukman in the 

city o f Buenos Aires and the ceramics manufacturer Zanon/FaSinPat in the province of 

Neuquen. What distinguishes Junin is that most of its members are female nurses—many 

o f them also having to further complement their income by working additional shifts at
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other private clinics in the city. Moreover, the clinic has developed a unique revenue 

generating stream: The cooperative works closely with around 60 doctors that practice for 

several hours a week out of the clinic for a fee paid to them mostly from the clinic’s own 

low-cost health insurance plan offered to its patients. This unique worker coop-health 

insurance-doctor relationship with the hub at Junin mainly provides health services to 

cordobeses (Cordobans) without private health plans or social assistance. Salud Junin 

currently has 35 cooperative socios, interviewing four o f them in-depth.

Specifics of my case study method and interview protocol

Following the example o f Atzeni & Ghigliani’s (2007) method of selecting ERT 

case studies, I too used the criteria of “diversification” (p. 658) when choosing these three 

ERTs. These ERTs are exemplary for my project because o f their varied sizes; the 

different business sectors they are in (i.e., print shop, waste disposal and parks 

maintenance, and health provisioning); the different labour processes they employ; their 

diverse histories of owner abandonment, worker occupation, and paths to self

management; and the unique political, cultural, and regional contexts they find 

themselves in.

Adopting an amended version of Burawoy’s extended case method as I sketched 

out above, the key component of my research saw me temporarily embed myself within 

these ERTs as a sympathetic researcher and ethnographic observer in their midst as the 

ERTs’ members went about their daily work tasks. Besides observing the production or 

service delivery processes at each case study and recording my observations into a voice 

recorder or on paper over extended periods o f time, I would also divide my days at the 

ERT with either formal interviews or informal conversations about the issues pertinent to



this dissertation. Which key informants I ended up speaking with at each ERT emerged 

from a mixture o f a snowball strategy and casual meetings. ERT members I eventually 

interviewed were either first introduced to me by the president or spokesperson o f the 

coop or by getting to know the coop’s members through informal conversations as I 

shared with them why I was interested in their stories. In my case studies I managed to 

interview both founding members and newer members that were not present during the 

initial period of workplace occupation and conversion. Throughout, by the end of the first 

day at each cooperative, I was allowed to roam freely within their shops, take notes, 

converse with members, and often shared coffee, mate breaks, or even lunch with 

members. These informal interactions and conversations proved to be, for me, the most 

engaging and revealing moments at each ERT.

My formal interview protocol (see Appendix A) focused on semi-structured 

questions with key informants concerning their history, the ERTs’ cooperative modes of 

organization, its processes of production and distribution, the firm’s relation to its market 

sector, and the economic and cultural connections they have to the neighbourhoods that 

surround them and to other ERTs via the community initiatives they are involved with or 

the economies o f solidarity they are embedded in. In general, I probed to see how their 

cooperativized labour processes and horizontalized decision-making structures engaged 

with their external world and the forces at play at their point-of-production or -service 

delivery. I also probed for key informants’ own perceptions of how they had personally 

changed after being involved in the ERT and how they acquired new job skills and 

learned cooperative values.
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Addressed in detail in Chapter 7, in a more structured portion o f the interview 

protocol (see Appendix B) I further probed to see how workers themselves viewed their 

own personal changes (i.e., changes in their collective and cooperative practices, 

behaviours, attitudes, and their job skills) over the time that they had been at the ERT. 

This component o f the interviews took an important cue from social movement learning, 

informal workplace learning, and situated learning literatures (i.e., Bandura, 1977; Freire, 

1970; Foley, 1999; Gouin, 2009; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Livingstone & Roth, 2001; Hall 

& Clover, 2005; Hall & Turay, 2006; Overwein, 2000; Quarter & Midha, 2001; Smith & 

Dobson, 2010; Wenger & Snyder, 2000; Larrabure, Vieta, & Schugurensky, 2011; 

Schugurensky, 2000; Schugurensky, Mandel, & Duguid, 2006). As I expand on in 

Chapter 7, this literature suggests that members’ personal changes when working within 

collectives engaging in common, associated projects rooted in shared experiences—such 

as social movements or worker cooperatives—happen via informal learning processes 

which are intersubjective (i.e., social) in nature, often go unnoticed by members, and are 

mediated by concrete lived situations that arise from or reside in contested cultural, 

social, and political spaces.33 Given that often, as this literature suggests, these 

experiential and intersubjective dimensions go unnoticed by participants and thus need to 

be drawn out or elicited (Hall & Clover, 2005; Larrabure, Vieta, & Schugurensky, 2011), 

I adopted a set of “learning indicators” as applied by Daniel Schugurensky (i.e. 

Shugurensky & Lemer, 2007) in his work with participatory budgeting participants in 

Porto Alegre, Brazil and Rosario, Argentina, in order to, as Schugurensky did with his

33 This literature also has affinities to and draws from political economy of the working class approach in 
the works of, for example, Livingstone, Smith, & Smith (2011); Quarter & Midha (2001); Smith & Dobson 
(2011).
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key informants in Brazil and Argentina, stimulate key informants’ personal reflections of 

their own experiences at the ERT. This instrument, embedded within the broader 

interview protocol (see Appendix A), was made up o f 17 personal change indicator 

questions I asked concerning key informant’s changes in knowledge, skills, attitudes and 

values, and practices in six key areas: (1) their democratic and cooperative practices at 

the ERT, (2) personal behaviours towards others at the ERT and outside of the ERT, (3) 

abilities to influence political decisions both at and outside of the ERT, (4) concern and 

interest in community affairs outside of the ERT, (5) how connected to the community 

they felt,34 (6) and how their actual participation in community within and outside of the 

ERT had changed since being part of the cooperative. I subsequently analyzed each set of 

responses based on the personal history related to me by each key informant as well as by 

comparing and contrasting the responses between founding members o f the ERT and 

newer members o f the ERT. The goal here was to begin to see if  and how being present 

at the beginning of the ERT, and in particular during the most conflictive moments, 

influenced my key informants’ responses to the questions I posed, as well as whether and 

how newer members who had not been through the recuperation process radicalized or 

not and to what degree when compared to older members.35

Other interviews conducted

Besides these three case studies, I also interviewed key informants and 

participated in several key meetings o f ERT political lobby groups such MNER, ANTA,

34 Here, I kept the definition of “community” open-ended for the participants, explaining to them that it 
could encompass both the community of the ERT and the community outside of the ERT, such as their
neighbourhood, district, town or city, and the people the key participant was often in contact with.
35 For recent applications of this method, see Schugurensky et al. (2006), Vieta, Larrabure, &
Schugurensky (2011), and Larrabure, Vieta, & Schugurensky (2011).
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and Trabajo y Autogestion (Work and Self-Management36). I also interviewed formally 

and informally various academics and researchers from university programs that support 

ERTs or that prepare students to work in Argentina’s social economy, such as: the Open 

Faculty group out o f the University o f Buenos Aires’s Faculty o f Philosophy and Letters; 

the National University of Quilmes’s social economy institute which works with UST; 

the National University of Cordoba’s Masters in Public Policy and its social economy 

and public policy institute, Instituto de Investigation y Formation en Administration 

Publica (Institute o f Research and Education in Public Administration, or IIFAP), which 

includes the Una Argentina Solidaria (An Argentina o f Solidarity) project;37 the Masters 

in Social Economy program out o f the National University of General Sarmiento; and the 

directors o f the Technical Diploma in Cooperative Management out o f the National 

University o f La Plata. Additionally, I attended meetings and interviewed key members 

of two second- and third-tier cooperatives that have emerged in the second era o f ERTs 

and that are striving to forge links with the traditional cooperative movement: 

Confederation Nacional de Cooperativas de Trabajo (National Confederation o f Worker 

Cooperatives, or CNCT) and Federation Argentina de Cooperativas de Trabajadores 

Autogestionados (Argentine Federation of Self-Managed Worker Cooperatives, or 

FACTA). Rounding out the qualitative axis of my study, I also conducted interviews 

concerning ERTs and Argentina’s state of the economy, work and employment, and 

organized labour with key informants working at government ministries and secretariats, 

which included the Argentine Ministry o f Labour, the city of Buenos Aires, the Ministry

36 A student group that supports ERTs’ political lobbying, technological, and production needs.
37 Una Argentina Solidaria has worked to develop the technical skills of self-managed projects in Cordoba 
and was funded by the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA).
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of Production o f the Province of Buenos Aires, and one national senator who worked 

closely with ERTs during its first era.

In total, I formally conducted 65 interviews o f 50 key informants (see Appendix 

C), organized one focus group, and attended six ERT or ERT umbrella organization 

meetings or assemblies. This does not include, of course, the countless informal 

conversations I have had with ERT workers, other key actors, academics, and Argentines 

in all walks o f life on the themes o f Argentine politics, work, the economy, self

management, and ERTs since 2005.
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Chapter 2 
Makers of Their Own History: Workers’ Self- 
Determination and Autogestion

“[Argentina’s ERTs] reverberate with infrequently used words, charged 
with old political content: solidaridad, autonomia, autogestion.... The 
experiences that originate this conceptual resurrection so contrary to 
neoliberalism surge more from a creative and combative response to 
necessity rather than from a theoretical understanding o f world history and 
workers’ own past because there was nobody—much less after the killings 
o f the last Argentine dictatorship—to transmit and care for this historical 
memory. But the very fact that thousands of workers in different parts of 
Argentina and in other countries simultaneously relied on the same 
methods and ideas reveals the existence of a profound and hidden 
subterranean historical conscience.” 38

~ Guillermo Almeyra, La protesta social en la 
Argentina (1990-2004), 2004, p. 182

In this chapter I begin to theoretically frame the five main questions that drive this 

dissertation and that I first posed in the Introduction.39 In Sections 1 and 2 ,1 work out the 

key conceptual handles that will help us better understand what I call the six recuperative 

moments that thread through ERTs’ social innovations. These include the recuperation of 

workers’ (1) labour-power, (2) surpluses, (3) their capacities to associate and cooperate in 

production, (4) the social production o f social wealth, (5) the labour process, and (6) the

38 Throughout the dissertation, all translations from Spanish texts are mine.
39 These are: (1) What exactly are ERT protagonists recuperating when they take over businesses in trouble 
and subsequently self-manage diem? (2) What are the conditions from out of which autogestion emerges in 
Argentina? (3) How does autogestion take shape in Argentina’s ERTs? (4) What compelled some workers 
in Argentina to transform from managed employees to self-managed workers and how do these workers, 
with no prior experience of self-management or cooperativism, ultimately learn the ins and outs of 
autogestion? (5) How do the lived experiences and actual practices of autogestion in Argentina’s ERTs 
help contribute to our understanding of workers’ self-determination of their working lives beyond capital?
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division o f labour. On the whole, these first two sections, particularly focusing in on 

labours’ resistances to capital, attempt to unravel the two-folded character o f the 

capitalist system from the perspective of workers: that the capitalist process of production 

and its underlying technologies are both exploitative and alienating yet also bring 

workers together in solidarity and cooperation in ways that catalyze the potential for their 

self-activity. In Section 3 ,1 work towards developing a genealogy o f the concept of 

autogestion, the very concept used by ERT workers to self-define their recuperated and 

cooperativized workplaces. In Section 3 I also work through and define key terms that 

fall under the umbrella concept of autogestion and that recur throughout this dissertation, 

such as self-management, workers’ control, workers’ participation, workplace 

democracy, cooperation and cooperatives, worker cooperatives, horizontalism, and the 

social and solidarity economy. Most broadly, this chapter continues to work out the 

political economy o f  the working class—the “working class struggles against capitalism” 

(McNally, 1993, p. 184), or the “other side” o f the capital-labour relation (Lebowitz, 

2009, p. 301)— first presented in the Introduction.40 It also looks at the most salient 

historical and theoretical roots o f autogestion. I hold off on a fuller discussion o f the 

Latin American and Argentine roots of autogestion for Chapter 3, where I will link ERTs 

and their practices o f autogestion to the history o f Argentine working class resistance. 

This chapter and the next chapter, then, should be considered together. Ultimately, this

40 Recall from my discussion in the Introduction that the three interrelated historical and materialist 
perspectives that frame this study are: (1) critical theories o f capitalist processes o f production, (2) working 
class political economy, and (3) theories and experiences of workers ’ self-activity. These three 
complementary perspectives are interlaced by the “stream of self-determination” of modem Western 
socialism that I will discuss in Section 1 of this chapter in that they all simultaneously look at how workers 
struggle to resist capital and subsequently shape and self-determine their own working lives beyond it, both 
because of capital’s dominative logics and despite them.
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chapter begins our journey towards better understanding what ERT protagonists are 

fighting against, what they are struggling for, and what they are recuperating in the 

process.

Section 1: 
Western Socialism’s “Stream of Self-Determination”

There is a central idea, a driving kernel, that pierces through modem Western 

socialist thought: people must alleviate and free themselves from exploitation, especially 

where a small group o f the population has most of their needs and wants met on the backs 

of a vastly larger group that goes with many o f their needs and desires unfulfilled.

Modem Western socialist thought suggests that this reality is dependent on a class-based 

social hierarchy that relies on the labours o f the latter group—workers— for its existence. 

For modem Western socialism(s), the emancipated society is one where the realm of 

necessity o f all would be met without the exploitation o f any. As we will soon see, the 

concepts and practices o f cooperation—and, ultimately, autogestion—figure prominently 

in socialist visions o f the liberated future society free from exploitation. Variations on 

Morelly’s, Saint-Simon’s, and Louis Blanc’s maxim, equally shared by utopian socialist 

reformers, classical anarchists, and Marxists, resonate with this common kernel: ‘T o  each 

according to his {sic) needs, from each according to his abilities.”

Nineteenth century socialist thinkers who were living through the late adolescent 

stage of capitalism already presaged the consequences of this system’s exploitative 

tendencies. In different circumstances, and at different times throughout the 19th century, 

these critics astutely dissected the ideologies and practices o f a system built around the 

ostensibly self-interested “propensity o f human nature” to “truck, barter, and exchange”
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(Smith, 1976, p. 17). They also theorized and even experimented with alternatives to this 

system. Some focused their critiques on the inequities present in the realms of exchange, 

while experimenting with more benign, or human-centred, arrangements o f production 

and consumption. Robert Owen’s (1991a) worker-centred revival o f the New Lanark mill 

in the first decades of the 19th century, as well as his cooperative experiment in New 

Harmony (Claeys, 1991), are the most well known of these early reformist experiments. 

But there were many others.

Indeed, forms of associated labour and self-help communities long predate the 

capitalist era (Heilbronner & Milberg, 1998; Kropotkin, 1989; Polanyi, 2001). Pre

modem examples o f such cooperative experiences include groups practicing 

collaborative production and mutual aid, the economic life of the commons, and the 

social organization o f many indigenous communities. In the modem era, friendly 

societies, mutual associations, cooperatives, trade unions, and other forms of workers’ 

combinations developed throughout Europe and its colonies, often as bottom-up 

responses to the callous exploitation of emergent industrial capitalism (McNally, 1993). 

Cooperative experiments that formed specifically because o f the stark inequalities of the 

new economic order include Scotland’s Fenwick Weaver’s Society in 1761 (arguably the 

first formal cooperative experiment), Owen’s experiments in workplace reform, the 

London Cooperative Society o f 1824, the consumer cooperative “union shops” of the 

1820s, and the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers in the 1840s (Fairbaim, 1994). 

Already by the early 19th century, utopian socialists like Owen and Charles Fourier were 

campaigning for a more equitable society for workers in the midst o f a rapidly 

industrializing Europe via a socialized economy o f cooperative communities. For
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classical anarchists such as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Peter Kropotkin, cooperatives, as 

locally rooted and collectively owned productive entities organized within federated 

associations, were vital for building the alternative to the capitalist-state system. Karl 

Marx too, as we shall soon see, had favourable views of “workers’ cooperative factories” 

(1981, p. 512) that, for him, proved to be, together with the 10-hour work week, one of 

the most promising victories for the struggle o f “living labour” against capital and central 

to the political economy of the working class (1978b).

Moreover, some of Owen’s early disciples theorized “labour exchanges” that 

would allow workers to buy and sell products more fairly based on the value of their 

labour, as proposed by William Thompson (1824, 1827), John Gray (1825, 1831), and 

John Francis Bray (1839).41 Various market reform experiments along these lines were 

even attempted, such as the short-lived Equitable Labour Exchange o f 1832-1833. 

Another early Owenite, William King, advocated especially for the “cooperative society” 

and started the early “union shops” (the precursors to Rochdale) in Brighton, England and 

the paper The Co-operator (published between 1828-1830), where many of the first 

cooperative theories and histories were printed (Infield, 1956). By the middle of the 19th 

century, reformers and revolutionaries also became inspired by Proudhon’s (1876, 1888, 

1989) condemnation of property relations and his subsequent proposals for “mutualism 

and equal exchange” among small producers working in socialized production 

arrangements (Marshall, 1992; McNally, 1993, p. 142). Classical anarchists such as 

Proudhon (1989), Michael Bakunin (1990), and Kropotkin (1995) would also level severe

41 See McNally (1993, pp. 104-138) for more on these early Owenite theorists of cooperativism and on 
theorists of “the moral economy of labourers” (p. 105).
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critiques on the role of the state in upholding this unjust system, proposing political 

solutions grounded in federations o f smaller producer communities and political 

communes that would return to modes of production and consumption closer to the land 

and peoples’ food source (Marshall, 1992). And yet others would go on to expose the 

causes o f the harsh working conditions o f labourers, such as Owen (1991b), his 

contemporary Charles Fourier (1971), Freidrich Engels (1987) and, most convincingly I 

believe, Marx’s unmasking o f capital-labour relations in the “hidden abode” of 

production in the first volume of Capital (1967, 1976) and the Grundrisse (1973).42 On 

the whole, all o f these 19th century socialist theorists, experimenters, reformers, and 

revolutionaries had something poignant and foreboding to say about the negative aspects 

of the capitalist system for workers. Their critiques were most forceful when lambasting 

the misery irradiating from the increasingly global capitalist system’s modes of 

production onto the lives of the growing working class.

Despite the differences between these critics o f capitalism,43 it is undeniable that 

all of them, writing in the thick o f a new capitalist order overtaking the world at the time,

42 In Marx’s (1967) Gothic language, this was a system increasingly driven by “the cyclopean machines” 
of the factory (p. 385), where machines produced machines, where “(t)he mechanical appliance 
replaces.. .the hand itself’ (p. 385), and where workers were mere appendages of a “huge automaton.. .a 
self-acting prime mover” (p. 379). In this dystopia of the factory, workers’ every moves on shop-floors 
were increasingly controlled to the finest detail by machines, while the entire system enabled trucking,
bartering, and exchanging on and ever more massive scale.
43 Entire sections of libraries have been written about the differences and debates between the various 
currents of Western socialism (see next footnote). Let me say straight out that my intent here is not to 
efface the differences between anarchists and Marxists, or Marxists and utopian socialists. Instead, as part 
of my genealogy of autogestion, my intention here is to look at the common ground shared by Western 
socialism(s) in taking up the search and struggle for another path to human development other than that 
offered by capitalism and its institutional forms. That is, my goal here is to look for the overlaps in their 
visions for a future society and the options for such a future prefigured in the contemporary resistances of 
workers and the marginalized of their time. Indeed, even Marx and Engels were prone at times to engage in 
theorizing the future society (see, for example, Marx, 1978b; Marx & Engels, 1998). They did so while, at 
the same time, lambasting the anarchists for desiring revolution and social change in the here and now 
(Engels, 1978, p. 685), or the utopian socialists for “writing receipts for the cook-shops of the future” 
(Marx, 1967, p. 17), or “evolve” a new system “from out of the human brain” (p. 687).
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had something profound to say about the un-free life being lived by workers. For these 

theorists, an alternative to the capitalist order—whatever that was to look like—or, at 

minimum, a reform of it, was direly needed. The ends, then, often broadly align in 

modem Western socialist thinking, especially, as I will show shortly, regards the role of 

cooperation and self-determination via a new social order grounded in cooperative 

societies. It is the means of getting there that tend to differ (Buber, 1996, p. 13).44 In 

grounding my genealogy of autogestion for this dissertation, I would like to hone in on 

two common notions I see streaming through modem Western socialist currents:

(1) That the straggle for freedom from the exploitative society is the 
straggle for the “self-governing society” (Horvat, 1982, p. 11), where 
working people would be, in some way, co-responsible for the economic 
realm—i.e., producing and distributing resources otherwise in short 
supply—as well as in their own reproduction as human beings.

(2) That there are experiences of workers in the present already sketching 
out prefiguratively,45 in degrees o f opacity and clarity, aspects of the 
future emancipated society (Buber, 1996).

It is my contention that modem Western socialist thought recognizes that these 

two notions meet, in particular, in the lived experiences of labouring people. They also 

resonate with the historically consistent desire and straggle of workers to self-determine 

their labouring lives. This historical desire and straggle, I believe, although o f course

44 Again, without meaning to minimize the differences between the many strands of the Western socialist 
tradition, the major divergences between them tend to focus on how they answer the following questions: 
Are workers to liberate themselves or should their representatives—the party, the vanguard, the organic 
intellectual, secret revolutionary societies—lead the way? How does the transition from capitalist society to 
the socialist society unfold? What should the role of the state be in this transition and in the new society? Is 
the state even needed, or should it be replaced by another form of decentralized federation? Is the culprit 
responsible for the domination of people capital(ism), the state, or both working together to make the entire 
world a standing reserve of raw materials for the global production machine? And, how should we 
compensate those who work more, or who have more abilities, while protecting the more vulnerable
members of society?
45 See this dissertation’s Introduction for my definition of prefiguration.
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predating the era of industrialization, parallels the historical rise o f capitalism and its 

underlying liberal ideologies o f competition, “free markets,” and “free enterprise.” It 

marks “the other side” of the development of capitalism, the side that sees workers 

resisting the encroachments of capital on life. These two commonalities meet and 

intermingle in modem Western socialist thought in a radical current that I call the stream 

o f  self-determination.

The desire for freedom

The stream of self-determination is rooted in modem Western socialisms’ longing 

for human freedom  (Horvat, 1982; Lichtheim, 1970). The stream of self-determination 

also draws inspiration from accountings o f key historical moments o f resistance by the 

self-activity o f working people.46 A critical theory of freedom, however, is not just about 

the emancipation of the individual from age-old habits, ways o f thinking, tradition, and 

myth, as encapsulated in the Enlightenment project or in the French Revolution’s slogan 

o f Liberte, egalite, fraternite. Certainly, Western socialisms consider these kinds of 

freedoms too. But a critical theory of freedom is not just a freedom from  sociopolitical

46 The stream of self-determination engages with an alternative historiography that shows how, for far 
longer than capitalism has existed, working people have created and sustained commonly-owned and 
cooperatively-based production and economic models rooted not in competition or coercion, but rather 
solidarity, mutual aid, and cooperativism (see Engels, 1875; Kropotkin, 1989). This “other” history 
includes: the pre-capitalist societies that were based on mutual aid and community-production rooted in 
reciprocity and other forms of pre- and non-market redistribution (Heilbroner & Milberg, 1998; Kropotkin, 
1989; Polanyi, 2001); the life of the commons and the moral economy of the poor (Thompson, 1991; De 
Angelis, 2006); late Medieval and early capitalist craft-based production practices (Horvat, 1982; Tierney, 
1999); the poor’s ongoing resistances to the enclosures of common lands and traditional ways of life by the 
encroaching capitalist system (i.e., the Levellers, the Diggers, the Ranters, Luddism, etc.) (Bookchin, 1996; 
Hill, 1985; Thompson, 1991); experiments in communal work complexes (Owen, 1991; Fourier, 1971); the 
force of worker or producer cooperatives, in particular, as emancipatory ways of organizing associated 
labour (de Peuter & Dyer-Witheford, 2010; Jossa, 2005; Marx, 1978a, b); and the emergence of factory or 
workers’- councils as sites of gaining experience for the self-governing workers’ society (Gramsci, 2000; 
Mattick, 1967; Pannekoek, 2003).
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and socioeconomic constraints or religious norms—a “negative freedom” (Berlin, 1958; 

Fromm, 1968). Rather than the emancipation o f individuals in order to more “freely” 

operate in the liberal system that upholds capitalist “free” markets, Western socialisms’ 

stream of self-determination, in part, advocates for a negative freedom from all 

dominative logics and practices, perhaps most concisely summed up in Herbert 

Marcuse’s (1964) concern for freedom from all forms of “toil, aggressiveness, misery, 

and injustice” (p. 5).47 More importantly, this negative freedom from  should ultimately 

lead, for modem Western socialist traditions, to a freedom to full “human development” 

as multi-dimensional social beings (Lebowitz, 2008, par. 14).

What the self-determination stream of Western socialism recognizes is that 

historically, as Assef Bayat (1991) insists, the “uniquely human” characteristic has been 

“the desire for freedom and the struggle against domination” (p. 2). Similarly, Branko 

Horvat contends in his sweeping book, The Political Economy o f  Socialism (1982), that 

“the purely and exclusive [human] need is the need for self-determination” (p. 497). This 

is, for Horvat, “identical with an authentic human existence” (p. 497). Here, freedom to 

would lead to “full self-actualization,” Horvat continues, or “to be conscious” of one’s 

situation and the possibilities to creatively change one’s environment and oneself, 

determining “one’s [own] position in the world” (p. 497). Ultimately, Horvat insists, this 

freedom for self-actualization—for the full “development of [human] faculties,” as Saint-

47 Socialists of various stripes also agree that, with the expansion of capitalism, the real problem of late- 
modemity is not necessarily the need to engage in some work or the restraining of some individual and 
social freedoms to meet the realm of necessity. The real problem rests with capitalism’s conduction of this 
restraining and the compulsion to work—that is, in requiring people to rely on the system that dominates 
them in order to meet their needs and wants (Fromm, 1968; Marcuse, 1964).
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Simon termed it (quoted in Lebowitz, 2008, par. 8)—merges the from  and the to, the 

negative and the positive sides o f freedom, into something beyond them.

The essential precondition for [self-actualization] is freedom. In fact, it is 
so essential that the totality of freedom—as distinct from various partial 
freedoms, such as freedom of action and of will, negative and positive 
freedom—can meaningfully be described only as self-determination. In 
particular, the distinction between negative and positive freedom— 
freedom from  and freedom fo r—disappears [in the socialist society], and 
the two freedoms coalesce in to one single freedom o f  self-determination. 
(Horvat, 1982, p. 497, emphasis added)

This desire for freedom fo r  self-determination courses through modem Western 

socialist thought. This spirit, I will show throughout this dissertation, also courses 

throughout ERTs’ self-management projects and their social innovations, if inconsistently 

at times considering the tensions these projects face from having to exist within a 

capitalist society and produce within competitive markets.

Cooperation and self-determination

Modem Western socialism also realized early on that the struggle for self- 

determination in a capitalist-controlled world was to be primarily contested in the 

economic realm. Because economic considerations have such a privileged position in the 

project o f modernity, it is in this sphere—in the economic arrangements o f society— 

where the vital site of struggle for eventually winning the freedom of self-determination 

rests.48 At core, this is a struggle to recuperate the trans-historical human capacities for 

cooperation, combination, union, and association for meeting the realm of necessity.

48 In a society where provisioning for most of life’s needs and wants are mediated through market relations, 
and where the means of production are the property of a few, liberating the economic realm is the 
prerequisite for winning other social and political freedoms.
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Owen, for example, by his middle writings in the late 1810s and early 1820s, 

went on to propose a “social system” that would displace the worst aspects of the 

growing industrial society that was immiserating the worker from his or her capacities to 

fully develop as a human being. He called his “Plan” for a new society “socialism” 

(Claeys, 1991, p. xiii) and, after experimenting with his new work complexes in the New 

Lanark mill he managed for almost 20 years, went on to envision a new social and 

economic system rooted in the cooperative society. Central to his emancipated society 

was overcoming “the principle o f individual interest” (Owen, 1991c, p. 276) by 

repurposing the new inventions o f production within small “villages o f union.” There, the 

community would co-manage the means o f production and work in common “for the 

mutual and combined interest o f all” (Claeys, 1991, p. xiii; Owen, 1991c, pp. 250-308).49 

For Owen, workers’ freedom for self-determination was tightly enmeshed with the 

education o f workers, the transformation o f their circumstances, social and economic 

justice, and work in common. While his Plan was to be patemalistically driven by a 

reformed and altruistic industrialist class, it did prove to be the first articulation of 

modem cooperative values that would soon inspire an entire movement (Craig, 1993). 

Charles Fourier’s (1971) minutely detailed vision for a new productive society organized 

within small, self-sustaining communities o f people engaged in “attractive labour” and 

organized within communal complexes he called phalanstreres, was similarly inspired.

49 As Owen would write (1991c): “Yet when they shall know themselves, and discover the wonderful 
effects which combination and union can produce, they will acknowledge that the present arrangement of 
society is the most antisocial, impolitic, and irrational, that can be devised.... In short, if there be one closet 
doctrine more contrary to truth than another, it is the notion that individual interest... is a more 
advantageous principle on which to found the social system, for the benefit of all, or of any, than the 
principle of union and mutual co-operation” (p. 276).
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The classical anarchists would bring together the search for freedom from the 

capitalist-state apparatus with economic self-determination, perhaps being the first 

socialist thinkers to begin to conceptualize—if not using the term themselves—the 

concept o f autogestion. They too, as with Owen and Fourier, envisioned economic 

freedom to be rooted in some form of cooperative organization, usually small in scale and 

co-managed by the direct producers themselves. For them, economic arrangements were 

closely tied to the political realm, as well; their cooperative societies were to be the 

bulwark from which a greater regional federation of producer cooperatives and 

communes would replace the nation-state (Marshall, 1992; Woodcock, 2004). Moreover, 

these cooperatives and federations were to take on less hierarchical structural forms by 

remaining small (Bookchin, 1971, 1990). On shop-floors, workers were to control 

decision-making democratically. In the greater community, political entities such as 

communes and townships were to be the sites where councils o f workers and peasants 

would co-manage production, distribution, and political life (Marshall, 1992).

Proudhon, for example, drew inspiration for such a social system from his own 

proletarian background and from the self-activity of working people such as those in the 

craft trades, factory workers, and peasants. He used these experiences as his model for 

mutuellisme and its proposals for equitable systems of exchange, popular banks, small 

private possessions, and “collective properties of workers’ associations” (i.e., 

cooperatives). These were to be his keys to a more economically just society (Horvat, 

1982, p. 118; Proudhon, 1979). While he viewed large associations to be potential 

constraints to individual liberties, Proudhon did favour associations o f small producers. 

He would eventually conceptualize his economic system as an “agro-industrial
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federation” where the political functions of the state would be reduced to making 

economic and industrial decisions (Proudhon, 1979, p. 67). Proudhon’s contradictory 

proposals for centralization o f all economic organization in the form of a reduced form of 

state entity on the one hand, and his search for personal autonomy on the other, however, 

as well as his misunderstanding of the intricacies of how labour valued products to be 

sold on markets, made his mutualism unworkable in practice (McNally, 1993).50 

Moreover, an unresolved tension between individual freedom/competition and 

community/responsibility was constantly present in Proudhon’s writings. Whether or not 

a state, however small and federated, could be reduced to only making economic 

decisions, how centralized this system had to be, or whether the economic can ever be 

decoupled from the political, remain points of contention with Proudhon’s vision for the 

future society. There is no doubt that a more economically just and more humane reality 

for working people was, nevertheless, top o f mind for him.51

Bakunin also viewed the liberation for self-determination o f otherwise oppressed 

people—workers, peasants, and the poor and dispossessed—as central to a truly free 

society. For him, the full development of human beings and their capacities to self- 

organize and act cooperatively were crucial to his revolutionary visions for a better 

society; economic justice, equality amongst all, and cooperative work fit hand-in-hand 

with his post-revolutionary society. “Man (sic) is truly free,” Bakunin would write, “only

50 Indicative of the issues with what was later conceived of as market socialism was the inoperability of his 
“peoples’ bank” during his tenure in the revolutionary legislature of 1848.
51 While Proudhon’s politics were really reformist rather than revolutionary, and his treatment of women, 
labour unions, and most large associations in his writings leave much to be desired, his original views of 
federated socialism justifies, I believe, including him in this genealogy. As Wayne Price (2011) writes: 
“Proudhon opposed labor unions and strikes, let alone working class revolution. On the other hand, 
Proudhon worked out the concept of decentralized-federalist socialism” (Ch. 1, sec. 2).
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among equally free men” (quoted in Marshall, 1992, p. 37). For him, as with Marx, 

liberty consisted o f “the full development of our potential” (p. 39). Ultimately for 

Bakunin (1990), while “cooperative societies” were susceptible to being co-opted “under 

the existing conditions of the social economy” controlled by the capitalist-state system, 

“[cooperation in all its forms” was also “undeniably a rational and just mode o f future 

production” (p. 201). Via cooperative production, Bakunin believed that “human beings 

can.. .free themselves from the yoke o f external nature through collective labour” 

(Marshall, 1992, p. 291). Anticipating a theme that was to be picked up later by 

Kropotkin, Antonio Gramsci’s (2000) considerations o f workers’ associations, and even 

V.I. Lenin’s later writings (see, for example, Lenin, 1923), cooperatives were also for 

Bakunin important sites o f  learning for how to organize the future society. Here, Bakunin 

was also close to Proudhon’s (1989) hopes for cooperatives as “the open school, both 

theoretical and practical, where the workman (sic) learns the science of the production 

and distribution o f wealth, where he studies.. .by his own experience solely, the laws 

of...industrial organization” (p. 78). In this regard, both Proudhon and Bakunin also 

prefigure the early 20th century anarcho-syndicalist idea o f “canalizing” social change 

through “industrial action” (Woodcock, 2004, p. 118), and the cooperative movement’s 

fifth principle of “Education, training, and information” (ICA, 2007). They also 

prefigured one o f the key aspects o f ERTs as sites for the further development of worker 

solidarity, conscientization, and rich and collaborative forms of informal learning (see 

Chapters 4 and 7).

Kropotkin (1989) also viewed cooperatives, “village community institutions” 

such as the Russian artel and the mir (pp. 238,271-273), the Swiss cantons, professional
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guilds and early workers’ combinations, labour unions (p. 262), friendly societies and 

social clubs (p. 274), and other forms o f “federated” human associations (p. 238) and 

economic and social collaborations, as continuations of the evolutionary nature of human 

beings’ inherent need to cooperate. For him, “mutual aid” rather than competition and the 

capitalist perversions o f the division o f labour were essential human practices that could 

be traced back throughout human history and pre-history. For Kropotkin, human beings 

naturally draw to and already always privilege cooperation rather than competition. If, for 

Marx, human beings are at core homo fabers, for Kropotkin, they are at core homo 

mutualis (p. 240). The possibility for “cooperative egotism,” Kropotkin (1896) would 

write more optimistically than Marx’s and Bakunin’s views on cooperatives, usually gave 

way, when people were left to self-organize their own affairs, to the “essentially mutual 

aid character” (p. 43). This character catalyzed and infused for him all cooperative 

endeavours. In Kroptkin’s view, the Rochdale pioneers were prime examples o f the self- 

help nature of people that naturally compelled them to come together into cooperative 

relations. Indeed, the mutual aid characteristic of human beings prefigured for Kropotkin 

the truly free modem society—“communism” (p. 43).52

Marx and Engels also saw the future communist society as merging economic 

cooperation with human freedom. But they were to extend this analysis, as I will show in 

Section 2, to point out the two-folded nature o f capitalist production, which both 

controlled and restrained workers in a technological system mn by capitalist masters,

52 “The fullest development of individuality,” Kropotkin wrote when conceptualizing his vision of 
communisim, “[will] combine with the highest development of voluntary association in all its aspects, in 
all possible degrees and for all conceivable purposes: an ever changing association bearing in itself the 
elements of its own duration and taking on the forms which at any moment best correspond to the manifold 
endeavours of all...creat[ing] regional and autonomous life in the smallest of is units—the street, the 
house-block, the district, the parish” (quoted in Buber, 1996, p. 43, emphasis added).
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while also suggesting the possibilities for real human development and easing the pursuit 

o f life’s basic needs via the level and scale o f technical invention mobilized by the 

capitalist system. For instance, for Marx (1981), “the true realm of freedom” was made 

possible by the “civilizing aspects o f capital,” where the unleashing o f productive forces 

had the potential of lessening labour-time and unshackling humanity from its age-old 

surrender to the “realm of necessity” (p. 958). But, captured as it was within capitalist 

logics, the unleashing of the social productive forces and, ultimately, time (i.e., 

disposable time) for the benefit o f all would only occur once the means of production was 

seized by associated producers guided by the values and practices of cooperation beyond 

capital.

[T]he realm o f freedom actually begins only where labour which is 
determined by necessity and mundane considerations ceases; thus in the 
very nature of things it lies beyond the sphere o f actual material 
production.... Freedom in this field can only consist in the socialised man 
(sic), the associated producers, rationally regulating their interchange with 
Nature, bringing it under their common control instead o f being ruled by 
it...w ith the least expenditure o f  energy and under conditions most 
favourable to, and worthy o f  their human nature [i.e., beyond capitalist 
modes o f production and exchange]. (Marx, 1981, pp. 958-959, emphasis 
added)

Hence, the coming communist society, for Mark & Engels (1998), was to be 

about “an association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the free 

development o f all” (p. 19, emphasis added). And, for Marx (1973), cooperation by 

“freely associated labour” could be the path to reclaiming this “real wealth” (p. 704)— 

i.e., time, especially for self-development—by rendering more and more necessary labour 

(i.e., work under compulsion) to the technological inheritance via the cooperative power 

of workers collectively deciding when, how, and what to produce (1978b). The model of

Chapter 2 104



the worker or producer cooperative—which for Marx (1967) embodied “labour in 

common or directly associated labour” (p. 77)—was, for him, the ideal organizational 

form for bringing together “the general productive power” (1973, p. 705) o f socialized 

production already assembled by capitalist modes of production. Cooperatives, in other 

words, for Marx (1967), held a potential for “living labour” to come together in economic 

cooperation free from “capitalist masters” (pp. 167-169; also see Jossa, 2005).

Although Marx (1978b) was undoubtedly also critical of the potential for 

cooperators to become “their own capitalist” within a market system centred on the 

commodity-form (p. 571) (an issue I will take up in Chapters 7 and 8 in relation to 

ERTs), Marx (1981) in general tended to have favourable views o f “workers’ cooperative 

factories” (p. 512). Certainly for Marx (1978a), some form of cooperative arrangement of 

the means of production and economic activity was vital for attaining real human 

freedom in the communist society. As with Bakunin and, later on, Kropotkin and 

Gramsci, cooperation and cooperative activity could be the way forward to the 

communist society. Worker/producer cooperatives embodied, for Marx (1978a, b, 1981), 

the potential to organize freely associated labour.53 Cooperative societies were, thus, 

central to his vision for a new social order “based on the common ownership o f the 

means of production” (1978b, p. 529), and a core element of his “political economy of 

labour over the political economy of property” (1978b, p. 517).

53 Since for Marx (1981) there still remained in the free communist society “a realm of necessity,” “the 
development of human energy” in the “true realm of freedom” that lay beyond the realm of necessity (pp. 
958-959), could be fairly and non-exploitatively controlled by cooperative work, or work in common. “If 
the material conditions of production are the co-operative property of the workers themselves,” he would 
write, “then there likewise results a distribution of the means if consumption different from the present 
one” (1978b, p. 529) (that is, potentially free from commodities valued by abstract labour-times and the 
exploitation of labour) (see Section 2).
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Cooperative self-determination and Argentina’s ERTs

Ultimately, then, the freedom for self-determination and self-development for 

modem Western socialist thought rests in securing the socialization of the economic 

realm via cooperation and association by freely (i.e., voluntarily) assembled workers— 

both for meeting the realm of necessity and moving beyond it. I argue, as I clarify in 

Section 3 o f this chapter, that this is part o f the historical and conceptual DNA of today’s 

social and solidarity economies and, I will suggest later in the dissertation, Argentina’s 

ERTs. As I also argue throughout this dissertation, I believe ERTs prefigure such a self

determining society—in their workers’ recuperations o f private firms, in converting these 

firms into cooperatives, in their loosening o f the intensity of work, in their overall 

concern for the wellbeing of all members of the ERT and surrounding communities, and 

in the forms of associated labour and social economies they begin to practice. As we shall 

also see in subsequent chapters, evidence from Argentina’s ERTs is contesting arguments 

that worker cooperatives are ultimately a failure within and on the path beyond capitalist 

societies, put forward, for example, by Horvat (1982) and Bayat (1991, pp. 154-156) (see 

Chapter 1). ERTs, I will argue, underscore Marx’s (1978a) more nuanced perspective for 

cooperatively associated labour as forms of organizing production that can either operate 

within capitalist markets (as collective capitalists), or begin to point forward to new 

“material conditions o f production” via the “co-operative property o f workers” (pp. 514- 

515). As the experiences of ERT protagonists teach us, the struggle for the self- 

determination o f workers’ own lives rests with the struggle to recuperate—or take back 

control of—their productive capacities. It depends on securing the “possession in 

common” (Marx, 1967, p. 357) of their labour process, the products o f their labour, their
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surpluses, their labour-time, their free time, their capacities to cooperate and work in 

association, o f their the means o f production... in sum, o f their labour-power.

Section 2:
Critical Theories of Capitalist Modes of Production

To fully understand the struggle for self-determination, and ultimately 

autogestion, we must also understand what the working class has been up against since 

the “formal” and then the “real subsumption” o f labour into the capitalist mode o f 

production.54 In the case of ERTs, to understand what its workers have been recuperating, 

as well as the social innovations they subsequently forge, we must first grasp that their 

struggles, most fundamentally, are struggles against the capitalist valorization process. In 

this light, ERTs are yet one more experience of workers’ struggles in a long history 

paralleling the rise, consolidation, and expansion of capital.

This section, through the lenses of “class struggle Marxism,” a 20th century 

tributary of the stream of self-determination of modem Western socialism, seeks to lay

54 On the distinction between the “formal” and “real subsumption” (or subjection) of labour under capital 
see Marx (1976, pp. 1024-1049). In a nutshell, the transition from the formal to the real subsumption of 
labour for Marx underscored the socioeconomic, sociopolitical, and historical processes that eventually 
enabled the expanding capitalist system of production and exchange to tap into the “social productive 
forces of labour” working in cooperation (p. 1024). This transition represents the “form[s]” of production 
(p. 1025) that enabled the capitalist valorization process through the extraction of surplus-value from 
surplus-labour. For Marx, it mapped out how in the development of the capitalist system the worker was 
historically integrated more and more into this system in order to both reproduce capital and labour. The 
categories of formal and real subsumption particularly delineated for Marx the capitalist system’s historical 
transition from relying on the extraction of “absolute surplus-value” (formal subsumption) by primarily 
relying on piece-work, extending the working day, and intensifying manual labour, to perhaps the main 
innovation of the capitalist mode of production: the extraction of “relative surplus-value” (real 
subsumption) from the direct cooperative capacities of workers, more detailed divisions of labour within 
the workshop and in one physical space, the increased use of machinery, “and in the general use of the 
sciences, of mechanics, chemistry,... technology, etc., through the enormous increase of scale” (p. 1024). In 
sum, the transition from the formal to the real subsumption of labour under capital was the principal 
historical process through which workers were brought into the capitalist mode of production (first from 
country to town, then from craft workshops to the factory) and made to cooperate in increasingly detailed 
divisions of labour “under one roof’ (Marx, 1967, p. 473).



out the key parts o f capitalism’s exploitative labour process in order to, again, understand 

more exactly what the protagonists o f the empresas recuperadas recuperate. Here I apply 

a Marxist analysis of capitalist processes of production to grapple with what I term as 

ERTs’ six “recuperative moments.” As ERT workers embark on and consolidate their 

projects o f autogestion, what a historical materialist reading of the ERT phenomenon 

helps us see is that these workers start to take back key aspects of their labouring 

capacities, including: (1) their labour-power, (2) surplus-labour and surplus-value, (3) 

their capacities to produce in association and cooperatively, (4) the social production of 

social wealth, (5) the labour process, and (6) the division of labour. In turn, these six 

recuperative moments thread through the seven social innovations that I will present in 

Chapters 4 to 7 and more fully analyze in Chapter 8.

Class struggle Marxism

The stream of self-determination of Western socialism has fed into a tributary of 

Marxist thought that extends throughout the 20th and into the 21st century and has come to 

be known as “class struggle Marxism” (Dyer-Witheford, 1999, p. 62). Theorists within 

this broad tradition spend part or most of their critical work analyzing the potential for 

working class agency and self-activity to transform, move beyond, or generally overcome 

the technological rationalities and dominative logics of capitalism.55 It specifically looks

55 “Class struggle Marxism,” according to Dyer-Witheford, has early 20th century roots in alternative 
Marxisms (alternatives, that is, to Lenenist-Bolshevist-etatist or Stalinist Marxisms, strictly economistic 
Marxisms, and also reform-minded social democratic theories and practices). Class struggle Marxism can 
be identified in, for example, certain strains of Gramscian analysis (i.e., the role of factory councils in 
developing working class consciousness and as organs of revolution); the early Lukasc’s class 
consciousness and cultural theory critiques; Rosa Luxembourg’s defense of bottom-up revolution; in strains 
of syndicalism and anarcho-syndicalism; in moments in the first generation of the Frankfurt School, such as 
with Walter Benjamin’s cultural theory and in the work of Herbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm; in the
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at the ways workers struggle against the valorization process (Harvie, 2005). It is a 

Marxism that “traces the conflict between exploiters and exploited” (Dyer-Witheford, 

1999, p. 62) and is, more generally, centred on working out the political economy o f the 

working class.

Class struggle Marxism tends to eschew a strictly “economic analysis of 

capitalism” (Feenberg, 2002, p. 41), with its strict focus on the point-of-view of capital 

and property theory. Such “one-sided” Marxisms (Lebowitz, 2003, pp. 9-10) tend to 

forget or minimize the dynamism, agency, and resistances of “living labour” in the 

capital-labour relation. Furthermore, one-sided Marxisms’ neglect of “the 

counteractivities of workers” in its strict critique of the structures of capital tends towards 

interpreting contemporary capitalist society as “the unfolding o f pregiven, inevitable, and 

objective laws” (Dyer-Witheford, 1999, p. 62). For class struggle Marxism, on the other 

hand, “such ‘laws,’” writes Dyer-Witheford, “are no more than the outcome of two 

intersecting vectors—exploitation and its refusal in the constantly recurrent eruptions of 

fight and flight by which rebellious subjects seek a way beyond work, wage, and profit” 

(p. 62). In sum, class struggle Marxism differentiates itself from objectivist, “one sided” 

Marxisms in that the laws of capital remain mutable and constantly influenced and

Johnston-Forest Tendency headed by C.L.R. James, Raya Dunayevskaya, and Grace Lee Boggs; the French 
group Socialisme ou Barbarie; and with the Italian traditions of operaismo in the 1960s and autonomia 
from the 1970s onward. This Marxism continued to evolve alongside scientific, or objectivist, Marxisms 
throughout the mid 20th century in the writings of, to name only a few, Anton Pannekoek’s theories of 
council communism; Andre Gorz’s 1960s writings on workers’ control; Herbert Marcuse’s liberational 
hopes for the capitalist technological inheritance; and the radical, bottom-up labour histories of E.P. 
Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm, and Christopher Hill. Today, the most prominent traditions espousing class 
struggle Marxism include the group of theorists inspired by and making up the Italian autonomist tradition 
such as Antonio Negri, Franco Berardi, Harry Cleaver, Maurizio Lazzarato, and Nick Dyer-Witheford; the 
related tradition of “Open Marxism;” the “political economy of the working class” approach of David 
McNally (1993) and Michael Lebowitz (2003, 2008); the work of labour process theorists such as Harry 
Braverman (1974) and Michael Burawoy (1979, 1985); and the critical theory of technology as, for 
example, espoused by Andrew Feenberg (1999,2002).
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challenged by the ongoing resistances o f working people, contributing to the project o f 

revealing “the ongoing struggles o f workers against their exploitation and alienation,” as 

well as “for the crafting o f  better, alternative form s o f  social life” (Cleaver, 2005, par. 2, 

emphasis added).

Moreover, class struggle Marxists, rather than remaining fixed on how workers are 

acted upon by capital, most broadly hone in on the potentiality for another world that still 

resides in workers’ continued agency and autonomy. Here autonomy means that workers 

to some degree remain already always independent from the capitalist valorization 

process, witnessed in their ongoing struggles against capital. At minimum, the concept of 

autonomy points to the fact that workers can and do— in their cooperation, combinations, 

unionizations, sabotages, refusals, and resistances—struggle against the valorization 

process while still being within it.56 As Martin Jay (1973) points out, workers’ autonomy 

means that some form o f agency akin to Marx’s “anthropogenesis,” or “man’s (sic) 

ability to create himself anew” (p. 57), inevitably remains with labour despite 

capitalism’s totalizing tendencies. E.P. Thompson (1963) and Ellen Meiksins Wood 

(1982, 1986) conceptualize this as the ongoing capacities for workers to be their own 

agents of history rather than passively being affected by it. In sum, class struggle 

Marxists, in particular, see continued hopes for human agency and rationality despite 

capitalism’s preponderance.

In the next two sub-sections, I sketch out a few of the most salient perspectives of 

the class struggle Marxist tradition that have had increasing influence in the last two

56 As Camila Pineiro Hamecker (2011) has recently put it, however, autonomy is never absolute: “no social 
organisation anywhere in the world is completely autonomous since its options are always conditioned in 
one way or another by its social context” (p. 8).
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decades or so in historical materialist circles.57 This critical theoretical tributary has 

redirected the focus of Marxist analysis on the working class’s possibilities for self

directed liberation from exploitation and alienation that, in ways, reworks and reinvents 

the capitalist technological and productive inheritance. In the process, I also work 

through, theoretically, ERTs’ six recuperative moments.

The two-fold character o f labour embodied in commodities: The valorization 
and recuperations o f living labour

The valorization of commodities and the dehumanization of living labour

The quintessential capitalist contradiction, and what Marx shows most 

fundamentally in Part 1 o f Capital, Vol. 1, is the inner workings of the commodity form 

for the capitalist economic system. Most crucially, and at core to the capitalist tendency 

to diminish, exploit, and alienate labour, are the abstractions o f social relations and, 

ultimately, the human being, inherent in the process of valorizing commodities.

In order to buy and sell commodities within capitalist markets, and subsequently 

trigger the accumulation process, the labour that values them must be equalized. The 

capitalist system does this through the abstraction and simplification o f the labour that is 

embodied in them. In doing so, capitalist logics efface the social relations embedded 

within commodities, between the flesh-and-blood workers that create them and the 

people that exchange them. Moreover, in this equalization, the myriad skills and 

capacities o f workers are also elided. The valorization process, in short (and

57 See, for example, the journals Historical Materialism: Research in Critical Marxist Theory 
(http://www.historicalmaterialism.orgA): ephemera: theory and politics in organization 
(http://www.ephemeraweb.Org/i: Affinities: A Journal o f Radical Theory, Culture, and Action 
(http://www.affinitiesioumal.org/index.php/afrmities): and The Commoner 
(http://www.coirnnoner.org.uk/): and the three volumes of Open Marxism (Bonnefeld, Gunn, & 
Psychopedis, 1992a, b; Bonnefeld, Gunn, Holloway, & Psychopedis, 1995).
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paradoxically), dehumanizes labour. Viewed from the point-of-view o f capital, this 

effacement transforms workers themselves into commodities or, at most, into possessors 

and sellers o f only one thing—the commodity labour-power. This dehumanization is 

implicitly and intimately linked to Marx’s earlier theory o f alienation (1987, pp. 322-334; 

also see 1967, pp. 184-185) and, in Capital, Vol. /, his labour theory of value.

Marx’s (1967) labour theory o f value, and what differentiated him from classical 

political economy’s ahistoricized labour theories of value, began with the fundamental 

premise that the process o f labour valuing commodities has a two-fold nature (p. 4 1).58 In 

capitalist circuits of production and exchange, the expended labour-power that is 

“embodied” in commodities is two-folded because it is both “concrete labour”—labour 

that is reflected in multiplicities of human skills and that creates and satisfies 

multiplicities of human needs and use-values— and “abstract labour”—deskilled, 

averaged-out, and homogenized labour that creates exchange-value (p. 44).The former 

contains qualitatively different kinds of labour that embraces the myriad human 

capacities needed for making useful things. The latter is quantitatively measured labour 

that necessarily abstracts out the qualitative differences of the diverse capacities between 

workers and within the same labourer (pp. 41-46) in order to meet the “labour-time 

socially required” to produce things ready for market exchange (p. 317). Capitalist 

circuits o f exchange within commodity markets need comparable values between 

otherwise diverse products—values afforded by abstracted labour—in order for (1)

58 For Marx, while labour and nature were the two sources of wealth (1978a, p. 525) and both could create 
use-value, labour was specifically the source of exchange-value and, ultimately, value. More specifically, 
labour, while not “itself value” (p. 51), is the source of, or “creates,” both the use-value and exchange-value 
of commodities (pp. 41, 200-201; see also McLellan, 1973, p. 345).

Chapter 2 112



exchange to happen at the scale required to satisfy capitalist accumulation, (2) for the 

reproduction of labour-power (as the key input in the production process), and, 

ultimately, (3) to valorize capital. As such, in the abstraction process of capital, all social 

relations between people—in workshops and within circuits o f exchange—are ultimately 

reduced to relations between things (p. 166). Moreover, workers’ concrete labour 

transforms, from the point of view of capital, into a mere input factor o f production, a 

certain quantity of some “thing”—“human labour-power,” or the commodity that 

promises to produce more value than it costs and that is bought and sold on the market 

for labour-power (pp. 41, 46).

But the values of commodities are, in reality, not something intrinsic to them 

outside o f the social and historical realities that created them, nor are they something 

merely accidental and arbitrary. They only appear to be so when relegated to the 

“invisible hand” o f the market. Despite capitalism’s fetishization of the immaterial value 

of commodities, virtually all commodities exist, Marx asserted, because o f “the result of a 

special sort o f productive activity, the nature of which is determined by its aim, mode of 

operation, subject, means, and result” (p. 41). In turn, the “productive activity”—work— 

that values commodities in a capitalist system is executed by wage-labour within the 

capitalist production process (p. 41). It is the result of labour-in-action, expended labour- 

power. One of the crucial contributions Marx makes in exposing the actual dynamics of 

the labour-value nexus in Capital, Vol. I  is to re-humanize labour by clarifying that the 

two aspects o f labour that get “embodied” in commodities—concrete labour and abstract 

labour—are both, despite capitalist pretensions to its own inventiveness and a self- 

proclaimed ingenuity—indebted first and foremost to workers ’ boundless capacities fo r
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making useful things, fo r  creating social wealth.59

The recuperation of workers’ labour-power

What is the outcome of the capitalist’s seizure of workers’ abounding capacities 

to make useful things when purchasing labour-power on the wage-labour market? The 

answer, according to Lucio Colletti (1972), gets us to “Marx’s essential thesis” in Capital 

(p. 83): Abstracting the diverse skills of workers into “simple average labour” in order to 

ultimately transform commodities into capital is to “equalize,” or reduce, otherwise 

multifaceted and diverse people to one characteristic (p. 83). It is a reduction of workers’ 

diverse skills into one socially commensurable type o f labour sold on labour markets.

One of the results of this reduction is the loss o f any right the worker has not only to the 

products o f his or her labour, but to the very control of his or her labour-power. What are 

the consequences of this abstraction of labour? “In abstracting from the object or concrete 

material o f their labour,” Colletti continues, “[capital] also ipso facto  abstract [s] from that 

which serves to differentiate their labours” (p. 83), in effect putting “out o f sight” (Marx, 

1967, p. 38) both the multiplicity o f each individual workers’ physical and intellectual 

capacities and the “concrete forms o f labour” that distinguish workers as people (p. 38). 

As Colletti (1972) further points out, this homogenization is nothing less than the 

capitalist’s “expropriation o f human subjectivity” (p. 87, emphasis in original) from their 

own productive capacities and the products o f their labour—ergo, alienation. Practically, 

in the capitalist workshop, as Marx dissects in grim detail in Chapters 10 and 15 of

59 Hannah Arendt (1998) is in partial agreement with Marx here: “The work of our hands... [by]... homo 
faber[,] who makes and literally ‘works upon’[,]...fabricates the sheer unending variety of things whose 
sum total constitutes the human artifice... which Marx believed to be the test of human nature” (p. 136; also 
see Marx, 1967, pp. 39-40,44, 178-179, 189, 508.
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Capital, Vol. I,60 this expropriation transforms the labourer from an active agent o f his or 

her work into a fungible input o f production, i.e., “variable capital” (Marx, 1967, pp. 199- 

211).

Implicit throughout this dissertation, and threading through all o f the social 

innovations I present in Chapters 4 to 7, is the notion that perhaps the most fundamental 

things that ERT workers recuperate is control over their own labour-power—workers’ 

capacity to invent, collaborate, and produce socially useful things. In this crucial 

recuperation, ERT workers, at core, begin to un-alienate themselves from their work. By 

taking back their places o f work and controlling their labour-time and production 

processes, ERT workers—like all worker cooperators and voluntarily associated workers 

potentially do—begin to also take back control over their capacities to be creative, to 

make things that they first set out in their imagination to make, and to combine their 

ability to conceive with their ability to manually engage with the things of the world to 

make something that is socially useful. These are crucial human qualities legally 

renounced in the labour contract when, in return for a wage, workers sell control o f their 

labouring capacities for a time (i.e., the working day) to capitalist purchasers o f labour- 

power as stipulated in the standard employment agreement (Braverman, 1974; Vosko, 

2006).

The renouncement of surplus-value, the recuperation of workers’ own surpluses

The capitalist valorization process (Marx, 1976, pp. 302) is essentially the 

creation and extraction of surplus-value from workers’ surplus-labour, or labour

60 Respectively, in the chapters on “The Working Day” and “Machinery and Modem Industry.”
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expended beyond its value (i.e., beyond the cost of wages) (p. 103). Writes Marx (1967): 

“Capitalist production is not merely the production of commodities, it is essentially the 

production o f surplus-value” (p. 509).61 Under the auspices o f wage-labour, the worker 

“produces, not for himself, but for capital” (p. 509). This is why the capitalist valorization 

process is quintessentially what the working class struggles against; indeed, the class 

struggle is the struggle against value (Harvie, 2005).

For Marx, therefore, as we saw in his assessment o f worker/producer 

cooperatives, the revolutionary transformation of capitalist society rested firmly in the 

eradication of surplus-value, rooted as it was in exploiting surplus-labour. Conversely, as 

Marx (1967) writes in Capital, Vol. 1, “[i]t is clear...that in any given economic 

formation of society, where not the exchange-value but the use-value of the product 

predominates, surplus-labour will be limited” (p. 235). Moreover, where “the chief parts 

of the product is destined for direct use by the community itself’ outside of market 

relations (i.e., relations and exchange between people mediated by things), the products 

of this collective labour “does not take the form o f a commodity” (p. 357). And as Marx 

further writes in the last pages o f Capital, Vol. 1\ “So long, therefore, as the labourer can 

accumulate for himself—and this he can do so long as he remains possessor o f  his means 

o f production—capitalist accumulation and the capitalist mode of production are 

impossible” (p. 767, emphasis added). For Harry Braverman (1974), unearthing this

61 “[T]o lay bare [this] essential character of [the capitalist method of valorization],” according to Engels 
(1978, p. 700), “which was still a secret [before Marx],” was Marx’s main contribution to political 
economy. “[T]his was done,” Engels continues, “through the discovery of surplus value. It was shown that 
the appropriation of unpaid labour is the basis of the capitalist mode of production and of the exploitation 
of the worker that occurs under it; that even if the capitalist buys the labour-power of his labourer at its full 
value as a commodity on the market, he yet extracts more value from it than he paid for, and that in the 
ultimate analysis this surplus value forms those sums of value from which are heaped up the constantly 
increasing masses of capital in the hands of the possessing classes” (p. 700).
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reality for the emancipation o f workers themselves was the very crux o f Marx’s raison 

d ’etre for writing Capital, Vol. I. And implicitly alluded to in passages such as these 

scattered throughout Marx’s middle and later works is his unbridled support o f full 

workers’ control of the means o f production.62

As I will point out below in Section 3, and later on in Chapters 7 and 8, the social 

and solidarity economies that ERTs and other contemporary social movements and self

managed collectives are creating are contemporary examples o f scenarios where surplus- 

labour is being limited and at times eradicated, prefiguring other relations o f production 

and exchange where the social is privileged over the economic.63 Another recuperative 

moment for ERTs, then, is the reclamation o f workers ’ surpluses created by their own 

direct labour fo r  themselves and via their own control o f  the means ofproduction. Greig 

de Peuter & Nick Dyer-Witheford (2010) have called the self-control and redistribution 

of economic surpluses by workers themselves inherent to the worker cooperative form a 

type o f “labour commons” (pp. 37-39). As a labour commons, worker coops 

fundamentally return surpluses back to the business’s members—its workers— for them

62 As Braverman (1974) asserts: “Marx’s entire discussion of the capitalist mode of production in [Capital, 
Vol. 7] is permeated by a revolutionary conception, which is the return of the process of production itself to 
the control of workers in the fullest and most direct way” (pp. 445-446).
63 As I describe in more detail in Section 3, the social economy is a broad concept that takes into account 
all organizations and economic practices where the social dimension is privileged over, or guides, the 
economic (McMurtry, 2010). The motivation of producing or delivering services for social economy 
organizations is not profit or surplus-value per se (although profits might be made consequentially), but 
social benefits and the fulfillment of social needs. Ownership of productive entities within the social 
economy, moreover, tends to be socialized within community collectives or the cooperative form, and 
management tends to fall under the auspices of more democratic governance structures often controlled by 
the members directly benefiting from the products or services of a social economy organization. 
Organizations that populate the social economy usually include non-profits, cooperatives of all kinds, 
voluntary associations, non-govemmental organizations (NGOs), and even some organizations financed by 
the state or in part by private capital but not controlled by either the state nor private investors (such as, for 
example, social enterprises, recreational centres, and hospitals) (McMurtry, 2010; Quarter, Mook, & 
Armstrong, 2009).
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to choose how to redistribute. This, in fact, is the distinguishing characteristic of worker 

cooperatives as social(ized) businesses; at a worker coop, it is labour—the direct 

producers—that hires capital, not the other way around as in capitalist businesses (Craig, 

1993, p. 94). And so long as worker cooperatives do not hire waged-workers, and so long 

as they redistribute earnings equitably amongst all members, surplus-labour too begins to 

be eliminated. Indeed, in a cooperative society, surpluses are said to be socialized (De 

Martino, 2003; Gibson-Graham, 2006).

A return to “labour in common or directly associated labour”

Another moment of recuperation for ERTs is their workers ’ return to directly 

associated labour—i.e., workers tendencies to combine their capacities and increase their 

productive power in voluntary cooperation. This is what Marx (1967) means by “labour 

in common or directly associated labour” (p. 77-79), which for him are central notions for 

the communist society beyond capital (see above). By associated labour I follow Marx 

here to mean the voluntary coming together “of free and equal producers” (quoted in 

Lebowitz, 2003, p. 89) disengaged from the power o f capital as mediator of wage-labour, 

a power that within the capital-labour relation extracts value from labour-power “in each 

moment of the circuit of capital” for the capitalist (Lebowitz, 2003, p. 88). As Lebowitz 

(2003) puts it, when members o f worker coops voluntarily associate they are reclaiming 

the trans-historical cooperative tendencies of workers otherwise subsumed by capital 

within its modes of production (also see Marx, 1967, pp. 322-335, 530). Association 

under the rubric of a worker cooperative, as such, means that workers begin to 

disentangle themselves from capitalist social relations of the wage-labour contract where 

“each wage labourer is an individual, isolated owner of labour-power” (p. 88). As
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members of a worker cooperative, workers’ labour-power(s) are, rather, recombined 

socially for the benefit of the entire collective of workers, in effect taking power away 

from capital and putting it back in the hands o f the collective o f workers associated 

within a cooperative.

The recuperation of social production and social wealth

As ERT workers begin to engage in associated and cooperative production, they 

also mobilize social production fo r  social wealth generation. Here we come to yet 

another of their recuperative moments. ERT workers begin recuperate social production 

for social wealth generation when they repurpose portions of their surpluses for the 

production and distribution of goods and services in non-commodified, non-marketized 

ways to the greater communities they find themselves within (see Chapters 4 and 7 and 

ERTs’ sixth and seventh social innovations). They also do so when they cooperativize (or 

“horizontalize,” as I will explain in shortly) their labour processes and divisions of 

labour.

Related to the concept of associated labour, social production means both the 

capacity for workers to be productive in association and for workers to be able to choose 

how to allocate their productive capacities andfinal products free from the internal 

coercions o f capitalist work organization or the external coercions o f the market or the 

state. Social production under associated labour begins to also allude to un-alienated 

forms o f work. For McNally (1993), in a close reading o f Marx (1978a, 1978b, 1981), the 

social production suggested by worker cooperatives prefigures a new economic model 

under principles “which are antithetical to the imperatives of capitalism,” such as 

economic planning with “social foresight” and under the rubric of “associated” rather



than “waged” labour (McNally, 1993, p. 186). Moreover, associated social production, 

unlike socially necessary labour working under the confines of the wage-contract and 

capital-labour relations, is driven by and “necessitates [directly] democratic control” by 

the direct producers (p. 187), while also requiring “the involvement o f the [direct] 

producers in determining how their labour will contribute to the satisfaction o f freely 

determined social needs” (p. 187).64 When ERTs create and distribute social wealth in 

collaborative and non-market mediated ways via their engagements in community 

development work, as I will show in Chapters 4, 7, and 8, this social production begins to 

enter into social and solidarity economies that become alternatives to capital-mediated 

economic arrangements (also see Section 3).

The recuperation o f the labour process

The ERT protagonists I have spoken with, as I will show in later chapters, 

consistently deploy the concept of autogestion in speaking about the reorganization of 

their places o f work. As I will further elaborate on in Section 3 of this chapter, 

autogestion is, for them, at a pragmatic level, about cooperative self-reliance in and self- 

direction o f their labour processes.

My conceptualization of the labour process in this dissertation is related to 

Michael Burawoy’s Marxist definition. At its most basic level, for Burawoy (1985), as 

for Marx (1967), the labour process is not unique to capitalist modes of production. 

Rather, at its most basic level, it refers to human beings’ trans-historical tendencies and 

practices of cooperatively and socially organizing work. Labour processes are thus not

64 On the “social product,” see Marx (1967, p. 78). On “social production,” see Marx (1967, p. 329) and 
McNally (1993, pp. 186-187).
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exclusive to any particular production regime (i.e., the mode of production within a 

particular conjuncture),65 but are, rather, present wherever human beings come together 

and enter into social relations “in order to produce useful things” (Burawoy, 1985, p. 13). 

Similarly, Marx (1967) begins his discussion o f the labour process in Capital, Vol. I  with 

the concept of “the labour-process pure and simple” (p. 189), a “nature-imposed 

condition o f human existence” (p. 184) that requires human beings to work 

collaboratively and with nature to survive. At this most basic level, the labour process for 

Marx includes three aspects: (1) the human activities o f work, or the act o f  labouring 

itself; (2) the subject o f  the work, or the materials which are worked upon and 

transformed by workers to produce useful things; and (3) the tools, or instruments, o f  

work that mediate this transformation, which themselves are already-made products 

honed by human hands or nature and which bear use-value (p. 178). Further, in the labour 

process “from the point of view o f products,” the “subject of labour” and the 

“instruments” are the “means o f production” (p. 181). Taken together, these three 

elements of the labour process are, in other words, a priori for all human making.

Labour processes under capitalist production regimes, however, Burawoy and 

Marx point out, are specifically distinguished by their exploitative and alienating qualities 

rooted in their specific social relations of production: the assumption that under the wage- 

labour contract the owners of the means of production (capitalists) are justified, legally, 

in extracting surplus-value from the expended labour-power of workers. Here, Marx 

further distinguishes the “process of production” historically, and explains how labour

65 For Burawoy (1985), a “production regime” constitutes the “regimes of regulation [impacting] the point- 
of-production” and encompases the ideological, political, and economic dimensions that meet in the labour 
process on shop-floors (p. 17).
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processes are enfolded within particular production processes, or production regimes. 

Historically, the process o f production, which includes the labour process, can include all 

forms o f value creation by human beings. The “capitalist production process,” however, 

is historically distinguished from other production processes—ideologically, politically, 

and economically (Burawoy, 1985)—in that it specifically creates surplus-value. “The 

process o f production,” writes Marx (1967), “considered on the one hand as the unity of 

the labour process and the process of creating value, is production of commodities,” he 

writes (p. 196). O f course, Marx explains, the production o f commodities has taken place 

in pre-capitalist epochs, as well. What distinguishes the capitalist production process 

essentially, he continues, is not necessarily the production o f commodities per se, but 

rather “the unity o f the labour process and the process of producing surplus-value," 

which is quintessential^ “the capitalist production o f commodities” (p. 196, emphasis 

added).

At issue with the labour process within the capitalist process of production (or the 

capitalist production regime)66 for Marx, then, as Burawoy explains, is its inherently 

exploitative nature. But rather than Harry Braverman’s (1974) thesis that the central 

thrust o f capitalist labour processes is to control workers to behave in ways adequate to 

the needs of capitalist modes o f production, the real motivator of capitalist labour 

processes is to produce and maximize surplus-value. Most fundamentally, the labour 

process under capitalist production regimes, as Burawoy (1979), drawing in part from

6 Given Marx’s distinction between the labour process and the production process as I explain above, one 
should technically refer to “the labour process under capitalist production.” However, for the sake of 
simplicity and stylistic issues, throughout the dissertation I will use the term “the capitalist labour process” 
to mean the same thing. Also, when I use the term “the capitalist production process” I specifically mean to 
refer to “the unity of the labour process and the process of producing surplus-value” (Marx, 1967, p. 196).
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Gramsci (1971b) has convincingly argued, is about the “manufacturing o f [workers’] 

consent” to waged-labour and to the capitalist system more broadly, both on the shop- 

floor and increasingly in the reproduction of the worker during off-work hours in the 

domestic realm o f consumption. To manufacture this consent, the capitalist system has 

learned to equally invest the worker within the profit-maximizing interests o f employers 

and enmesh the worker into the success and growth of the firms that employ them. After 

all, their very subsistence depends on it. Capitalism’s production regimes, in other words, 

are most fundamentally about the “obscuring and securing o f surplus-value” (1985, p. 

32), or the veiling of the role of labour in valorizing capital from the actual producers in 

order to ensure the continuation of the capitalist valorization process. For Buroway 

(1979, 1985), on shop-floors at the point-of-production, this consent and worker 

investment in the interests of the firm that hires them is most vividly played out when 

workers “accommodate” to capital. Such accommodation happens, for example, in the 

sociopolitical and cultural discourses upholding ideologies o f competition, the work 

ethic, and respect of authority and the rule of law; in competitive practices on shop-floors 

between workers or work teams in what Burawoy (1984) calls “playing games” and 

“making out” (pp. 134-143; also see Burawoy 1979, 1985); in unions setting limits to 

benefits and wage demands “for the good of the firm and workers;” in workers’ agreeing 

to pay cuts or rationalization drives; and, most broadly, in the continued compulsion to 

work for wages.

Taking back and restructuring the labour process and placing it within workers ’ 

own control is, then, yet another major recuperative moment o f ERTs. In taking over the 

private firms that formally employed them and restructuring the labour process along
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cooperative lines, ERT workers also break from the former consent they gave as wage- 

labourers within a capitalist production regime. They begin to extricate themselves from 

the compromises that kept them from self-determining their working lives and the 

consent they need to give to enable the production of surplus-value. The labour process, 

then, for this dissertation is the prime concept which delineates what is organizationally 

and technically reconstituted at an ERT within the new project o f autogestion, and what 

ERT workers continue to struggle to develop and remould as they face their many 

challenges as a worker cooperative. Critically, in analyzing the transition from a capitalist 

labour process to a self-managed labour process, as 1 will do in Chapters 4 to 7, we begin 

to understand how ERTs’ new, self-managed social relations of production are, in many 

ways, fundamentally different from the social relations o f production experienced when 

they were employees of the former firm. Specifically, I delve into the transformation of 

ERTs’ labour processes first from the very words and recollections o f ERT protagonists 

in Chapter 4, and then analytically in Chapters 5 and 7.

The recuperation of the division of labour

For Marx, the division o f labour and the labour process are intimately connected. 

Similar to the labour process, Marx differentiates between the trans-historical division of 

labour practiced by all human societies working in collaboration to meet the realm of 

necessity, and the capitalist division o f labour as such. As E.K. Hunt (1986) asserts, on 

the one hand “the division of labour is simply another name for human social and 

economic interdependence” (p. 102; also see Marx, 1967, pp. 41-46). As Braverman 

(1974) puts it, “the social division o f labor is apparently inherent in the species character 

of human labor as soon as it becomes social labor” (p. 72). On the other hand, the
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capitalist division of labour—what Braverman has termed “the detailed division of 

labour” (p. 73)— is different in crucial ways from the social divisions of labour practiced 

by more traditional agricultural, tribal, feudal, or craft-based societies. Explains 

Braverman: “no society before capitalism systematically subdivided the work of each 

productive specialty into limited operations” (p. 70). In capitalism, unlike the crafts, we 

tend to see particular parts o f the labour process assigned to different workers rather than 

one worker engaging in many tasks (p 77). The capitalist subdivision of work into 

“limited operations,” as such, “divides the crafts and destroys traditional occupations” 

(Bayat, 1991, p. 181), condemning the worker, Marx (1967) further points out, to 

becoming less “attracted by the nature of his work” and “the less, therefore, he enjoys it 

as something which gives play to his bodily and mental powers” (p. 176). Eventually, in 

the real subsumption of labour within more advanced forms of capitalism, the increased 

detailed division of labour into more fragmented tasks would decouple “mental and 

physical labour” (Marx, 1978b, p. 531), or conception from execution, as Braverman 

terms it.

In practice, then, capitalist divisions of labour tend to fragment workers’ very 

subjectivities by rupturing the unity of their mental and manual labouring capacities, as 

well as dividing workers from each other. Hence, the divisions o f labour under capitalism 

is at the heart o f Marx’s concept of worker alienation. While capital’s real subsumption 

of labour does bring workers together “under one roof’ (Marx, 1967, p. 473), it also, 

contradictorily, always works to separate workers from each other by increasing worker 

competition, degrading the worker to engage in monotonous and detailed work, and,
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ultimately, decomposes class unity.67 This is why, for Bayat (1991), “the detailed division 

of labour” is nothing less than “the antithesis of workers’ control” (p. 181). Ultimately, 

the detailed divisions o f labour under capitalist production regimes—closely aligned with 

the pursuit o f relative surplus-value via mechanization, or, in more contemporary 

industrial relations language, “rationalizating drives”—is essentially about increasing 

profits by cheapening the cost o f labour for the capitalist (Braverman, 1974, p. 80).

“[T]he splitting up of handicrafts,” Marx (1967) would write, “lowers the cost of forming 

the workman, and thereby lowers his value” (p. 367). Again, contrary to Braverman’s 

overarching focus on control, however, the real drive to cheapen labour’s value by 

rendering workers parts of the production machine is to maximize profits rather than 

controlling workers for control’s sake. If  profits can be maximized by, for example, 

increasing workers’ participation in directing production on shop-floors, as I will discuss 

in Section 3, the capitalist will not hesitate to deploy such strategies. Exploitation, 

however, in these situations does not cease. The all-out pursuit o f surplus-value 

extraction is all that matters to the astute capitalist, and self-managed work teams can still

r o

get the capitalist there.

67 Writes Braverman (1974): “The ideal towards which capitalism strives is the domination of dead labor 
over living labour.. .by the incessant drive to enlarge and perfect machinery on the one hand, and diminish
the worker on the other” (pp. 227-228).
68 This is, in part, where critics of self-management from the left begin their arguments (e.g., Negation, 
1975; Mandel, 1973; Tronti, 1973). For these critics, self-management and workers’ control under capitalist 
conditions will always fall short of moving beyond the capitalist paradigm and will be co-opted by capital 
as new production techniques to increase efficiencies, solidify workers’ consent, declaw the power of 
workers’ organizations, and, ultimately, increase relative surplus-value extraction. While self-managed 
work teams in otherwise capitalist firms might improve the conditions of shop-floors and increase workers’ 
self esteem and satisfaction at work, such practices do not, at core diminish the root of exploitation— 
surplus-value. For a review of this critical literature from the point of view of autonomist Marxism, see 
Thobum (2003, Ch. 5).

Chapter 2 126



As I will expand on in Section 3, one o f the breakthroughs of true workers’ 

control and autogestion, where workers actually control the means o f production and 

their own surpluses and begin to practice non-marketized forms of social wealth creation, 

is to begin to open up the divisions o f labour o f production to more non-hierarchical, and 

non-exploitative modes of social production where workers well-being is taken into 

account and the pace of work is controlled by workers themselves. The recuperation and 

transformation o f  the division o f  labour into horizontalized and cooperative workspaces, 

then, is also a major recuperative moment of ERTs. While this will have, as we shall see 

in subsequent chapters, contradictions in ERTs that must still operate within competitive 

markets, the horizontalization and loosening of the divisions of labour within an ERT, 

from within a workspace that was formerly privately owned and strictly capitalist, does 

nevertheless point to the possibilities for and viability of workers controlling the means 

o f production.

The two-fold critique of capitalist technology

As Andrew Feenberg (2002) points out, Marx’s critique o f capitalist production 

processes hinged on, as with his labour theory of value, his two-folded critique of 

capitalist technology. Feenberg calls this Marx’s “theory o f technological ambivalence” 

(pp. 47-48). According to Feenberg, for Marx “capitalism’s technology is,” on the one 

hand, “shaped by the same bias that governs other aspects of capitalist production, such 

as management” (p. 48). That is, capitalist technology is designed for control in as much 

as it guarantees surplus-value extraction. On the other hand, technological progress for 

Marx, according to Feenberg, could also “achieve advances o f general utility” in reducing 

labour-time (p. 47). As such, capitalist technologies of production had the potential of 
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efficiently organizing and provisioning for the need to overcome scarcity while affording 

time outside o f work disposable for the self-development o f people by lowering the need 

for, from the point-of-view of labour, superfluous work (Feenberg, 2002, p. 47-48).69 For 

Feenberg, then, emancipating practices such as workers’ control and bottom-up, 

horizontal reorganizations of workplaces are possible because they operate within the 

“ambivalent potentialities” of our technological inheritance. In Feenberg’s critical 

theoretical language, the technologically mediated spheres o f life are already always 

“scene[s] o f struggle” and “social battlefieldfs]” (p. 15) where the social relations of 

“class and power” determine “which of the ambivalent potentialities of the [technical] 

heritage will be realized” (p. 53). As such, machines, labour processes, and divisions of 

labour are not deterministic but, rather, ensconced in class struggle. Consequently, as 

Feenberg argues, technologies are suspended within a multitude of possibilities, having 

within them the potentiality to unfold in diverse ways and can be “reshaped as machines 

developed under capitalism are employed to produce a new generation of machines

69 To be clear, the theory of ambivalence is not a theory of neutrality. To consider technology neutral is to 
link technology, as economistic Marxisms or control theorists such as Braverman seem to do, to a property 
theory of technology; that simply changing ownership of the means of production to workers while 
retaining technologies intact will lead to labours’ liberation from capitalist processes of production. 
Feenberg (2002), on the other hand, has shown that modem technologies are not neutral but are, rather, 
both inscribed with the technical codes etched into them by their designers and implemented, and also re- 
inscribed by users within their social contexts. For Feenberg, technical systems are thus ambivalent in that 
they are perched between a multitude of possibilities whereby both their initial designs and ultimate uses 
are interwoven with the socially contextualized values stamped onto them. Technical activities thus operate 
in a tension between the intended uses and outcomes of planners’, managers’, and capitalists’ “operational 
autonomy,” and the reinterpretations of these technical domains within the “margins of maneuver” 
available to users ensconced within socio-technological spheres. Since these spheres—i.e., lifeworlds— 
remain open to the diversity of practices that can still be taken up by even the dominated, and since it is 
impossible to predict and control how these practices will unfold in the lived-experiences of users (despite 
the attempts by technologists and technocrats to do so), technologies are already always embedded within 
margins of maneuverability that are also the “germs of a new society” (Feenberg, 2002, p. 87). As I will 
discuss in Section 3, transferring the means of production over to the control of workers while still 
retaining the capitalist processes of production and the technological designs that uphold them is only one 
step to actual autogestion. Rather, technology, the labour process, and the divisions of labour must also be 
transformed so as to reduce its propensities to fragment labour into detailed tasks.
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adapted to socialist purposes” (p. 53). For Feenberg, “the theory o f ambivalence... asserts 

the possibility of bootstrapping from capitalism to socialism” (p. 53).

The ambivalence theory of technology also shows how capitalist modes of 

production and labour processes under capitalism bring workers together, needing their 

cooperative capacities to fully realize the valorization process (Lebowitz, 2003). In 

bringing workers together, even within workspaces controlled by capitalist technologies 

of production and subdivided into detailed tasks, solidarity between workers is 

continually being forged as they cooperate in a common purpose. However minimal or 

weak these solidarities might be within capitalist labour processes operating in times of 

relative labour peace, they are, as Maurizio Atzeni (2010) points out, ripe for other, more 

radical forms of solidarity and collective actions that arise when the actual exploitative 

nature of the labour process under capital comes to the surface for workers. This 

exploitative nature, and the actual differences that exist between the interests o f 

employers and employees, can especially come to the surface during moments of 

macroeconomic crises, as occurred in Argentina during the years spanning the turn o f the 

millennium, or when employers resort to rationalization drives or redundancy strategies 

in order to force more surplus extraction, often in order to address microeconomic 

downturns. As I will expand on in Chapter 8 and empirically show throughout Chapters 4 

to 7, ERT protagonists’ strategies and tactics of “occupy, resist, produce” show that the 

same sociopolitical realities compelling workers to organize, join unions, and agitate and 

bargain for improvements on shop-floors and better wages can also see conditions of 

conflict extend to other areas of working life beyond just struggling over the labour 

contract (Atzeni, 2010).
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Hence, capitalist workplaces also bring with them new vantage points and 

possibilities for those living within the always porous boundaries o f technologically 

rationalized systems. Herbert Marcuse (1964, 1968), for example, also drawing from 

Marx’s ambivalence theory—mostly from the section o f the Grundrisse that would later 

be called “The Fragment on Machines” by autonomist Marxists (Marx, 1973, pp. 690-

70712) —proposes that the very production apparatus that controls labour under a 

particular technological rationality of perpetual growth and competition has within it the 

potentiality to actually reduce labour-time to a minimum (Marcue, 1964, 1966). If, then 

Marcuse conjectures, this technological inheritance were to be guided by a new regime o f  

rationality under new values and new means and ends, a new world could be opened up. 

This new world could be centred on values that aspire to reduce the need to work, 

relegating necessary work to machines while maximizing the moments o f play and self- 

actualization for all in the process. A re-conceptualization o f technology rooted in 

another form o f rationality, then, could afford civilizational change that would rest 

fundamentally with not only “technological progress” itself (Marcuse, 1969 p. 19), but 

also with the “radical reconstruction” o f technology’s means with a view towards 

different, more human-centred ends (Feenberg 2005, p. 19).71 With automation, writes 

Marcuse (1968), “appears the chance o f the transformation of quantity into quality, the

See Marcuse (1964, pp. 35-36; 1968, p. xviii).
71 “If the completion of the technological project involves a break with the prevailing technological 
rationality,” writes Marcuse (1964), “the break in turn depends on the continued existence of the technical 
base itself. For it is this base which has rendered possible the satisfaction of needs and the reduction of 
toil—it remains the very base of all forms of human freedom. The qualitative change rather lies in the 
reconstruction o f this base—that is, in its development with a view o f different ends.... The new ends, as 
technical ends, would then operate in the project and in the construction of the machinery, and not only in 
its utilization” (Marcuse, 1964, pp. 231-232, emphasis added).
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leap into a qualitatively different stage [of human existence]” (p. xviii). “Behind all the 

inhuman aspects of automation as it is organized under capitalism,” Marcuse continues,

its real possibilities appear: the genesis o f a technological world in which 
man can finally withdraw from, evacuate, and oversee the apparatus o f his 
labour—in order to experiment freely with it. (p. xix)

Most fundamentally for Marcuse, the move beyond exploitation and alienation was 

rooted in the ambivalence o f  the very rationality that underpins technological mediations. 

Revealing the stream of self-determination present in Marcuse’s writings, for him nothing 

less than freedom  was at stake in this re-rationalized technological project.72

Similarly, for autonomist Marxists, in close affinity with Feenberg’s and 

Marcuse’s theories of technological ambivalence, capitalism in particular works within 

deep tensional relations between the opposing poles of the exploitation o f labour and 

worker resistance as framed by an “interweaving of technology and power” (Dyer- 

Witheford, 1999, p. 69; also see Panzieri, 1980). While autonomist Marxist theorists 

agree with more traditional Marxisms that capitalism has a strong tendency to use 

technical innovations as a means o f securing and maximizing relative surplus-value (i.e., 

exploitation) by increasing workers dependence on capital (i.e., alienation), they also 

emphasize how the capitalist’s propensities to increase “the proportion o f dead or 

‘constant’ capital as against living or ‘variable’ capital” are efforts to specifically quell 

the insurgent tendencies o f workers (Dyer-Witheford, 1999, pp. 69-70).73 For these 

theorists, it is capital that needs labour for its valorization and existence. Labour, on the

72 “Freedom,” writes Marcuse most directly in his book An Essay on Liberation (1969), “indeed depends
largely on technical progress, on the advancement of science” (p. 19).
73 For an example of this logic in Marx’s analysis of machinery in modem industry, see Marx (1967, p. 
403).
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other hand, is not similarly reliant on capital. That is, it is labour, not capital, which can 

be seen as being a priori in the capital-labour relation.74 This, for autonomist Marxists, 

points to the “self-valorizing” capacities o f workers (Cleaver, 1992, 2000a). Honing in on 

the self-valorization of labour—the capacity for workers to not only resist capital but to 

also innovate social and economic life beyond it—autonomist theorists particularly 

emphasize the insurrectionary and creative capacities of workers in their social research 

o f workers’ self-activity in factory workspaces and the new informational and 

“immaterial” work conditions emerging in post-Fordist capitalist production regimes 

outside of the workplace in non-traditional work and, increasingly, work based in “the 

creative industries” and the “knowledge economy” (de Peuter, 2010).75 In this way, 

autonomists refocus the analysis o f capital onto the autonomy still with those that work 

and toil within contemporary capitalism, showing how labourers are not merely helpless

74 “Capital,” wrote Marx (1967), “is dead labour, that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour,
and lives the more, the more labour it sucks” (p. 233).
75 For some autonomist Marxists (e.g., Berardi, 2003; de Peuter, 2010; Dyer-Witheford, 1999), a new 
“virtual” class emerged with the rise of post-Fordism. By the late 1960s, forms of labour in the global 
North started to become more flexible with the perfection of automation, which, instead of freeing up 
labour-time, totalized the need for labour-power even more through the techniques of deskilling, reskilling, 
outsourcing, and the flexibilization of labour. Because of rising unemployement in industrial sectors due to 
the profit-squeeze crises of the late 1960s and factory downsizings throughout the 1970s and 1980s, a new 
class of labourers emerged with the introduction of digital technologies such as the personal computer, 
cellular phones, and the Internet. With this new class of labour, the new tools of work, these theorists argue, 
became knowledge, information, and creative mental skills rather than hammers and wrenches. In addition, 
labour’s capacity to work flexible hours began to be exploited with the development of the microcomputer. 
Now the rising cognitive-based working class tends to call home their workspace, or works in open- 
concept, downtown office spaces where work merges with play, not to make work more libidinal, as 
Marcuse called for, but to make alienated labour seem that much more attractive, obscuring the alienated 
plight of these workers even further. Now, “the cognitariate” (Berardi, 2003) is seduced by work that is 
“play,” gadgets as bonuses, flexible hours, stock options, and the idea that they work in creative, “fun,” 
trendy, and socially influential jobs. Paradoxically, however, as the autonomists have pointed out, in tune 
with ambivalence theory, their very computer literate knowledge-base and their connectivity and access to 
digital networks also empowers this cognitive-based labour force to tap into the potential to reappropriate 
and carry out counter-hegemonic, resistive practices that can contest the high-tech capitalist system from 
within their very sites of work in something similar to what Feenberg (2002) has in mind in his theory of 
“democratic appropriation.” For a compelling account of this ambivalence theory of contemporary digital 
technologies, see Dyer-Witheford (1999).
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pawns o f capitalist technological rationality but are, instead, also active agents capable of 

usurping to some degree the capitalist’s increasingly automated and socialized forms of 

control (Negri, 1991). Beyond more traditional organized worker agitation, these 

insurgencies occur, for example, in the “refusal” to work, in acts of sabotage, and 

labour’s sheer “inventive power—the creative capacity on which capital depends for its 

incessant innovation—in order to reappropriate technology” (Dyer-Witheford, 1999, pp. 

70-71). For autonomist theorists, then, as with Marcuse and Feenberg, these resistive 

tendencies of workers and the inherent ambivalences of technology that open up spaces 

for workers’ to self-valorize show promising routes for workers themselves to reinvent 

the interplay of work and life, reappropriate the technological inheritance, and even forge 

paths beyond the compulsion to work.

ERTs as reappropriated spaces of work for living labour

While it is true that capitalist technology is designed under the patronage o f a 

utilitarian project of control and with the ultimate goal of obscuring and securing surplus- 

value from workers, technology is nevertheless not as deterministic a variable as it seems 

under primarily economistic and technologically deterministic lenses. There is no doubt 

that capitalist technological rationality absorbs what is inherent to “living labour” into the 

very techniques of production and automation (“dead labour”). There is also no doubt 

that, in capitalist production regimes, these processes of production are “owned” by 

capitalists. But it is also equally true, as Harry Cleaver (n.d.) pointedly writes, that the 

most crucial technological and social innovations in capitalist labour processes “derives
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not from capital but from the working class” (sec. 5).76 “It is,” he concludes, in the final 

analysis “only labor that is creative and innovative” (sec. 5).77 Rather than innovate, then, 

the capitalist can be said to appropriate what is innovated through the capacities of 

workers to cooperate and create useful things (Marx, 1967, p. 508). Indeed, as Marx 

shows throughout Capital, Vol. 1, surplus-value, shop-floor innovations, and the 

capitalist’s resultant profit are created by labour, not by the capitalist’s ingenuity, 

competition, the vagaries o f the marketplace, or the axioms of technological progress.78 

Ambivalence theory underscores and helps us understand how capitalist technology, 

organizations, divisions of labour, and labour processes are rather-“dependent variablefs] 

in the social system,” both shaped by the goals of the hegemonic class while already- 

always “subject to reshaping to new purposes” under a new rationality geared towards 

different ends (Feenberg, 2002, p. 48).

76 For Marx, “the labourer alone is productive,” although labourers’ productiveness in capitalist production 
processes is appropriated by the capitalist in order to produce “surplus-value for the capitalist” (Marx, 
Capital, Vol. 1, 509). It is an “appropriation” rather than an exchange between free agents in die 
marketplace of labour-power because no salary or wage can ever equal the amount of surplus-value 
extracted from surplus-labour. Thus appropriated, the productive capacities of labourers are used “for the 
self-expansion of capital” in ways that exploit workers by always falling short of adequately compensating
labourers’ for their overflowing productiveness (p. 509).
77 While Marx wrote how capital “revolutionizes” processes of production in “the epoch of mechanical 
industry” (ibid, 379), he also emphasizes how the “dead labour” that is embodied in machine production is 
created and valorized by the very living labourers that created those machines in the first place. As such, 
the introduction of automated processes of production was, for Marx, the imposition of appropriated 
creative efforts of previously expended labour-power for the management of new labour-power in 
mechanized labour processes. Marx goes on to explain how these “innovations” of automation are 
ultimately introduced into the labour process by capitalists for two purposes: (1) to increase productivity in 
order to increase “relative surplus value” while decreasing inputs such as “variable capital” (i.e., the cost of 
labour-power) by shortening labours’ “necessary” labour-time (i.e., the cost of labour-power equivalent to 
the cost of labourers’ means of subsistence); and (2) as capitalist reactions against increased worker 
resistance to the intensification of work brought on by the quest for increased productivity via machinery.
See, in particular Marx (1967, pp. 312-321, 359-368,508-518).
78 Again, the appropriation of the inventiveness of labour by capital is nowhere more clearly stated by 
Marx (1967) than in Section 2 of Chapter 10 on the working day: “Capital has not invented surplus value” 
(p. 235).
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The social possibilities that open up for ERT workers, then, through their 

resistances, inventiveness, reshaping, and reappropriations when taking over the firms 

that had once employed them and when they collaboratively forge their projects of 

autogestion create for them potential paths where new economic and productive relations 

can unfold. They are, I argue in this dissertation, central to the recuperative moments and 

moral economy of work deployed by Argentina’s ERT protagonists (see Introduction and 

Chapter 1). I will work out these themes throughout the rest of this dissertation and return 

to them explicitly in the dissertation’s concluding Chapter 8.

Section 3:
A Genealogy of Autogestion

In this section I trace out one possible genealogy of autogestion.79 As my case 

studies will show, ERT workers themselves use the concept o f autogestion in their very 

discourses and everyday conversations to describe their collective struggles that led them 

to reappropriate workspaces and cooperativize them (see Chapters 4 to 7). While not all 

ERT workers understand the concept theoretically, my interviews with them show that 

they intuitively know the broader implications and possibilities it encapsulates for both 

their own lives and the future of workers in Argentina and elsewhere. Some o f them use 

the concept to articulate succinctly to each other and those outside o f the ERT 

phenomenon how the (re)invention and (re)construction of their labour processes and 

their social relations o f production can take place under more humane values than those 

offered by the capitalist system of work organization that so uncaringly left them behind.

79 For what I mean by a geneaological perspective, refer to Chapter 1. 
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Autogestion and the self-determination o f productive life

According to Paul Fanner (1979) the word autogestion has a Greek and Latin 

etymology. The word auto comes from the Greek “autos (self, same)” (p. 59). Gestion 

comes from the Latin “gestio (managing),” which in turn comes from “gerere (to bear, 

carry, manage)” (p. 59). More evocatively and literally, one can conceptualize 

autogestion as “self-gestation”—to self-create, self-control, and self-provision; in other 

words, to be self-reliant and self-determining. Here, there are deep connections with the 

proposals for the self-determination o f working lives that, I argued in Section 1, cuts 

across modem Western socialist thought. Tellingly, the English words “gestate” and 

“gestation” evolved from the word gestion. Taken together, auto-gestion alludes to a 

processual movement of self-creation, self-conception, and self-definition, and is 

pregnant with sociopolitical relevance in its implicit notion of potentiality—an evolution 

into something other than what one is in the now. When practiced by a collective of 

people living in capitalist economic conjunctures, autogestion points to a future 

possibility o f becoming something other than waged-workers relegated to spend life 

producing for others within the capital-labour relation. Together, the words auto and 

gestion yield the perhaps inadequate English term “self-management.”

Michael Lebowitz (2005), in his capacity as advisor to the Venezuelan 

government o f Hugo Chavez in recent years, has critiqued the term “self-management” 

specifically because of the over-determining focus on the individual in the term “self.” In 

contrast specifically to the Yugoslavian model o f self-management,80 Lebowitz instead

80 It has been well documented, as Lebowitz (2005) points out, that workers in the Yugoslavian model of 
self-management, where workers controlled and co-managed workplaces under state ownership, tended to,
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proposes the concept used in contemporary Bolivarian Venezuela: co-management (par. 

14). In contemporary Venezuela’s extensive and new cooperative and social enterprise 

movements,81 co-management (or cogestion in Spanish) considers, according to 

Lebowitz, “a sense o f solidarity” between the firm and “society as a whole” (par. 15). In 

particular, co-management highlights, in “[t]he development o f worker decision-making, 

the process of combining thinking and doing,” and suggests the possibility for workers 

and society at large to develop “their capacities and potential” for meeting both the realm 

o f necessity and the realms of individual and personal self-development (par. 10). What 

Lebowitz has in mind here for co-management is a form o f social production in a 

“partnership between workers as producers and society” (par. 27). Furthermore, in 

contrast to the self-interested motivations and dictates of capitalist production, co

management is centred on collective autonomy from capital in order to “change the 

purpose of productive activity” itself into more community-centred and social economic 

production (par. 14). In the case o f Bolivarian Venezuela, the concept o f co-management 

also means state-ownership o f enterprises with workers’ control o f production, where the 

state serves as steward of society’s interests as “social property.” In contemporary 

Venezuela, co-management, specifically under the auspices of the Ministerio del Poder 

Popular para las Comunas (Ministery o f Popular Power for the Communes, originally the 

Ministery o f Popular Economy), which oversees the country’s cooperatives and its

in practical daily matters of production and consumption, look out “primarily for.. .their own.. .and their 
collective self-interest” in the factory, downplaying the social implications of their firms (par. 13; also see 
Flaherty, 1992).
81 As Larrabure, Vieta, & Schugurensky (2011) report: “after the Chavez administration assumed power in 
1999, there was an explosion of cooperatives, from 877 in 1998 to 158,917 in 2006” (p. 184). Encouraged 
by the 2001 Special Law of Co-operative Associations and the Vuelvan Caras co-operative development 
program, the cooperative sector in Venezuela is now the largest in Latin America, when the number of 
coops are taken into account, and one of the largest sectors in the world.
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socialist production enterprises,82 is positioned conceptually within “the elementary 

triangle o f socialism”: social ownership o f production, social production organized by 

workers, and production for social needs (Lebowitz, 2010, par. 3). The triangle of 

socialism, in turn, is contrasted specifically to capitalism’s triangle of private property, 

exploitation, and for-profit production (par. 3; also see Larrabure, Vieta, &

Schugurensky, 2011).

But while the term co-management has taken on conceptual importance in 

Venezuela’s project of the popular economy, the term self-management remains the 

principal English translation for autogestion. For lack of a better English term, perhaps, 

workers’ control theorists have, unlike Lebowitz, tended to take broader views of the 

term self-management. Most definitions of self-management in English de-emphasize the 

individualist connotations and assume, when using the term, a social or collective project 

akin to Lebowitz’s definition of co-management. Hans Seibel & Ukandi Damachi (1982), 

for example, view self-management as a concept that, in practice, predates the modem 

era and encapsulates all forms of collective control of the economic sphere in contrast to 

its private ownership, imbued with values analogous to Kropotkin’s notion of mutual aid. 

In the context of (re)stmcturing contemporary economic organizations, they specifically 

define self-management “as a system designed to utilize fully the potential of every 

individual participating in an organization” (p. 235).

Bayat (1991) takes an even broader approach when defining self-management. 

Also inspired to move beyond how it was actually practiced in Yugoslavia, for Bayat the 

term embraces the collective management of society as a whole, referring “to the

82 The latter are state-owned and worker-managed enterprises mostly in the agricultural sector.
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democratic control of the economy and society by the working people” (p. 13). Because 

of its close connection to the Yugoslavian model, however, Bayat has preferred to 

subsume the term self-management within what he views to be the more specific 

concepts o f workers 'participation and workers ’ control. For Bayat, workers ’ 

participation is the umbrella concept, while workers ’ control delineates the specific form 

of participation workers may take on within a firm, either as a form o f co-determination 

as workers share in the running of the firm with management, or in the running of the 

firm entirely by workers in a nationalized co-management scheme (as is currently 

proposed in Venezuela), or even in the co-ownership of the firm by workers within 

capitalist market system (as with most worker coops). Thus, for Bayat, ‘“ workers’ 

participation’ [denotes] the general problematic of the participation of the workers in 

decision-making within enterprises,” including “arrangements with various degree of 

power conferred upon workers, such as self-management, workers’ control, co

determination, job-enrichment” (pp. 13-14). “By ‘workers’ control,”’ in turn, he means to 

account for the diverse ways that workers can take “control.. .over the 

process.. .and.. .administration o f production” (p. 14).

Seibel & Damachi’s and Bayat’s conceptualizations of self-management, and 

Bayat’s further definitions of workers’ participation and workers’ control, however, while 

broad and desiring to be inclusive, remain potentially politically vague. Indeed, the 

possibilities for workers’ involvement in production encapsulated by these broad 

definitions, as I will show in the following pages, are equally amenable either to post- 

Fordist neoliberal management schemes o f “work enrichment,” “quality circles,” or 

autonomous work teams (i.e., the Toyota model), or to more radicalized forms of
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economic organization that outwardly shun most aspects o f capitalist work regimes and 

the notion of wage-labour, such as anarchist communes, contemporary autonomous social 

centres, and intentional communities.

The sociopolitical dimension o f self-management, workers’ control, and workers’ 

participation is an issue that remains at tension and has been debated often when 

conceptualizing what exactly the terms entail for workers and society. First, to what 

degree do workers actually control the labour process when self-managing it? This is an 

issue o f management. Second, do workers themselves own, collectively or in a shared 

way with private investors or the state, the means of production? This is an issue of 

property relations. Both questions also force us to further ask: to what degree do workers 

freely decide production issues, what and when they work, how much they work, how 

they set up the labour process, and so on? When workers’ control and self-management 

are questions o f how much participation workers have in managing the firm while the 

means of production continues to be owned by private investors or the state, 

conceptualizations o f these terms tend to fall within the liberal democratic or state 

socialist camps. Here, in other words, the degree to which workers can self- or co- 

manage their work extends only to issues concerning the degree of participation they 

have been allowed or afforded by the owners of the means of production. Moreover, 

within liberal democratic perspectives, workers’ control and self-management are usually 

always considered and constituted within a broader capitalist market system. When, on 

the other hand, workers’ control and self-management are considered also as issues of 

ownership of the means of production, private property relations are directly addressed 

while the direct or indirect management of the means o f production by workers
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themselves is assumed. This latter scenario is the usual case with worker cooperatives 

and even in state-socialist models o f co-management that, as in Venezuala and 

Yugoslavia, consider productive entities as “social property” (Horvat, 1982; Lebowitz, 

2005).

Workers’ control and self-management in this latter model, however, as we shall 

soon see, encounter problems and tensions when workers co-own and co-manage the 

means o f production yet still produce for competitive markets. Here, as Marx already 

foresaw, workers’ cooperatively managing the means o f production to produce 

commodities for markets makes them in ways “collective capitalists” potentially self- 

exploiting their own work (also see Chapters 7 and 8). As will be made evident in later 

chapters of this dissertation, many of the continued challenges faced by ERTs can be 

accounted for due to the market realities they must still operate within. Nevertheless, and 

as Marx also foresaw, socially owned and co-managed workers’ associations and 

cooperatives do point to the possibility for another form of production without the need 

for supervisors or private owners, and in many ways already practice a new form of 

“labour commons” rooted in associated labour and social production, as de Peuter & 

Dyer-Witheford (2010) proposed in Section 2. Such, too, is the case with Argentina’s 

ERTs and why I view them as “prefigurative” of an alternative to capitalist or state- 

socialist production models. In sum, to think more radically, both control (management) 

and  ownership (property relations) of the means of production must be taken into account 

when considering the conjunctural characteristics o f a particular form of workers’ control 

or self-management model, or when contemplating their prefigurative possibilities.

Autogestion, as it has been historically conceptualized, is a term that takes into
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account both of these issues (Arvon, 1980; Miranda Lorenzo, 2011; Peixoto de 

Albaquerque, 2004). In its application by those that define their projects as one of 

autogestion (as with the protagonists o f Argentina’s ERTs), or in its conceptualizations 

by Left scholars that have theorized it, the term has been applied in a much more radical 

way than mere workers’ participation in co-managing an otherwise capitalist firm. In 

these more radical practices and notions, autogestion has paralleled the desires of 

workers to more fully self-determine their working lives, as witnessed in the history of 

the worker cooperative movement or in the ways that, as I discussed in Section 1 and as I 

will discuss shortly, Marxist or anarchists theorists such as Antonio Gramsci, Ernest 

Mandel, Bakunin, Kropotkin, and Marx himself viewed workers’ organizations such as 

cooperatives or factory councils. The concept o f autogestion, then, is deeply ensconced in 

the political economy o f the working class and Western socialism’s stream of self- 

determination.

While, historically, practices of autogestion long predate its conceptualization, as 

with the concepts o f the social and solidarity economy (see below), the term was first 

used in France by Marxist and anarchist theorists in the 1950s to denote both the potential 

o f the Yugoslav model for an alternative to the capitalist and state-socialist systems of 

production, and to name historical events that saw workers take on both the control and 

co-ownership of economic and political life, such as during the Paris Commune o f 1871 

and the commune and cooperative movements in Catalonia and other parts of Spain 

during the civil war in 1936 (Arvon, 1980; Rosanvallon, 1979). It was then applied to 

describe the first months of the social and economic reorganization o f Algeria’s post

colonial economy in 1962 (Bayat, 1991). Thereafter, the term was adopted by
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protagonists and theorists of the emergent 1968 social movements to circumscribe their 

main demands and desires for a post-capitalist society (Gorz, 1973; Hunnius, David, & 

Case, 1973). And, as I will argue throughout this dissertation, the term has tended to have 

similarly radical connotations for social transformation as post 2001 Argentine social 

movements have adopted it. Autogestion, then, has tended to have a more radical 

meaning than the English term self-management, akin to Farmer’s definition above.

The French anarchist sociologist Henri Arvon (1980), for example, whose book 

was translated into Spanish in 1980 as La autogestion and had influence in introducing 

the term in Argentina, posits that the desire for autogestion long predates the 1960s social 

movements. For him, the term parallels the ways that more traditional communities have 

self-managed their own productive and social affairs. For Arvon, however, as with the 

related definition o f the social and solidarity economy that I will engage with shortly, the 

conscious demand for autogestion from workers, underscoring its roots in the Western 

stream of self-determination, only arises with the formal subsumption o f labour within 

capitalist paradigms. As traditional, more self-determined, and locally rooted ways of 

economic life like the commons and craft-based production began to disappear in Europe 

with the advent of capitalism, more and more workers began to demand greater 

participation in economic and productive life and, indeed, increasingly, as witnessed in 

the rise of worker cooperatives, autonomy from capital and alternatives to waged work. 

Here we find, according to Arvon, the first modem stmggles for and experiments with 

autogestion, some of which I reviewed in Section 1. Arvon’s conceptualization of 

autogestion, in fact, could also be conceived of using E.P. Thompson’s notion o f the 

moral economy undergirding the drive of marginalized people to self-determine their
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own economic and social lives and retain traditional and communal ways o f provisioning 

for life’s needs (see Introduction). As Argentine sociologist Gabriela Wyczykier (2009b) 

puts it, commenting on Arvon’s analysis, the struggle for autogestion “reflects a 

permanent hope for the human being” (p. 30) for self-determining socioeconomic life. 

Here we see conceptual links to Bayat’s and Horvat’s claims for the permanent hope for 

human beings that I discussed in Section 1. Most fundamentally, then, extending out from 

Arvon’s notion, the desire for autogestion is the historical human drive and demand to be 

free from exploitation (Bayat, 1991) and to collectively determine the direction of the 

socioeconomic spheres of life (Horvat, 1982).

Together with Arvon, the other French theorist who had a role to play in 

introducing the term to Argentina was Pierre Rosanvallon (1979). For Rosanvallon, 

autogestion is saturated in praxis and is an umbrella concept that embarks the 

socioeconomic transformation of society at large from state-capitalist centralization to 

more horizontal and directly democratic practices. For Rosanvallon, these practices at the 

local level, in tune with anarchist and Gramscian views of workers’ democracy (see 

below), would then radiate out onto all socioeconomic institutions. While for him the 

practice is not limited to workplace or industrial democracy, certainly workplaces would 

need to be democratized too for the emancipated society. Before it became a doctrine of 

the New Left, Rosanvallon claims, in line with Arvon, autogestion had already long been 

a sociopolitical practice (p. 12), embodied in institutions such as cooperatives and in 

workers’ movements such as the 1871 Paris Commune, the early soviets of the 1905 

Russian Revolution, the Catalonian communes of 1936, and in the demands infusing the 

May ’68 events. In the practices of the movements of ‘68, he argues, in contrast to the
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centralist and etatist positions of the French Communist Party and the French CGT union 

central at the time, the demands for autogestion promised a “socialism o f liberty.” It was 

thus always, for Rosanvallon, a prefigurative concept infused with “promises and hopes” 

for a different political and economic reality (p. 12). For Rosanvallon, however, the 

demands for autogestion post 1968, in practice, turned out to be a disappointment. By the 

time Rosanvallon was reflecting on autogestion in the aftermath of the movements of ’68, 

the concept encapsulated for him “what could have been” and, implicitly, what can still 

be, rather than what autogestion had actually become (p. 20). Nevertheless, the concept 

continued, for him, to be instilled with five themes charged with prefigurative promise 

for social change, which would be infused with people’s direct participation in the 

socioeconomic and political dimensions of society. For Rosanvallon, autogestion is:

(1) “a new political idea” where power is returned to people rather than to 
their representatives,

(2) “a democratic realism” where the inadequacies of representative 
democracy from above are put into question and solutions to them are 
sought from below via directly democratic means,

(3) the transformation of society, as a whole, beyond only appropriating 
the means of production,

(4) a “strategy and an objective” that moves beyond the dichotomies of 
“reform or revolution” and instead “defends a political problematic o f 
social experimentation,” and

(5) in the economic realm, “an autonomous mode o f production” without 
authority from above and organized via directly democratic decision
making organs, (pp. 20-21)

More contemporary conceptualizations of autogestion, while not discarding the 

trajectory of total societal transformation advocated by Arvon and Rosanvallon post ‘68,
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tend to focus on the implications for transforming the economic realm and, more 

specifically, the firm, as first steps to possible longer-term and broader social changes. 

Basque social economy theorists Antxon Mendizabal & Anjel Errasti (2008), for 

instance, argue that autogestion is a dynamic concept rooted in libertarian strands of 

workers’ self-activity, also suggesting for us its conceptual roots in Western socialisms’ 

stream of self-determination. As with Lebowitz’s description of the Venezuelan co

management model, Mendizabal & Errasti position autogestion on two planes, taking 

into account practices of “cooperative production” at the level of the enterprise and 

“social and participative democracy” at the “territorial level” (p. 1). Historical 

experiences of autogestion within the economic realm have been about “processes which 

look for the transformation of relations o f production” and “a process that articulates the 

different workers’ collectives to be coordinated and realized within productive structures 

o f cooperation and solidarity” (p. 3). For them, autogestion entails:

(1) the organizational nature o f productive entities as social(ized) property,

(2) the collective and directly democratic participation in the coordination 
o f this productive activity by workers and, ideally, by all people affected 
in what they term “common solidarity,”

(3) respect for the differences and autonomy of each productive entity and 
the people that work therein, and

(4) the social(ized) organization of such a system by some sort of 
federated political entity that, via a recallable delegate model, configures 
the way production is to unfold socially (p. 3).

As with Anton and Rosanvallon, Mendizabal & Errasti’s model of autogestion shows its 

theoretical roots in the forms of cooperative and collective production practiced in parts 

o f revolutionary Spain in 1936 (Broue & Temine, 1962; Rama, 1962), as well as
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resonating with anarcho-syndicalist and council communist proposals (see below). With 

Mendizabal & Errasti, we also begin to see links to how the concept has been taken up in 

Latin America throughout the 1990s and early 2000s.

Contemporary Latin American theorists of autogestion suggest that the term most 

immediately invokes the democratization of the economic realm at the micro-level of the 

productive enterprise, such as worker-recuperated firms, rural producer collectives and 

coops, family-based microenterprises, and neighbourhood collectives (Cattani, 2004). 

From out of these microeconomic experiments, often at least loosely federated 

territorially in some way, the state can then be lobbied to support them, and then, it is 

hoped, transformed into an entity responsive to the needs o f worker-led firms and local 

community development. Such has been the approach taken up in Brazil in the past 

decades, for example, with the close ties there between the state (via the National 

Secretary o f the Solidarity Economy), many of the country’s unions, and rural and urban 

cooperative movements that gradually emerged after the proliferation of experiments 

such as the landless peasant and worker movements (Singer & Souza, 2000; Gaiger & 

Dos Anjos, 2011). Eventually, this bottom-up approach, it is thought, could see the 

evolution o f a people-centred solidarity or popular economy rooted in economic justice 

and participative democracy (Coraggio, 1999; 2004; Pastore, n.d.; Sarria Icaza & Tiribia, 

2004). One of Latin America’s most influential theorists o f autogestion, the Brazilian 

sociologist Paulo Peixoto de Albuquerque (2004), for instance, suggests this gradual 

encroachment approach to social transformation in his four-pronged definition of the 

term. For him, autogestion has:
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(1) a social character, where people within all social strata are engaged in 
the development of a new societal order grounded in self-determination 
and participation;

(2) an economic character, where the social implications of production are 
taken into account and where work would be privileged over capital, as in 
the case of worker cooperatives;

(3) a political character, where, as with Porto Alegre’s participatory 
budgeting practices, all people affected would have a say in decision
making and collectively constructing some sort o f popular power; and

(4) a technical character, which points to the (re)design and 
(re)deployment of non-exploitative and re-rationalized divisions o f labour 
and production processes, (pp. 31-38)

Whereas Arvon and Rosanvallon refuse to specifically centre on the economic 

realm and the firm when conceptualizing autogestion, preferring to remain at the level of 

sociological theorization and have the emancipated, self-managed society worked out by 

those living it immanently, Peixoto de Albuquerque and other contemporary Latin 

American theorists o f autogestion, such as Jose Luis Coraggio (1999, 2003, 2004), Paul 

Singer (2004), and Luiz Inacio Gaiger (2003), have reversed the theorization, working 

from without the myriad experiments o f the social and solidarity economies across the 

region that have been responding to and moving beyond neoliberal enclosures in recent 

years.

In sum, the conceptualizations of autogestion that I have been sketching out in 

this sub-section take into account implicitly three broad characteristics: (1) the 

effectiveness and viability o f associated forms of social production for provisioning for 

life’s needs and producing social wealth, (2) economic justice in some form of 

democratic organization o f productive entities, and (3) the social ownership o f the means 

of production. These loosely parallel Bayat’s (1991) contention that, on the whole, when
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ideologically-based arguments against workers’ control are set aside, the literature’s 

justifications for workers’ participation, workers’ control, or, more radically, autogestion, 

falls within three themes: (1) the “efficiency ” o f  workers ’ control ofproduction, (2) 

increasing democracy in the workplace as a step to increasing democracy in society, and

(3) ethical-moral demands for workers’ control. I turn to these three justifications next.

Three justifications for workers* control 

“Efficient” production

One common assumption made by liberal economic theories o f the firm is that, 

where democracy in the workplace is increased, efficiency will necessarily suffer. 

Another is that labour-managed firms will tend to under-invest due to the risk averseness 

and income-maximization (rather than profit-maximization) tendency of worker-managed 

firms, hence their rarity (e.g., Furubotn & Pejovich, 1970; Hansmann, 1996; Jensen & 

Meckling, 1976; Ward, 1958; for an overview o f this argument, see Dow, 2003; Howard, 

2000; Jensen, 201 la). As I will show with regard to ERTs in Chapter 6, economists and 

researchers of the labour-managed or cooperative firm, such as Seymour Mellman 

(1970), Stephen Marglin (1974, 1984, 1991), Jaroslav Vanek (1977), John Craig (1993), 

Hans Mtinkner (1995), Carlo Borzaga (Borzaga & Tortia, 2007; Borzaga, Depedri, & 

Tortia, 2009), Anthony Jensen (201 la, b), and Virginie Perotin (2006, 2012), show that 

these are erroneous claims empirically. Even Marx made reference to this in a footnote in 

the chapter on cooperation in Capital, Vol. I, suggesting that such views, common in his 

time (especially the democracy-productivity dichotomy), were actually about justifying 

liberal political economy’s ideological standpoints o f private property, free markets, and
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competition. These and other self-management theorists and researchers have, rather, 

consistently shown that the labour-managed firm can be as, if not more, efficacious, 

productive, and efficient (if not even as “competitive”) as strictly capitalist firms, even 

within market systems. This is, these theorists and researchers suggest, primarily due to, 

amongst other factors, their workers’ deep ideological and emotional investments in their 

cooperative projects and the strength o f informal solidarity ties forged by worker-owners 

that share in the responsibilities of running firms. As I will show in subsequent chapters, 

this is also the case with ERTs. Instead, as ERTs also teach us, under-production and 

inefficiencies in labour-managed firms when in competition with private firms usually 

arise from lack o f start-up or loan capital from a financial system averse to workers’ own 

equity (i.e., labour capital), or politically from states that do not have adequate policies 

for workplace conversions into cooperatives, or that fail to support these firms via start

up grants or favourable state procurement legislation. Contemporary conjunctures where 

labour-managed firms are on the rise and benefit from adequate support from the state, as 

in Venezuela and Brazil (Pineiro Hamecker, 2007; Bowman & Stone, 2006; Gaiger & 

Dos Anjos, 2010) (see Chapter 3), on the whole, show the adequateness o f the model for 

productivity gains, firm longevity, and worker happiness, for instance (also see Ben-Ner, 

1984, 1988; Becchetti, Castriota, & Depedri, 2010; Borzaga, Depedri, & Tortia, 2010; 

Erdal, 2000; Perotin, 2006; Vanek, 1977). The flip side to this is evidenced in the

83 “That Philistine paper, the Spectator,..." writes Marx (1967), “finds that the main defect in the Rochdale 
co-operative experiments is this: ‘They showed that associations of workmen could manage shops, mills, 
and almost all forms of industry with success, and they immediately improved the condition of the men but 
then they did not leave a clear place for masters.’ Quelle horreurl” (p. 331).
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challenges that Argentina’s ERTs face in light of inadequate state support and the 

preponderance o f competitive markets (see Chapter 5).

Moreover, radical theorists and economists sensitive to the LMF contend that 

labour-managed production is “tantamount to the liberation and thus advancement o f the 

productive forces, wealth and prosperity” (Bayat, 1991, p. 25). In this vein, Mike Cooley 

(1980), for instance, has argued that, at minimum, workers’ participation in the running 

of firms is better than separate control by a managerial class for improving or stimulating 

productivity because it brings workers into the decision-making and labour process as 

active agents of change, focusing on the strength of workers’ initiatives and mobilizing 

their knowledge in the ins and outs of production in their areas of specialty. Here, 

Cooley’s position is similar to Braverman’s (1974) and Burawoy’s (1985) calls to re

unite workers’ capacities for conceptualization with their capacities for execution. In 

Cooley’s book, Architect or Bee? The Human/Technology Relationship (1980), he uses 

as an example of the efficacy o f workers’ participation and control the case of Lucas 

Aerospace in the UK in the 1970s. The Lucas Corporate Plan, as it was called, was the 

experiment in workers’ management of the firm and for developing worker-led and 

community-centred innovations of new “socially useful” products, in part as a solution to 

the threat o f massive layoffs at the firm. Through a workers’ and union council called the 

Combined Shop-Stewards Committee, the brief incorporation o f the Lucas Aerospace 

Company’s skilled and semi-skilled workers into the management, decision-making, and 

product proposal and design areas of the company was, by all accounts, a success (Bayat, 

1991; Cooley, 1980; Noble, 1984). Cooley shows how the Lucas Aerospace workers 

immediately began to deploy their skills and knowledge for proposing and producing
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new, technologically sophisticated products in collaboration with the communities (rather 

than markets) that would benefit most from such technologies. Through worker 

innovation and community collaboration, Lucas went form producing jet turbines to co

inventing and producing energy-saving domestic products, medical machines, and 

versatile power generation devices. The relative success o f the Lucas Plan inspired other 

experiments in “socially useful production” such as the Greater London Enterprise Board 

and the London Innovation Network under the political leadership o f then London 

councillor Ken Livingstone. All were, however, perhaps too successful for the capitalist 

system to bear, eventually being shutdown by the Thatcher government by 1985 (Bayat, 

1991, pp. 198-199).

Theorists of workers’ participation that hold on to the capitalist system and free 

markets have, since at least the 1930s, also recognized the efficaciousness of workers’ 

participation for increasing profits and productivity. Scholars from within the Human 

Relations School (HRS) and industrial relations theory, for instance, have considered and 

advocated for self-management as responses to the resistances by workers to Taylorism 

and scientific management (Friedman, 1977; Grint, 2005). HRS and industrial relations 

theorists have proposed that more decision-making in the hands o f workers could 

“alleviate the negative impacts of scientific management,” increase workers’ motivations, 

and actually increase productivity (Bayat, 1991, p. 25). Here, however, the ends, of 

course, are not about deploying workers’ participation in order to give workers more 

autonomy per se, or for ethical reasons that aim to lessen exploitation and alienation in 

the workplace. Rather, these relatively recent strategies taken up by capital are about 

increasing productivity by increasing workers’ shop-floor autonomy and self-direction in
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order to tap into their capacities to cooperate and find creative solutions to production 

issues. HRS schemes have generally succeeded in investing workers more into the 

capitalist workplaces that employ them and, thus, paradoxically, have served to extract 

more relative surplus-value from them while lessening the need for direct supervision 

(Friedman, 1977). These workers’ participation and control schemes have also ultimately 

served, in the hands of savvy capitalists, to cheapen the cost of variable capital in a way 

that Marx perhaps could not have foreseen. By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the 

industrial relations school started to actively research and advocate for deploying forms 

of workers’ participation as “a modernizing form of industrial democracy.. .in which 

administrative councils o f workers, technicians, and managers engage in cooperative 

decision-making, over-seeing [more and more] aspects o f industrial life” (Farmer, 1979, 

p. 59). Called “responsible autonomy” by Andrew Friedman (1977), recent historical 

examples of this strategy that come to mind include experiences with self-managed work 

teams and enterprises in industrial settings, quality work circles, humanized work, 

flexible work schedules, working from home, European works councils (where workers’ 

and managers co-determine production), the New Social Charter of European 

Community legislating that workers be placed on boards o f companies, and even aspects 

of the adequate technology movement of the 1970s.

Since the 1970s, these initiatives have been, on one hand, responses by capital to 

pressure from below emerging from workers’ and unions’ demands for greater autonomy, 

more control o f production, better working conditions, and more fulfilling work. They 

have become relatively new ways that capital has re-subsumed labour into emerging post- 

Fordist production regimes in light of the profit squeeze and energy crises of the early
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1970s (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005; Harvey, 2005). On the other hand, they point to 

workers’ capacities to innovate and care for the production o f socially useful products. 

This is a tension—part o f autogestion’s dual reality, as I will argue in Chapters 6 and 7— 

that perhaps all self-managed work projects and firms that still operate within capitalist 

markets must contend with—ERTs being no exception. These capitalist adaptations to 

and co-optations of autogestion and the tensions within which such practices exist in 

contemporary capitalist economic conjunctures, are issues that I address throughout the 

rest o f this dissertation in light of ERTs.

Democratizing workplaces

Paralleling the second principle of the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA)— 

“democratic member control”—social and political theorists of participatory democracy 

and workers’ control that ground their arguments in normative theories of economic and 

participative justice have advocated for more workers ’participation in production, and 

some, for the democratization o f  the workplace on a broader level

Some economic and political theorists, such as Samuel Bowles & Robert Gintis 

(1993), Robert Dahl (1985), Ronald Mason (1982), Carole Pateman (1970), and Michael 

Walzer (1983), justify workers’ control by treating the workplace as an extension of the 

political sphere that demands less authoritarianism and more democracy. The workplace, 

to these theorists, resembles something akin to the state (Bowles & Gintis, 1993; Dahl, 

1985; Dow, 2003; Walzer, 1983) and, as such, they call for the need to increase 

democracy at work by extending into the factory and onto the shop-floor representative 

democratic forms (Walzer, 1983), or more participative forms of democracy struggled 

over in society at-large (Pateman, 1970). “If democracy is justified in governing the



state,” writes Dahl (1985), “then it is justified in governing economic enterprises” (p.

135, quoted in Dow, 2003, p. 27). Walzer (1983) specifically calls for disassociating the 

“authoritarian command” of productive activity framing the private firm from property 

ownership, arguing that the nature of the activity of production within firms, as 

“common enterprises,” needs workers to be included in its democratic stewardship (p. 

298).84 For these theorists, participative justice in the workplace would encourage 

broader economic or industrial democracy reforms. Decreasing exploitation and 

exclusion in the workplace and increasing participation in society, for them, begins by 

increasing democracy and inclusion in the workplace and, ultimately, eliminating 

“industrial authoritarianism” (Jones & Seabrook, 1969, p. 29).

Mason (1982) and Pateman (1970) have specifically argued that the type of 

democracy within the workplace should be participative rather than representative.

Mason (1982) defines the participative democracy that should be incorporated into firms 

as “community rule in which the process of decision-making generally entails widespread 

and effective participation o f community members” (p. 30, quoted in Dow, 2003, p. 30). 

For both Mason and Pateman, moreover, more participation in the workplace converts 

them into learning spaces for more participation in the greater polity. Drawing from the 

classical work of Rousseau, J.S. Mill, and G.D.H. Cole, Pateman (1970) contends that 

“participation [in all levels o f society, including the workplace] develops and fosters the 

very qualities necessary for it; the more individuals participate the better able they 

become to do so” (p. 42). Dow (2003) summarizes these greater hopes for participative 

democracy in the workplace when he writes that “Pateman and Mason agree that

84 For similar arguments specifically related to the labour-managed firm, see Vanek (1971, p. 9).
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participation [at work] is good because it creates a better kind of human being... [and 

that].. .these benefits go beyond the acquisition of democratic skills, and extend to 

attitudinal changes” (p. 31). Evidence from my own empirical work on the attitudinal and 

practical changes that ERT workers go through, and the connections between their 

participation in the ERT and their personal and collective transformations into 

cooperators, expanded on in Chapters 4 and 7, coincides with Mason and Pateman’s 

assertions.

Notions of directly democratic participation in alternative economic endeavours 

in Argentina in the newest social movements that emerged at the end of the 1990s and 

that surged especially in the years post 2001 have tended to go hand-in-hand with the 

strong view o f participative democracy and, especially, with how autogestion has been 

conceived o f in the country in recent years. Throughout alternative social and solidarity 

economy projects and movements such as ERTs, community-driven economic and social 

initiatives, neighbourhood assemblies, human rights groups, associations o f cartoneros, 

and the piquetero movement of the 1990s and early 2000s, for instance, the concept and 

practices o f horizontalism as a more just way o f organizing productive life has streamed 

through their practices of autogestion (Almeyra, 2004; Sitrin, 2006; Svampa & Pereyra, 

2004). Horizontalism is a concept that has historical roots in the practices of European 

anarchist and autonomist collectives and in the practices of numerous contemporary Latin 

American groups engaging in solidarity economics (see below) and bottom-up 

community development rooted in social justice issues, such as the Zapatistas, the 

Brazilian participatory budgeting movement, and Brazil’s landless workers’ and 

peasants’ movements (Holloway, 2002; Schugurensky, 2001; Sitrin, 2006).
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Horizontalism espouses an egalitarian (re)distribution of economic and political power. 

More specifically, it is both a theory and a practice, mapping out, immanently, within the 

realm o f the everyday rather than in a predetermined way “from above,” how the ongoing 

participation o f all individuals in the decision-making of a particular collective and 

between collectives can be facilitated. Moreover, horizontality points to the conscious 

attempt by individuals of a collective to lessen the coercive force of obligation or 

representativism by rallying around a more inclusive force o f mutual commitments and 

consensus (Sitrin, 2006). As I will bring up shortly, this last point, again, deeply connects 

autogestion with a socialized economy.

The ethical-moral position

This position, on the whole, parallels and is in ways grounded in modem Western 

socialisms’ critiques of the capitalist modes of organizing the economy and the 

workplace, covered at length in Sections 1 and 2 of this chapter. More contemporary 

theorists and proponents of workers’ control and autogestion that begin from the ethical- 

moral position, and often including Marxist arguments, such as Bayat (1991), David 

Ellerman (1992), Horvat (1982), Ernest Mandel (1973), John Street (1983), and Jaroslav 

Vanek (1975), ground their views on the ethical legitimacy o f self-management for 

minimizing exploitation and alienation and maximizing the “self-determination” and 

“self-actualization” o f associated forms of labour.

By the last half of the 19th century, early notions of autogestion merged with 

movements for worker cooperatives and democratized workplaces and were important for 

envisioning the post-capitalist society. This was witnessed in, for example, the First 

International’s endorsement of producer cooperatives (Horvat, 1982). The possibilities
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seen in the short-lived worker takeover o f factories and shops during the Paris Commune 

of 1871 also did much to inspire socialist and anarchist visions o f the post-capitalist 

society o f cooperatives, equally impressing Marx, Bakunin, and Kropotkin. Moreover, in 

the US and Canada during the last quarter of the 19th century and the first decades of the 

20th century, early unionism merged with worker cooperative experiments with the 

Knights o f Labour and the International Workers of the World (IWW) (Curl, 2010). From 

the anarchist labour movement, anarcho-syndicalism became the predominant position of 

early French unions that viewed the general strike and workers’ takeover o f factories as 

the first steps to the transformation of society. The more reformist British shop stewards 

movement of the early 20th century would also centre social transformation on the shop- 

floor, embodying “the resentment of the craft unions against certain encroachments of 

power by capitalists” (Bayat, 1991, p. 17). Conceptualized politically as “guild 

socialism” in Britain in the 1910s, primarily via the writings of G.D.H. Cole (1980), 

workers’ guilds, it was envisioned, would lead “an alternative to capitalist industrial 

control” by highly skilled workers who had lost power to capital (Bayat, 1991, p. 17). 

Here, the proposal was for workers’ guilds to control the means o f production, which 

would ultimately be owned by the state, with the vision to “transform capitalism to 

industrial unionism” (Cole 1980, quoted in Bayat p. 18). For all of these early labour 

movements and proposals, organizing workers into associations o f labourers at the point- 

of-production was seen as central in raising working class consciousness and as the key 

point of struggle. Transforming the “social relations at the point o f production” could be 

the first step towards transforming society (Bayat, 1991, p. 15).
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For a time in the years following World War I, a broad European movement of 

bottom-up shop-floor organizations such as factory committees, workers’ councils, and 

soviets proliferated in countries such as Italy, Russia, Hungary, Poland, Germany, and 

Bulgaria. At first, they tended to emerge as direct reactions by workers and their 

representatives to the deplorable post-war socioeconomic conditions. Some o f these 

workers’ actions and organizations in places such as Russia, Hungary, and Germany, 

would subsequently expand into broader political movements bringing together parties o f 

the Left with workers’ control movements. The 1917 Russian Revolution’s roots in 

grassroots and directly democratic workers’ committees is often overlooked or 

underplayed in official histories of the rise of the Soviet Union, for instance (Brinton, 

1970; Horvat, 1982). Factory seizures and the creation of workers’ councils also followed 

general strikes in Germany in Jan-Feb 1918, for instance, while the seizure o f industry by 

workers in Northern Italy in 1919-1920 during the biennio rosso witnessed up to 200,000 

workers occupy and run factories, especially in Turin (Gramsci, 2000; Horvat, 1982). 

Indeed, trade unions’ and leftist political parties’ general failure to respond to or support 

these movements created political and leadership vacuums and situations o f dual power 

that, in places like Italy, would see the working class acting independently for a time 

(Bayat, 1991).

These examples o f worker-led and workplace-centred collective actions, and the 

promotion of this bottom-up revolutionary path by usually libertarian Marxist advocates, 

has come to be known as the “aggressive encroachment approach” to workers’ control 

(Bayat, 1991, pp. 33). Most broadly, such an approach sees situations of dual power 

emerge, where alternative centres o f power form in workplaces that contest the state’s
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authority via democratized workers’ control and takeovers of factories and shops. 

Aggressive encroachment theorists thus see such forms of workers’ control as the first 

step towards the post-revolutionary workers’ state. Street (1983), for example, according 

to Bayat (1991), takes a hard approach to justifying workers’ control when he suggests 

that socialists do not have to resort to the other two justifications for it— efficiency 

increases or more democratic workplaces. Instead, those seeking socialist transformation 

should resort specifically to the strong moral argument for workers’ control suggested by 

actions such as workplace takeovers (p. 26). Workers, after all, value products in 

capitalist modes of production, aggressive encroachment theorists argue, and should 

therefore reap the most from them. In the final analysis, for aggressive encroachment 

advocates, workers’ themselves, either directly or via a workers’ state, should own the 

means o f production. The work of council communists such as Anton Pannekoek (2003) 

and Paul Mattick (1967), and anarcho-syndicalists such as Rudolf Rocker (1938), 

explicitly argued for workers’ control as a bottom-up political movement that could 

ground “the revolutionary self-organization of the working class” (Bayat, 1991, p. 38). In 

contrast to the centralist, vanguardist, and etatist proposals o f the Bolsheviks and their 

takeover of the workers’, peasants’, and soldiers’ soviets by early 1918 (Horvat, 1982), 

counci lists believe that through workers’ councils the working class can prepare and self- 

direct the eventual takeover of the state, transforming it into, unlike the Soviet Union, a 

true workers’ state. Ernest Mandel (1973), from a Trostkyist perspective, held even 

stronger views o f workers’ control, pointing out the impossibility of true workers’ control 

in any capitalist system while also arguing how it is, nevertheless, a valuable “transitional 

demand” on the path to the post-capitalist and communist society (p. 345). Through
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aggressive encroachment rather than, for example, guild socialism’s gradualist 

encroachment approach, the establishment o f workers’ councils in factories becomes an 

offensive measure by workers. History, however, has shown that situations o f temporary 

dual power, such as in 1917-1918 Soviet Russia and 1919-1920 Italy, most often fail due 

to state repression, co-optation by vanguardist parties, or coup d ’etats and strikes or 

lockouts by capitalists, often coordinated by the bourgeois establishment.

Also part of the aggressive encroachment approach, but partially differentiated 

from Mandel’s hard position on workers’ control, Antonio Gramsci (2000) considered 

workers’ democracy overseen by workers’ or factory councils during conjunctures of 

capitalism to be central for the struggle towards the future communist society. For 

Gramsci, workers’ councils were learning experiences for the proletarian struggle. They 

were spaces where the working class could learn how to “exert power” and, “through 

struggle... consolidate their self-rule in a post-revolutionary era” (Clark, 1977, in Bayat, 

1991, p. 39). For Gramsci (2000), in essence, workers’ democracy within capitalism was 

preparation for the workers’ economy to come. In the thick of the general strikes and 

factory occupations o f 1919-1920, Gramsci would write that “the social life of the 

working class is rich in the very institutions and activities which need to be developed, 

fully organized and co-ordinated into a broad and flexible system that is capable of 

absorbing and disciplining the entire working class” (Gramsci, 2000, p. 80). Workers’ 

councils were among the most powerful of these institutions for Gramsci. Similar to the 

council communist proposals, democratically-elected workers’ and peasants’ councils 

could catalyze social transformation in the rest o f society from the factories and the 

fields, unifying this transformation under a mass workers’ and peasants’ movement
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(2000). While, for Gramsci, workers’ control was not posited as an alternative to the 

organizing role o f the vanguard (i.e., Communist) Party or the state, workers’ control 

could, nevertheless, be a way, Gramsci believed, for the working class to gain much 

valuable experience and break capitalist-aligned state power in both the economy and 

society at-large, ultimately establishing a “counter-hegemony” of the working class.

For most proponents o f ethical-moral justifications for workers’ control, workers’ 

democracy on shop-floors, in offices, and in shops is generally the ground from which to 

learn how to democratically reorganize society, prepare for the seizure of power, and 

extend this bottom-up power out to the rest of society in order to eventually create the 

workers’ state. For them, workplace democracy can transform movements of the self- 

governing firm to broader political movements for the self-governing society. Indeed, 

according to Horvat (1982), only a social system rooted in equality of opportunity and 

solidarity, broad democratic institutions inclusive of workplaces, and the distribution of 

goods and services according to the needs of all will ultimately lead to the emancipated 

“self-governing society” (pp. 498-500).

Cooperation, worker cooperatives, and the social and solidarity economy

From the discussion thus far, then, it is hopefully clear that notions of workers’ 

participation, workers’ control, and self-management can be either accommodative to 

capital or take more radical directions, as Marx, for example, alludes to regarding 

worker/producer coops. For distinguishing between more accommodative perspectives of 

workers’ control and participation and more radical notions o f autogestion, it is useful to 

look at how cooperatives have emerged and, in recent years, how practices of the social 

and solidarity economy have unfolded and been conceived of.
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In considering the sociopolitical implications of alternative economic 

arrangements such as cooperatives, for example, Canadian social economy theorists have 

positioned the various practices and notions o f alternative economic organizations within 

a spectrum, or a continuum, that sees them somewhere within reformist or social 

democratic designs for a kinder capitalist market system on one end, to more utopian 

visions for a radically different form of economic life free o f inequalities on the other 

(see, for example, Fontan & Shragge, 2000; McMurtry, 2010; Melnyk, 1985). The 

following discussion takes such an approach.

Defining cooperatives and cooperation

Broadly, the rise of the cooperative movement has espoused the main hopes and 

desires of our definition o f autogestion above, i.e., more workers’ and consumers’ 

participation in economic life, increased economic equality, more just ways of 

redistributing social wealth, and so on. In the main, however, with perhaps the exception 

of certain moments in the history of worker cooperatives, the cooperative movement has 

tended to be historically, within capitalist conjunctures, more reformist than revolutionary 

(Craig, 1993; Melnyk, 1985). Cooperative experiences such as credit unions and 

cooperative banks, and consumer, service, and marketing cooperatives, for example, have 

envisioned alternative economic arrangements where life’s needs may be provisioned 

more humanely or equitably, but usually within the already existing or, at most, a 

reformed market system (Howard, 2000; Restakis, 2010). In such a reformed market 

system, while production, distribution, and consumption may be socialized through some 

form of collective, cooperative, or even state control, markets still do the allocation via 

price indicators.
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Early social democratic and liberal theorists of cooperatives, influenced by 

Owen’s reformist visions (see Section 1 of this chapter), usually began justifying the need 

for more equitable markets, more just forms o f distributing wealth, more benign forms of 

production, and for a society dominated by cooperatives generally, from the 

understanding that cooperation among people in producing for and meeting life’s needs 

long predates liberal economics and modem capitalism. Moreover, as more humane and 

locally-based “[cjommunistic” economic arrangements (Holyoake, 1867, quoted Gurney, 

1988, p. 71), then, these theorists would go on to argue that cooperative forms of 

economics should be reasserted and practiced in order to, at minimum, soften the 

exploitative nature o f capitalism and, ultimately, begin to reassert a more inclusive, 

human-scale, and less exploitative economic model. George Holyoake, for instance, in 

1875 would write that:

From the commencement of human society Co-operation has been 
common in the sense o f two or more persons uniting to attain an end 
which each was unable to effect singly.... The new Co-operation, of 
which I here write, begins in mutual help, with a view to end in a common 
competence. A co-operative society commences in persuasion, proceeds 
by consent, seeks success by common efforts, incurs risks, and shares 
losses, intending that all its members shall proportionately share whatever 
benefits are secured, (par. 4)

By 1895, the widespread growth of consumer cooperatives throughout Europe 

and its contemporary or former colonies motivated the founding of the International 

Cooperative Alliance (ICA), which began consolidating the growing world cooperative 

movements by “coordinating the activities of affiliated co-operative federations” (Craig, 

1993, p. 33). Adopting the cooperative principles of the earlier Rochdale pioneers, the 

ICA would eventually arrive at a definition of cooperativism similar to but more specific
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than Owen’s and King’s early reformist notions (see Section 1), and Holyoake’s 

conceptualization above. While, as Argentina’s ERTs will show us, the socioeconomic 

practices encompassed by autogestion are certainly not limited to the definition of 

cooperativism provided by the ICA, it does nevertheless offer some viable guiding 

concepts from which to begin to think about more radical forms of the cooperative firm. 

At the same time, the liberal democratic and reformist roots o f the cooperative movement 

are still palpably present in the ICA’s definition, which does not take a stance specifically 

against the capitalist system of organizing production, distribution, and consumption. 

According to the ICA (2007), a cooperative is “an autonomous association o f persons 

united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs and 

aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled enterprise” (par. 1). 

The values o f cooperation guiding cooperative economic enterprises should be, according 

to the ICA, rooted in “self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity and 

solidarity” (par. 2). And, as I will bring up periodically throughout the rest of this 

dissertation, the principles that all formal cooperatives are asked to adopt by the ICA, 

expanding on and rewriting the original Rochdale principles at key moments throughout 

the 20th century, include: (1) voluntary and open membership; (2) democratic member 

control; (3) member economic participation; (4) autonomy and independence; (5) 

education, training, and information; (6) cooperation among cooperatives; and (7) 

concern for community (ICA, 2007, pars. 3-10).

Many radical cooperative movements have adopted some or most o f these 

principles as foundations for alternative economic arrangements that directly attempt to 

move beyond liberal market logics and capitalist values o f individualism and competition
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(Vieta, 2010). Many other cooperative experiments, however, have undeniably continued 

to be accommodative to capitalist logics, or have been co-opted by centralist or populist

O f

state governments. Craig & Saxena (1986), however, emphasize the more radical 

potential of cooperativism in their definition of the cooperative form. Inspired by the 

solidarity-based coops they have studied in the global South, Craig & Saxena highlight 

how associated production in cooperative organizations should minimize profiting from 

others and maximize equity and collective control. Their definition, I believe, proves 

useful for beginning to conceptualize more radical forms of cooperatives:

Cooperation is the free and voluntary association of people to create an 
organization which they democratically control, providing themselves 
with goods, services and/or a livelihood rather than profiting from others, 
with an equitable contribution of capital and acceptance of a fair share of 
risks and benefits generated by the joint activity. To sustain their 
endeavour they must develop individuals and build a solidarity 
relationship with other co-operators and like-minded people. (Craig & 
Saxena, 1986, p. 67)

Defining worker cooperatives

Worker and producer cooperative and self-management experiments throughout 

the 20th century flourished in diverse sociopolitical contexts such as, to name only a few: 

Argentina’s rural coops and urban mutual societies; the USSR’s kolkhozy before their

85 Radical experiments with worker cooperativism and self-management emerged at times throughout the 
20th century, the cooprativization and collectivization of agriculture and industry in Catalonia in 1936, 
factory takeovers in France in May 1968, and the conversion of private, investor-owned firms into worker 
coops in the UK, France, Spain, Italy, and other places throughout the ‘70s and ‘80s. But the 20th century 
also saw other worker cooperative and self-management experiences increasingly accommodate or get co
opted by centrally planned economies, monopoly capitalism, or the global post-Fordist system. Mondragon 
Cooperative Corporation’s outsourcing of production to the global South; or the demutualization of 
agricultural, marketing, insurance, and consumer coops throughout the global North, are some examples of 
this co-optation. These accommodations and co-optations were also witnessed in the state’s takeover or 
control of traditional collectives and coops such as in the collectivization drives of agricultural cooperatives 
in Stalin’s Soviet Union, the collectivization of agriculture in Mao’s China, and Nyerere’s Tanzania, and 
the state’s increased control over self-managed firms in Ben Bella’s Algeria post 1962 (Bayat, 1991).
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collectivization; Nova Scotia’s Antigonish movement o f worker cooperatives;

Catalonia’s self-management movement around the years of the Spanish Civil War; 

industrial coops in Nationalist and early Maoist China; Yugoslavia’s self-managed 

factories; post-colonial Algeria’s originally spontaneous self-management movements; 

worker cooperatives in the plywood industry o f the US’s Pacific Northwest; Chile’s 

cooperative agricultural experiments and factory takeovers just before and during the 

presidency of Salvador Allende; and Israel’s kibbutz movement (Craig, 1993; Bayat,

1991; Horvat, 1982; Melnyk, 1985). By the last quarter o f the 20th century, definitions of 

the worker cooperative began to more formally take into account, to some degree, the 

three characteristics 1 suggested were important to notions of autogestion, to wit: (1) the 

efficacy of social production for provisioning for life’s needs, (2) economic justice via 

the directly democratic organization of the firm by workers, and (3) the collective 

ownership of the means o f production.

Taking up these three considerations o f autogestion specifically from the 

perspective of the labour-managed and labour-owned firm, and consolidating it with the 

ICA’s and Craig & Saxena’s conceptualization o f cooperatives and cooperation, the 

definition o f worker coops for understanding Argentina’s ERTs that will be assumed in 

the rest of this dissertation is the following:

Worker cooperatives are productive entities whereby “labour hires capital” 
(Smith, Chivers, & Goodfellow, 1988, p. 25), where “work” is the 
common contribution of each member (INAES, 2007), where “control is 
linked to work” rather than financial investment (Oakeshott, 1990, p. 27), 
and where revenues are the common property of the cooperative’s 
members (Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 2009). Furthermore, they are 
voluntary associations of workers cooperating democratically, wherein 
each worker has an “equal say” in the running of the coop (Mathews,
1999, p. 198) via workers’ boards or councils elected from its membership 
base (Quarter, 1992, p. 27).
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The rise of the social and solidarity economies

As with notions and practices o f workers’ control and cooperatives, the 

transformative potential o f the social economy and its myriad organizations and practices 

also span a political continuum, with reformist designs for a kinder capitalist market 

system on one end to more ambitious visions for a radical economic transformations on 

the other (Amin, 2009; Fontan & Shragge, 2000). Our current epoch’s neoliberal order 

and its associated tensions o f globalization, the global division o f labour, and the decline 

of the welfare state have opened up a new interest in the social economy in the past two 

decades (Amin, 2009; Gibson-Graham, 2006; Miller, 2004). As Ash Amin (2009) has 

recently asserted, for example, “[t]his new interest joins traditional fringe interest in the 

social economy as real evidence o f post-capitalist possibility based on social participation 

and an explicit ethic of care” emerging in myriad communities the world over (p. 5). Led 

by social justice groups, progressive governments and academics, and communities o f the 

marginalized, this new interest has also led to new theorizations of the social economy in 

the wake of the emergence o f actual alternative economic models that directly respond to 

and begin to move beyond the worst injustices o f the global neoliberal status quo. 

Engaging with the social and solidarity economy conceptually here can thus help us 

further grasp what autogestion means today in Argentina, and help us better understand 

later on some of the alternative economic and organizational practices engaged with by 

the country’s ERTs.
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Practices of the “social economy”—or better, a socialized economy86—as with 

Arvon’s and Rosanvallon’s assertions concerning autogestion, have been understood to 

predate markets and capitalist economics by millennia (also see McMurtry, 2010). It is 

not controversial today to assert that the social dimensions of economic life, rather than 

the Smithian self-interested individual, grounded pre-market and pre-capitalist societies 

(Heilbroner & Milberg, 2008; McMurtry, 2010; Polanyi, 1957). As Fontan & Shragge 

(2000) assert, the social economy is as old as humans have been cooperating and sharing 

in the “results of their [collective] labour” in order to meet their life needs (p. 3). But 

locating an all-embracing definition of the social economy from the literature is much 

more difficult to ascertain.

Currently, the concept of the social economy is a contested one amongst 

academics, policy makers, and even practitioners who argue about how to conceptualize 

it and what practices it encompasses, despite its recognized multi-billion dollar force 

throughout the world today (McMurtry, 2010). Understanding the social economy today 

depends both on the particular theoretical perspective from which one views it, and on 

the regional or national conjuncture one decides to locate it in (Ash, 2009; McMurtry, 

2010). For instance, in the US, the social economy is often thought o f as the “third 

sector” of the economy, a sector predominated by tertiary activities not viable for 

commercialization and the market and proliferated by non-profits and voluntary 

associations (Salomon, 1999). In Western Europe, Canada, and Latin America, the social 

economy categorically encompasses a wider array of organizations that include

86 That is, where the social takes priority over or drives the economic (rather than the other way around), 
and the social production of social wealth (i.e., fairly distributed wealth for all members) is the goal.
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cooperatives, social enterprises, mutual associations, and civil society non-profits, which 

can both act within and outside o f markets (Ash, 2009; Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 

2009). Some common definitional trends that crosscut academic traditions and regional 

and national boundaries can, nevertheless, be discerned.

First, the social economy is a concept that takes into account all organizations 

that are: (1) autonomously managed by members or community stakeholders, (2) that are 

neither directly state-controlled (although they might be wholly or partially state-funded), 

nor (3) privately owned or controlled by private investors, that (4) do not seek profit 

making as their guiding aim (although they might make some profit or surpluses within 

markets), and that (5) serve the social needs o f members and stakeholders via clear social 

objectives (Amin, 2009; Coraggio, 2003; Elgue, 2007; Laville et al., 1999; McMurtry, 

2010; Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 2009; Pearce, 2009; Fontan & Shragge, 2000).

Second, the social economy is also a set o f  activities motivated by the production, 

distribution, and allocation of resources otherwise in short supply and the collective 

desires or needs by a group o f people to overcome the economic gaps and social 

inequalities brought on by markets, governments, or economic crises. As Quarter, Mook, 

& Armstrong (2009) suggest, ssocial economy activities tend to have four primary 

characteristics: (1) social objectives; (2) social ownership; (3) volunteer/social 

participation; and (4) civic engagement (p. 12). Together, these activities and 

organizations are overlaid by values o f mutual aid rather than greed, solidarity rather than 

individualism, community interests rather than self-interest, and common ownership and 

democratic self-determination rather than private ownership and hierarchical control.
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In Latin America, especially with the entrenchment of neoliberalism over the past 

four decades, social economic practices and values that both challenge the status quo and 

create alternatives to it have returned with dynamism in recent years. In this dissertation, 

taking a cue from Latin American social economy theorists such as Jose Luis Coraggio 

(2003, 2004) and Paul Singer (2004), I refer to these new social economy experiments as 

the social and solidarity economy. At times I specifically call some of these social and 

solidarity economic practices new because, while rooted in age-old social and economic 

practices such as community- or worker-led decision-making processes, worker-run and - 

reorganized labour processes, and bottom-up community development, they also contain 

within them, to borrow a notion from Karl Polanyi (2001), a double-movement. This 

double-movement of new social and solidarity economy organizations emerging 

throughout Latin America, such as Argentina’s ERTs, sees these organizations both 

resisting the status quo neoliberal economic model o f our age and  moving beyond it. 

Moreover, I view these organizations’ two-pronged resistive (negative) and proactive 

(positive) movements as a new form of social and solidarity economy from  below, led by 

those people—actual protagonists such as workers—most affected by neoliberal reforms 

and that, at the same time, most directly benefit from controlling their own economic 

destinies. As such, this new social and solidarity economy has prefigurative 

characteristics. Prefigurative because these new forms of socially infused economic 

practices have a tendency to foreshadow different, less exploitative, and less alienating 

forms of economic organization when compared to the neoliberal capitalist order they 

contest. They contain within them a set o f future-oriented possibilities or preliminary
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sketches of another alternative economic, productive, cultural, and social reality in the 

present and for tomorrow.

But the new social and solidarity economies of Latin America have gradually 

emerged over time in the region, especially driven by and responding to the 

socioeconomic realities of recent decades. Before Latin America’s neoliberal experiments 

began to take off in the in mid 1970s, the voices of its working and marginalized classes, 

mediated by strong labour and cooperative movements, helped forge a version of the 

developmentalist state that served in many countries in the region to guarantee some sort 

of redistribution of substantial portions o f wealth (Palma, 2003; Portes, 1985; Portes & 

Hoffman, 2003). During the 1980s and early 1990s, with the widespread return of 

democracy and the concomitant rise o f neoliberal ideology in the region, discourses of an 

equitable redistribution of wealth and self-sustaining economies grounding a 

developmentalist socioeconomic model gave way to the discourses o f possessive 

individualism and globalization (Saad-Filho, 2005). In political economic terms, this 

ideological shift, in practice, meant the downloading of the state’s role in securing some 

sort of social safety net to a broadly conceived “social economy.” By the 1990s, the 

notion of the social economy in countries such as Venezuela, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, 

and Uruguay, became a catch-all concept for an eclectic and loose fabric of NGOs (some 

foreign), union-controlled benefits programs, ad hoc community organizations (soup 

kitchens, garbage collectors and recyclers, affordable housing initiatives, community 

centres, free medical clinics, etc.), and precarious microenterprises (bakeries, food 

dispensaries, service-oriented entities, etc.). Throughout the region, this uncoordinated 

mix of entities essentially served to eventually replace the state-funded social safety net.
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The neoliberal discourse of the time positioned this new, “autonomous” social economy 

as a more “efficient” means of service delivery in comparison to the “cumbersome” 

apparatus of state or, as in Argentina, state and union welfare provisioning. In actuality, 

versions of the social economy during the 1990s became, in the eyes of many observers, 

an “economy of the poor” held together by policies of “social containment” (see Chapter 

6) as clientilistic and work-for-welfare schemes tied to social service delivery rendered 

certain community groups more “worthy” of assistance than others, while leaving many 

without any basic social protections (Elgue, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009).

Rather than a top-down, clientilist, assistentialist, or under-serviced and under

funded “social economy of the poor” in the service of government downloading, since the 

mid-to-late 1990s the arrival of Latin America’s new and emerging social and solidarity 

economies has seen this sector increasingly rooted in locally focused, community-led, 

democratically-driven, and self-managed economic activity. At core, a social economy of 

solidarity is fundamentally differentiated from the neoliberal system’s version o f poor-aid 

schemes or offering conditional hand outs to structurally marginalized communities by, 

instead, grounding itself in practices of self-reliance, self-direction, self-control, and 

directly democratic decision-making structures and peoples’ assemblies (i.e., 

horizontalism) made up of individuals from those communities directly engaged in the 

actual production of goods and services. While not doing away with efforts to reform the 

system or lobby the state for more recognition and assistance, however, organizations 

operating within social economies of solidarity focus first on the equitable redistribution 

o f surpluses amongst the direct producers and the otherwise marginalized (i.e., workers, 

the under- and unemployed, community members). These social and solidarity economy
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groups, in other words, ground themselves in what Coraggio (2004) has termed an 

“economy o f work” rather than an economy of capital (pp. 151-163). Moreover, across 

Latin America, social economies of solidarity also include aspects of explicitly non

capitalist economic or organizational practices such as bartering, horizontalism, 

participative democracy, camaraderie (what ERT protagonists call compaherismo, as I 

will show in later chapters), mutual aid, and cooperativism. Furthermore, these 

organizations are saturated by values that desire viable yet sustainable exodus from 

conditions of perpetual marginality and social exclusion. Organizations operating within 

economies o f solidarity do this by creating and engaging in economic practices that are 

consciously not a central part o f the state-capitalist system, that emerge despite and in 

many ways apart from the continued presence of competitive markets, and that prefigure 

other modes of non-commodified economic and productive life.87 As I will show 

especially in Chapter 7, Argentina’s ERTs in many ways fall within this broad Latin 

American movement.

Defining autogestion for this work

In this dissertation, then, autogestion serves as my umbrella concept, encompassing 

within it the more radical notions of workers’ control and cooperation that begin to 

directly contest, in practice and theoretically, capitalist logics o f production and 

economic arrangements. In doing so, I follow, in part, as I will make clear in ensuing 

chapters, the use of the term by ERT workers themselves to self-describe their new 

collective projects o f production in the formerly capitalist firms they have taken over.

87 See, for instance, the myriad examples in Cattani (2004). 
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Autogestion addresses how ERT workers are controlling their labour-power and the 

labour process and, in most cases, eventually outright owning the means of production 

within the legal rubric of a worker cooperative. It also points to how workers 

pragmatically come to cooperativism, as Chapters 4, 5, and 7 will show. They learn 

cooperative values as the go along, immanently, or “sobre la marcha” (“on the path of 

doing”) as one ERT member put it to me (see Chapters 4 and 7). As such, autogestion 

also points to an emergent concientization, a class-in-the-(re)making.

Specifically, then, for this dissertation, and from the concepts and discussion 

brought together in this chapter, autogestion means most fundamentally,

the collection o f organizational forms, practices and values of bottom-up, 
horizontal, worker-led, and solidarity-based production or service delivery 
whereby workers, and at times also the communities that they interact 
with, directly and democratically collaborate in conceptualizing, 
mobilizing, organizing, planning, managing, and executing the production 
or service delivery o f social wealth.

Autogestion, for this dissertation, means that the collaborative management of a firm may 

take on multiple social dimensions merging workers’ interest with the interests o f society 

at large. Here, the community outside o f the walls of the firm may be represented in part 

by state-ownership while workers’ control the daily operations of the firm, as in 

Venezuelan co-management, or may be represented by workers’ control and worker- 

ownership of the firm without state ownership but with community involvement in the 

productive entity, as in the case o f Argentina’s ERTs. Prefiguratively infused, in short, 

autogestion is equivalent to the potential fo r  or actual collective control ofproduction 

under social ownership and participation by the community of workers as members of a
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worker cooperative and those within the broader community directly affected by or 

benefiting from the productive activity of the firm.

Towards a Critical Theoretical Understanding of Argentina’s ERTs

From historical materialist and critical theoretical perspectives, this chapter has, 

most fundamentally, sought to lay the theoretical and historical groundwork that I will 

deploy and rely on in order to (1) understand ERT workers’ processes of taking over their 

former capitalist places of work, (2) their social innovations and recuperations, and (3) 

where they fit into the broader and historical struggles o f workers against capital. 

Specifically, the chapter set out to situate the dissertation’s analytical framework in the 

very aspects o f workers’ lives that get appropriated in the capital-labour relation and 

workers’ historical responses to this relation.

In Section 1 ,1 looked at classical socialist proposals for workers’ self- 

determination that were first articulated with the consolidation of capitalism in the 19th 

century. In Section 2 ,1 engaged with critical theoretical critiques of capitalist modes of 

production in order to begin to more deeply grasp what it is that ERT protagonists 

eventually recuperate for themselves on their path of occupy, resist, and produce. To wit, 

beyond ERT workers’ immediate goals of saving jobs, these include the recuperation of 

(1) their labour-power, (2) surpluses, (3) associated labour and workers’ cooperative 

capacities, (4) the social production of wealth, (5) the labour process, and (6) the division 

of labour. In the genealogical exercise o f Section 3, the chapter also sought to work 

through and come to a working definition of the concepts of workers’ control, workers’ 

participation, cooperativism, and, ultimately, the umbrella concept of autogestion.
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Defining these terms before engaging with the case studies and the empirical 

evidence is important because they will help us better understand the intricacies of self- 

managing a formerly capitalist enterprise by its former employees within the Argentine 

conjuncture o f recent decades. They will also be important in the dissertation’s 

Conclusion (Chapter 8) for understanding why ERTs emerged in Argentina in the 

particular conjuncture they did, for arriving at a definition of ERTs, and for delving into 

what makes them a continuation of and also unique experiences in the long history of 

workers’ self-activity.
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Chapter 3 
Conjunctures of Workers’ Self-Activity: Historically 
Situating Argentina’s ERTs

“Making, because it is a study in an active process, which owes as much to 
agency as to conditioning. The working class did not rise like the sun at an 
appointed time. It was present at its own making.... By class I understand 
an historical phenomenon, unifying a number of disparate and seemingly 
unconnected events, both in the raw material o f experience and in 
consciousness. I emphasize that it is an historical phenomenon. I do hot 
see class as a ‘structure,’ nor even as a ‘category,’ but as something which 
in fact happens (and can be shown to have happened) in human 
relationships.”

~ E.P. Thompson, The Making o f  the 
English Working Class, 1963, p. 9

This chapter fills in the macropolitical and historical conjunctures of Argentina’s 

ERTs, providing an overview of the political economic conditions from out o f which 

ERTs emerged. Section 1 of the chapter begins our understanding o f the political 

economy of Argentina’s modem working class (1930 to 1989) and the rise o f an 

influential labour movement mainly infused, after 1943, with Peronist ideals in the 

national politics o f the country. Specifically, Section 1 briefly outlines the realignment of 

labour in Argentina, first with the import substitution industrialization development 

model (ISI) o f the 1930s; then with the rise o f Juan Domingo Peron, as labour secretary 

and vice-president (1943-1945), and then as president (1946-1955); Peron’s version of 

the ISI-based developmentalist state he helped found; and the dimensions of Argentina’s 

political economy between Peron’s ouster (1955), his return (1973), and the last military 

dictatorship (1976-1983). The experiences o f workers during these years, I argue in
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Section 1, were crucial for laying the groundwork for their subsequent responses to and 

self-activity during the neoliberal era of the 1990s. Throughout, it relates this political 

economy to the variegated and contentious history of the ultimately failed “class 

compromise” betweeen organized labour and the country’s authoritarian capitalist 

regimes between the mid 1950s and mid 1970s, and the role of state repression and 

violence in maintaining this class compromise throughout this period. Finally, Section 1 

positions ERTs as historical extensions of workers’ struggles against capital in Argentina 

spanning the second half of the 20th century that include: the influence of the Peronist 

imaginary o f a self-sustaining national economy and the “dignity” of work on the 

working class; the cordobazo and other mass mobilizations of the working class of the 

late 1960s; the coordinadoras obreras o f 1974-1975 (coordinating bodies of factory and 

workers commissions by district); and earlier experiences o f factory occupations of the 

late 1950s, and throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s.

Section 2 moves to an account o f the rise and (incomplete) fall o f the neoliberal 

model between 1976 and 2003—the most immediate macroeconomic and macropolitical 

conjuncture that gave rise to ERTs—and the transformation of organized labour during 

these years with the partial diminishment of the role of Argentina’s Peronist-influenced 

Confederation General del Trabajo de la Republica Argentina (General Confederation of 

Labour o f the Republic of Argentina, or CGT) and the emergence of variations of social 

movement unionism, organizations o f the unemployed, and alternative trade union 

centrals mainly in opposition to the mainline CGT’s support o f menemismo, such as the 

Central de Trabajadores de la Argentina (Argentine Workers’ Central, or CTA) and the 

Corriente Clasista y Combativa (the Combative and Classist Current, or CCC).
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Section 3 reviews the surge o f ERTs in the early years of the 2000s around the 

practices and notions o f autogestion and horizontality, both concepts coming to their own 

with the piquetero movement in reaction to the crisis of neboliberalism in the 1990s. 

Section 3 also gives a broad overview of the new forms of inter-ERT representative 

organizations experimented with, and compares Argentine ERTs to similar phenomena in 

other parts of Latin America.

Implicitly weaving this chapter together are the concepts o f working class 

composition, decomposition, and recomposition that I borrow from the autonomist and 

Open Marxist strands of class struggle Marxism. I believe these concepts are useful for 

explaining the significance of working class struggles in Argentina in light o f ongoing 

state repression and, in the decade of the 1990s, neoliberalism’s economic form of 

repression, and workers’ bottom-up responses to this onslaught. It shows that throughout 

this violent history, Argentina’s workers did not usually sit by compliantly nor did they 

ultimately succumb to such economic and outright violent attempts at breaking working 

class unity. What I argue in this chapter, instead, is that the history o f Argentina’s modem 

working class is both etched with attempts at class compromise between mostly 

authoritarian governments, bureaucratic unionism, and the representatives o f capital, and 

the recalcitrance and self-activity of workers on shop-floors and on the streets. The 

neoliberal assault on labour and workers’ responses to this assault during the crisis years 

of the neoliberal model was yet another chapter in this long history. In part, the neoliberal 

project of privatizing profits and socializing risk was, in Argentina, part o f an ongoing 

methodology deployed by its pro-market state and capitalist classes in order to ultimately 

decompose the working class (or, at minimum, de-claw it) and recompose it as cheaper
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and cheaper forms of labour-power. The subsequent direct action strategies and 

organizational activities o f workers that began to move beyond the anti-labour climate of 

the neoliberal years, in contrast, show that workers had other visions for their own 

(re)composition, on shop-floors and within the broader political milieu.

Section 1: 
The Political Economy of Argentina’s Modern Working Class (1930- 
1989)

Argentina’s myriad social justice groups, community kitchens, neighbourhood 

free clinics and cultural centres, self-directed affordable housing initiatives, popular 

education programs, worker-recuperated and -run businesses, the oldest and still 

expanding cooperative sector in Latin America.... These are just a handful o f examples 

of what is known in Argentina and other countries in Latin America as the social and  

solidarity economy, a vast array o f alternative economic practices and organizations 

emerging over the past two-to-three decades as responses to the cyclical economic crises 

and social dead ends spawned by the neoliberal model.88 But their genealogical roots lie 

in a long tradition of spontaneous popular and labour struggles on streets and shop-floors. 

At times, these struggles were union- or party-led. At other times, they were non-union 

and non-party aligned worker, student, and popular protests against authoritarian states 

and, in the case o f bottom-up labour struggles, employers and the ebbs and flows of 

bureaucratic unionism (verticalismo). In this history, before the rise of ERTs, four related 

and recurring working class institutions stand out for the tenacity of its workers’ self

activity and the often directly democratic structures that composed them: comisiones

88 For a definition of the social and solidarity economy, see Section 3 of Chapter 2. 
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intemas (shop-floor workers’ commissions), cuerpos de delegados (shop-stewards 

committees), worker-occupied workplaces, and coordinadores obreras or interfabriles 

(worker or interfactory coordinating bodies). They had their roots in both the re

consolidated labour movement promoted by Argentina’s last populist caudillo, Juan 

Domingo Peron, and in the very self-determination and self-activity of the country’s 

workers. They are also the historical cousins o f Argentina’s ERTs.

Peron, the consolidation o f the labour movement, and “the dignity o f work” 
(1943-1955)

Juan Domingo Peron certainly did not invent the Argentine labour movement. 

Argentina already had a long history of workers’ mutuals and friendly societies; 

anarchist, syndicalist, and socialist unions; and experiences with general strikes and 

bottom-up working class self-activity dating back to at least the 1880s with the rise o f its 

early industries rooted in the agro-export sectors, the countries early urbanization, and 

waves o f European immigration (Munck, Falcon, & Galitelli, 1987). Peron, however, was 

the first national Argentine leader to help consolidate the working class within a 

centralized labour movement, a movement that would go on to have influence in national 

politics and the processes of national wealth redistribution. After Peron’s first two 

presidencies (1946-1955), the organized trade union movement would become a 

counterforce to authoritarian governments and the capitalist establishment that propped 

them up. What Peron did for the working class was to help form it into a real protagonist 

in national Argentine politics. And, in turn, what the working class did for Peron was 

help to bring him to power and articulate his version of the “third way”—“ni comunismo,
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ni capitalismo” (“neither communism nor capitalism”)—also known as justicialismo, or 

more commonly, peronismo (Godio, 2000; James 1988; Munck et al., 1987).

By the 1930s, the great waves o f immigration from Europe o f the last two decades 

of the 19th and the first two of the 20th centuries had subsided. By then, the developing 

industrial sectors of Argentina increasingly sought labour-power from its vast and mostly 

underdeveloped interior provinces. While the capitalist elite, still nationalist in outlook, 

held on tenaciously to political and economic power via mostly corruptly elected 

conservative governments throughout the ‘30s, a growing urban-based and consolidating 

working class was also beginning to emerge as a political and economic force. With the 

real possibilities o f war in Europe, and growing nationalist sentiments at home, the 

homegrown Argentine capitalist establishment began to encourage heterodox economic 

policies geared towards nationalizing its foreign-owned (mostly British) industry. By the 

middle of the decade, a model of ISI development was firmly entrenched, propping up 

local industry and promoting an internal market for consumer durables (James, 1988).

The speed-up o f industrialization in the 1930s, “largely labour-intensive and based on the 

extraction of absolute surplus value” (Munck et al., 1987, p. 123), was also motivated by 

the global economic depression and the need felt by the Argentine establishment to 

become more economically sovereign.

During this time the growing army of labourers from Argentina’s rural hinterland 

flowing into the country’s cities saw the industrial working class expand, gain in strength, 

and begin its transformation into a national political force (Murmis & Portantiero, 1971). 

But up until 1943 the working class, while able to organize and struggle for better wages 

and working conditions since at least the mid 1930s (if not earlier), had generally failed
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to win the demands it was seeking. According to Ronaldo Munck, Ricardo Falcon, & 

Bernardo Galitelli (1987), this was the case in part due to the “lack of representativity” of 

the trade union movement at the time (p. 108), with its leaders made up mostly of 

descendents o f earlier European immigrants, while its rank-and-file were mostly mestizos 

from the provinces. The trade union movement o f the ‘30s was thus, while growing, still 

heavily fragmented. With new urban workers with little tradition in unionism making up 

the majority of this emerging working class often clashing in values and culture with 

older and more skilled European workers and union leaders, official union membership 

was comparatively low by the early 1940s. The political differences in the four major 

union centrals existing up until the early 1940s also prevented the working class from 

establishing a unified front for demanding more labour rights and more equitable 

distribution of the nation’s wealth. Moreover, the working class during this period was 

further weakened by disparate collective agreements usually specific to each shop 

(Godio, 2000).

From out of this national reality of a growing urban working class but fragmented 

labour organization, together with an expanding national economy, the Argentina of the 

early 1940s was ripe for the consolidation of labour into a unified national movement. 

Guaranteeing the proper level o f purchasing power and social benefits to the rank-and- 

file o f this new labour movement would also spur on a national consumer market for the 

increasing durable goods being manufactured in Argentina. Peron would soon closely 

align himself through his public rhetoric and pro-labour policies to the fate of the 

growing urban working class as Secretary of Labour in 1943, in part through the myth of 

the Argentine descamisados (the shirtless ones) he helped promulgate (a catch-all term
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used to differentiate and give identity to this new urban working class). These workers 

would help seal Peron’s immediate future when they mobilized en masse and marched 

from Buenos Aires’s industrial suburbs to the Plaza de Mayo on October 17, 1945, 

forcing the then military government to not only free Peron from his recent 

imprisonment, but call elections for February of 1946. Winning these elections 

comfortably under the short-lived Labour Party ticket, Peron would soon go on to 

empower the CGT to become the main union central in the country, granting unions 

under its purview personeria gremial (legal recognition for the most representative union 

of each sector to negotiate sector-wide collective agreements), and control over a new 

national social benefits regime. This proved to be the beginning o f what his since been 

called in Argentina verticalismo (verticalism), the moniker used to define the 

bureaucratic unionism that has had lasting impacts on Argentina’s official labour 

movement over the past seven decades.

While Peron centralized organized labour’s power in the CGT, and even included 

many union leaders in his national government, he also understood that sustaining a 

growing national economy needed a prosperous working class. To this end, Peron would 

articulate a precarious class compromise between organized labour, rank-and-file 

workers, the agro-industrial sector, and the urban entrepreneurial class that has ebbed and 

flowed and ruptured and recomposed itself throughout Argentina’s political economy 

ever since (Smith, 1991). To guarantee this class compromise, Peron perfected a political 

posture that would see his government placate workers’ demands for better living and 

working conditions on the one hand, while assuring national employers the continuation 

of the capitalist system on the other. For workers, in a Peronist version of the
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developmentalist state he entrenched into law improved labour rights, developed social 

security benefits including a large extension of the national pension system, introduced

Q Q

paid vacations, the aguinaldo system, paid sick leave, dismissal compensation, 

regulations of work hazards, workers’ compensation, family vacation facilities, and 

instigated a policy of affordable and dignified housing (Munck et al., 1987, p. 134). This 

he executed both through the Ministry of Labour while personifying it in the popular 

imaginary of his second wife, Eva Peron, and the social work she carried out via the 

foundation she founded and that carried her name.

This exponential growth o f labour rights and organized labour’s new-found 

power, however, was always in tension with Peron’s overall bid to control the trade union 

movement. While workers were no doubt enjoying better living conditions and a greater 

share o f national wealth under Peron (Pozzi, 1998), the trade union movement would 

increasingly be centralized and come under state control. At the same time that workers 

were experiencing increased wealth, they also were demanding more say on shop-floors. 

Peron’s own vision for his “third way,” however, did not include increased shop-floor 

democracy as the rank-and-file were increasingly envisioning. Rather, for Peron, 

workers’ power had distinctive corporatist hues. For him, it was about vertical integration 

of the working class in a representative and hierarchical system that would delegate 

power to shop-stewards, from shop-stewards power would then flow to regional labour 

leaders, on up to the higher echelons, o f the CGT, to the Ministry of Labour, and on to the 

executive branch of government and the office o f the President (James, 1988; Munck et 

al., 1987). In turn, the social welfare system was to be delivered through the CGT, and

89 The “thirteenth month” of salary at the end of the year.
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workers’ agitation and potentially anti-managerial and anti-employer shop-floor 

democracy was to be contained via the social benefits and the bureaucratic trade union 

system. Indeed, Peron had mapped out his centrist and corporatist ideals early in his rise 

to power, assuring the country’s employers as Secretary o f Labour in 1944 that:

It is a grave error to think that workers unions are detrimental to the boss.
In no way is this so. On the contrary, it is the best way to avoid the boss 
having to fight but his workers.... It is the means to reach an agreement, 
not a struggle. Thus strikes and stoppages are suppressed, though, 
undoubtedly, the working masses obtain the right to discuss their own 
interests at the same level as the employers organizations, which, at 
analyzing it, is absolutely just.... That is why we’re promoting trade 
unions, a truly professional trade unionism. You do not want unions which 
are divided and political factions, because the dangerous thing is, 
incidentally, political trade unionism. (Peron, 1944, quoted in Munck et 
al., 1985, p. 132)

But, contrary to Peron’s and the employers’ desires, shop-floors were, under 

Peronism, becoming more democratic. Peron’s vision for the “dignity of labour” had the 

real effect of actually touching the labour process in ways unintended by Peron’s 

“professional trade unionism.” Especially taking off in 1944, according to Munck et al. 

(1987), “a sophisticated system o f direct democracy.. .developed in... factories,” where 

sections of workshops would elect delegates via open assemblies (p. 134). “The delegates 

[in turn] constituted the cuerpo de delegados (shop-stewards plenary) which in turn 

elected a comision interna (factory committee) which negotiated with management” (p. 

134). Under Peron and thereafter, “[a] strong shop-floor organization [was thus] created 

which gave the Argentine labour movement an unrivalled level of participation and 

activism in its best periods” (p. 134). Moreover, the authors go on, the factory committee 

of shop-stewards would take on an increasingly
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major role in pushing back the frontiers o f control, as workers took away 
more and more o f managements’ prerogatives. For the first time in 
Argentina, workers could meet legally during working hours and...shop- 
stewards—often after a vigorous political debate— ...could go on to 
defend workers’ rights while being paid by the firm. The comisiones 
intemas [thus] became important organs o f self-defense which helped 
enforce the social gains made by the working class at the national level....
(p. 134)

These bodies o f workplace democracy, in the Gramscian sense I discussed in 

Chapter 2, were not only spaces where issues such as dismissals, unjust managerial 

control, and production disputes were discussed and debated, they were also “political 

schools in which workers debated the major issues of the day, learned to organize, and to 

strike” (p. 135). Such were the unintended consequences o f Peronism, which, in the 

imaginary o f workers, would spawn decades-long desires and practices of organized, 

sophisticated, and directly democratic workers’ institutions on shop-floors. As Munck et 

al. sum up:

Workers would henceforth associate [these social and political] gains with 
Peron. With the growth of the comisiones intemas, these would sometimes 
become bureaucratized, but at their best they functioned as genuine organs 
o f workers’ democracy or workers’ parliaments, (pp. 134-135)

Peron’s genius was to try to balance the desires of employers with the demands of 

workers, bringing the interests of workers and employers together under a nationalist and 

populist agenda of a capitalist-led “good society.” The flipside of Peronism would 

witness ongoing tensions between workers’ participation and democracy, bureaucratic 

unionism, and employers’ interests, tensions that would remain a recurring theme in the 

future history o f Argentina’s political economy (Smith, 1991). These tensions would see 

its class compromise forever tenuously balanced in a power tug-of-war between a 

centralizing and authoritarian state, an emboldened union bureaucracy, the growing
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demands of participation from workers on shop-floors, and the recalcitrance of the 

country’s entrepreneurial class.

Working class self-activity, labour resistance, and the ebbs and flows of  
workers ’ participation (1955-1989)

The ouster of Peron in 1955 would further catalyze and redirect the resistive 

nature of Argentina’s working class. This did not reduce the hold o f verticalismo in the 

unions but it would see the CGT mobilize on and off over the next decade and a half 

through intermittent shop-floor agitation in order to express its national political 

ambitions which had been, together with Peronism, proscribed by the military 

governments o f the mid-to-late 1950s and throughout the 1960s. Now, mobilized in part 

by the struggle for the return of Peron by both the rank-and-file and the CGT leadership, 

a more revolutionary strand of labour activity would emerge, at times through 

“clandestine Peronist bodies” (Munck et al., p. 149) which would eventually see the 

emergence of left Peronist, Maoist, Guevarist, and other leftist urban guerrilla groups by 

the end o f the 1960s. Often, these clandestine bodies would join with or be supported by 

the comisiones intemas. As Munck et al. assert, “labour resistance during this period [in 

the years immediately after the ouster of Peron] was not contained by the government’s 

repressive measures” (p. 149). Often, workers’ assemblies in workshops would even take 

form in intervened workplaces. At other times, planned and spontaneous general strikes 

would be called. All would act as centres of counterpower to the authoritarian states to 

come (pp. 149-159).

As subsequent alternating military and civilian governments throughout the late 

1950s and into the 1960s began to put in place economic policies based on growing
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foreign investment and rationalization drives, coupled with continued anti-labour policies 

and intermittent state repression, workers would increase their militancy. The first of a 

series o f storied moments o f mass labour resistance against anti-labour and pro-employer 

state policies during this era occurred in January 1959 when plans to privatize the state- 

owned Lisandro de la Torre meatpacking plant in suburban Buenos Aires came to light. 

In response, 9,000 workers occupied the plant and even set it to work for a time with the 

additional support of tens of thousands of workers from surrounding districts taking over 

their plants, occupying streets, and setting up barricades. While the movement was 

eventually broken via state violence, the Lisandro de la Torre episode would prove to be 

a key moment in working class militancy that began the articulation of the strategy of 

occupying factories to defend the rights o f labour (Godio, 2000; Munck et al., 1987).

The 1960s, with Peron in continued exile, would see a gradual rise in labour 

militancy via strikes and more factory occupations. The early-to-mid 1960s would even 

see the CGT take up, at times, a specifically anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist program 

which posited demands for workers’ control o f the state and production, calling for Latin 

American unity amongst the working class, and a hegemonic position for the labour 

movement in a program for redistributing the nation’s wealth and workers’ control of 

national resources. These were positions that were to be taken up again by dissident 

unions of the late 1960s and early 1970s, and again during the 1990s in specific 

opposition to neoliberalism. Again echoing Gramsci’s position regarding the educative 

role of workers’ control in factories, “the official [labour leadership of the early-to-mid 

1960s] probably never intended to apply this radical program, but it is indicative of the
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mood of the period, and had a certain educative role over the years” (Munck et al., 1987, 

p. 150),

Moreover, as employers sought to “clear away the obstacles to the rationalization 

o f the labor process” throughout the 1960s (p. 153), shop-stewards plenaries, comisiones 

intemas, strikes, and the tactic of factory occupations would increase their role at the 

centre stage o f Argentine politics. Workers’ militancy would gain such momentum 

during the early-to-mid 1960s that “the spreading o f factory occupations,” in particular, 

“provided a new element of concern to employers, who saw the sacred rights o f private 

property being threatened” (p. 155.). This period would see a succession of plant 

occupations in 1962 and again in 1964 with rank-and-file participation guided by strike 

committees, mass meetings, and factory-wide participation in assemblies.90 This 

“workers’ plan” was coupled, under Augusto Vandor’s leadership of the CGT, by a plan 

de lucha (plan o f struggle) evocatively framed around the often used Argentine labour 

strategy of golpeary negociar (hit and negotiate) (p 156). As such, even during the era of 

vandorismo, top-down union bureaucracy was counterbalanced by vibrant grassroots 

workers’ organizations which developed into a vast network of factory committees and 

union branches, in no small way led by grassroots workers’ organizations (James, 1988). 

According to Munck et al., then, “the phenomena of union thugs (matones) [that] comes 

to be perfected in Argentina [during this period under Vandor] needs to be countered with 

the reality that rank-and-file participation increased” in the early-to-mid 1960s, in no

90 Again, the CGT during this period proposed a new program to “impose workers control over 
production,” “nationalize key sectors of the economy..., abolish commercial secrecy and control 
commercial associations and plan production efforts” (Munck et al, 1987, p. 156). As Munck et al. 
continue: “Here was a coherent workers’ plan with an anti-capitalist as well as anti-imperialist content” (p. 
156).
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small part due to the actual political force of workers’ collective persistence and self

activity (p. 158). By 1964 and the plan de lucha's apogee, 11,000 factories would be 

occupied by 4 million workers in a move to counter increased state repression, foreign 

investment, and further rationalization drives (James,1978; Torre, 1973). Tellingly, over 

a quarter of these takeovers occurred in the metallurgic sector, followed by textile, food 

processing, meatpacking and construction (Munck et al., 1987), all sectors that would 

have important presences in the ERT phenomenon four decades later.91

By the late 1960s, the labour movement would take on characteristics that would 

see new, more radical and bottom-up dimensions to Argentina’s working class militancy 

come to the fore. Despite the troubled state of the class compromise in the 1960s, the 

working class had continued to gain considerable purchasing power by the end o f the 

decade. Furthermore, relatively new industrial sectors would emerge by the end of 

the 1960s, such as the automobile and aeronautics industries in new industrial centres 

such as Cordoba and Rosario. The rank-and-file of this era was increasingly made up of a 

new generation o f workers from the provinces without former links to the established 

CGT hierarchies, the latter mostly located in the city and suburbs of Buenos Aires. 

Additionally, there was an increase of demands for higher education from Argentine 

youth during this period as the children o f the first generation of workers from the 

Peronist years sought upward mobility. Students’ aspirations during this period would

91 Again hearkening back to Gramsci’s insights, these mobilizations were tremendously important 
experiences for the working class. “The power [and] organization...demonstrated in the factory 
occupations by the labor movement [throughout the 1960s] were undeniable,” according to Munck et al. 
(1987, p. 158). “To a certain extent the [union bureaucracy of the CGT at the time] was in practice 
outflanked by rank-and-file activists who impressed a more radical stamp on what was originally conceived 
of as a carefully controlled ‘revolutionary gymnastics’ (gymnasia revolucionaria) [by Peron and the CGT 
leadership]” (pp. 158-159).
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merge with broader societal demands for increased social justice and more democratic 

institutions. They would also merge with the demands being made by the new generation 

of workers for better working conditions, more control over the labour process, less union 

and state authoritarianism, and even an increased demand for a democratic socialist 

country among some sectors, including radical Peronists and other non-Peronist leftist 

unions. On the other hand, the period would also see a recalcitrant authoritarian state 

increase is assault on the working class by further rolling back union gains of the past, 

promoting plant unions and collective agreements at the level o f the firm, and 

encouraging industrial rationalization (Godio, 2000; James, 1988; Munck et al., 1987). 

These were some of the now familiar ways that the military government of General 

Ongania would attempt to counter the CGT’s influence, for instance, while, more 

fundamentally, attempting to exhaust workers’ unity and militancy on shop-floors.

The killing o f a student in May 1969 by state security forces in the city of 

Cordoba would be the trigger for what would turn out to be a year of workers’ and 

students’ revolts throughout the country. El cordobazo, in particular, the largest and most 

explosive of these uprisings, was to be etched forever in the minds of Argentine workers, 

foreshadowing the events of December 2001. In Cordoba, the last few days of May ‘69 

would see the entire city centre behind barricades, as students, white-collar workers, and 

especially the new metalworkers of the automobile sector marched in columns, guarded 

the barricades, and engaged in riots and even gunfire with the Argentine military and the 

city’s police.

These more militant, more spontaneous, politically more radical, and direct 

action-infused tactics of street violence and workplace occupations, often bypassing the
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organized labour hierarchy, would become new methods of struggle for Argentine 

workers (Munck et al., 1987, p. 173). Together with more stringent anti-capitalist and 

pro-nationalist views that strongly identified with a subversive working class (and even 

aspiring in the minds o f some militants toward the eventual founding a workers’ state), 

this new radicalized labour movement would come to be known as clasismo. After the 

1969 uprisings, large strikes, work stoppages, and factory occupations would take place 

more frequently throughout the first years of the 1970s, forcing the military dictatorships 

o f the time to eventually permit the return of Peron from exile, leading to his brief and 

tumultuous third presidency in 1973.

With the return o f Peron in 1973, bureaucratic unionism would also return but 

would live uncomfortably with the new rank-and-file protagonism. The system of 

personeria gremial was restored and the third Peronist government instituted a new Ley 

de Contracto de Trabajo (Law o f Labour Contracts) strengthening once again the labour 

rights lost during the years where Peronism was proscribed. But these would also be 

years o f deep social divisions, confrontations, and violence throughout Argentine social 

sectors, witnessed most famously in the rise of urban guerrilla activity, kidnappings, 

insecurity, and the increasingly violent repression and first disappearances of suspected 

guerrilla activists by the state. With the death of Peron in 1974 and the subsequent 

troubled presidency of his third wife, Maria Estela (Isabel) Martinez de Peron, economic 

crises, hyperinflation, and a new wave o f wage control legislation would see Peronism 

overtly turn on workers for the first time as the government o f Isabel Peron cancelled 

new collective contracts.
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Workers would react spontaneously to this new assault via street protests, a new 

surge o f workplace occupations, and eventually a new wave of strikes uncontrolled by the 

union bureaucracy (Ruggeri, 2009, pp. 37-38). As Munck et al. recall o f these days: 

“[spontaneous protests...dominated the scene as workers from one plant would start a 

street demonstration and soon the workers from neighbouring plants would join in.

Within minutes, thousands of workers would be marching through the streets [of 

Argentina’s major industrial centres] ” (p. 199). These demonstrations were as much 

about the freezing o f salaries and the “cancellation of free collective bargaining without 

government intervention” (p. 199) as they were about workers’ brooding frustrations and 

disappointments with the anti-labour turn Peronism had taken after Peron’s death. A 

novel strategy o f workers’ self-activity during this period, and organizing the 

“spontaneous” grassroots workers’ protests, were the coordinadoras fabriles, emulating 

Chile’s coordinadores industriales o f several years earlier (Bayat, 1991). Participants in 

this new brand o f workers’ organization included local union branches, shop-steward 

committees, and worker activists (Werner & Aguire, 2007). According to Munck et al. 

(1987), they were “a new type of rank-and-file organization o f coordinating bodies of 

factory activists and workers’ commissions on a district level” (p. 199). They would 

eventually play a central role in coordinating the massive general strikes o f June and July 

1975. “The emergence of the coordinadoras," the authors conclude, became a potential 

alternative power centre to both the union bureaucracy and the state, highlighting a crisis 

in Peronism, organized labour, and the Argentine political economy in general (p. 200).

The coup that overthrew Isabel’s government in March 1976 would bring with it a 

military dictatorship that, yet again, intervened the CGT, most unions, and the most
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radicalized workplaces. But this time, the form of intervention was particularly bloody; 

the new military dictatorship literally disembowelled the labour movement. Self-labelled 

the Proceso de Reorganization Nacional (Process o f National Reorganization) by the 

military, the major groups that would be “reorganized” (a euphemism for the 

disappearances that would soon take place during these years) were union leaders and 

politicized workers (Pozzi, 1998). This would prove to be a watershed moment in modem 

Argentine history that has deeply marked the rest of the labour movement and all of 

Argentine society since. In addition to the genocide, during the period of the proceso the 

rate o f shop-stewards per worker was massively reduced, the Ministry of Labour was 

gutted, strikes were made illegal, wages were frozen, and the neoliberal order began to 

take shape in the midst of massive human rights violations (Suriano, 2005b) in order to, 

in no small way, restore the class privileges of the capitalist elite (Harvey, 2005; Smith, 

1991). But even this form of extreme state repression did not completely cancel out the 

militancy of Argentine workers. Organized labour would eventually get its footing back 

with the demise o f the legitimacy of the military dictatorship in a new series of strikes by 

the start of the 1980s that would lead to the eventual return o f representative democracy 

in 1983.

With the return to democracy in 1983 and Raul Alfonsin’s Union Civic Radical 

(UCR) in government, a new moment of working class recomposition and renewal would 

emerge. With Peronism in opposition and, together with the CGT hierarchy, continuing 

in its general state of shock post 1976, a new series of debates occurred during these 

years concerning how to reorganize unions and re-constitute the shop-floor workers’ 

institutions that had been banned during the dictatorship years (Godio, 2000; James,
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1988). In the midst o f rising inflation and workers’ disappointments with the failed 

promises for labour renewal and a new social pact from the Alfonsin government, 13 

general strikes would unfold during these years. A new acme o f workers’ self-activity 

emerged in 1984 and 1985 with a wave of work stoppages due to the worsening 

economic situation. In July o f 1984, a 20-day factory occupation at the Pacheco Ford 

plant by workers protesting against redundancies would see these workers set the factory 

to work under self-management, while several metal shops in the southern Buenos Aires 

suburbs were also occupied and set to produce under workers’ control in the mid-to-late 

1980s (Ruggeri, 2009, p. 38). These were the years that would immediately precede the 

rise of the ERT phenomenon in the early 1990s, years that saw the very first 

contemporary recuperations of failing capitalist enterprises in Argentina and, in the case 

of the worker-recuperated metal shops, their conversions into worker cooperatives as a 

way of saving jobs.

Indeed, these were the first cases of ERTs, although all o f these cases have since 

closed or, as in the case of Ford Pacheco, long returned to private hands (Ruggeri, 2009, 

p. 39). In reality, these early workplace occupations in Argentina—i.e., the wave of the 

early-to-mid 1960s takeovers, the Ford Pacheco takeover, and the occupations and 

conversions o f the mid-to-late 1980s—were fundamentally different than today’s ERTs 

in that they were mostly about shop-floor conflicts, union demands, and broader struggles 

for union power against state authoritarianism or inaction. Once jobs were restored or 

wages reset in these earlier occupations, the workplace takeovers ended. Today’s ERTs, 

as I have stated already and will revisit in Chapter 8, are fundamentally different from 

these earlier forms of takeovers because they go beyond union-based demands and

Chapter 3 197



actually attempt to work out, in practice, actual long-term projects o f autogestion.

The legacy o f the Peronist imaginary for Argentine workers

The notions of the “dignity o f labour” and the right for workers’ to be central 

players in the Argentine political economy, so strongly articulated by Peron and the 

Peronist-controled union movement under the auspices of the CGT in the 1940s, ‘50s, 

and ‘60s, are perhaps the two prime imaginaries that remain ensconced in the cultural and 

workplace memories of Argentina’s working class (Munck et al., 1987, pp. 133, 238,

240). Moreover, as Maurizio Atzeni (2010) frames, it, Peronism and the union 

bureaucracy it propagated brought with it new forms of “citizenship around workers’ 

rights” as trade unions became de facto state organs “responsible for the administration of 

substantive financial resources” that would give the CGT, in particular, “tangible power” 

in the Argentine political economy (p. 55).92

These Peronist-tinged imaginaries around the dignity o f labour and workers’ 

rights have, not surprisingly, intruded into the ERT phenomenon’s cultural, political, and 

discursive milieus via the memories and past experiences of many ERT workers, the 

leaders of ERTs’ umbrella organizations, and some of the phenomenon’s most militant 

protagonists. Many ERT leaders and advocates, for instance, such as Eduardo Munia 

(former president o f MNER), Mario Barrios (current president of UST and general 

secretary o f ANTA), and Chilavert’s Placido Penarrieta and brothers Candido and Fermin 

Gonzalez—five of this dissertation’s key informants—have come from some of the most

92 Indeed, for Atzeni (2010), after Peron’s rearticulation of the national political economy, “the unions” 
would also become “a key intermediary in Argentina’s equivalent of a welfare state” (p. 55). For Atzeni, 
this, in Argentina, has had the effect of extending citizenship and the state to unions.
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militant sectors of Peronist and clasista trade unionism. Murua learned his militancy in 

the ranks of the steelworkers, the Gonzalez brothers (especially Candido) were active in 

the graphic workers’ union under dissident CGT leader Raimundo Ongaro in the late 

1960s, and UST’s Barrios, son o f a Peronist union activist, emerged from the 

construction workers’ union (see Chapters 4 and 5). Not surprisingly, perhaps, the sectors 

that these five protagonists work in together make up over 34% of all of Argentina’s 

ERTs (see Table 0-1 in the Introduction).

In addition, some of the particular events that still colour the imaginary of some 

ERT protagonists I have spoken with include the massive worker mobilizations that 

brought Peron to power on October 17, 1945; the occupations o f factories during the 

1960s, ‘70s, and ‘80s; the worker-led sieges o f the cities of Cordoba (el cordobazo) and 

Rosario (el rosariazo) in May and September of 1969 respectively in reaction to the 

rationalization policies o f the military dictatorship o f the time (see above); and the 

countless general strikes and smaller forms of worker resistances over the last several 

decades. I have also especially witnessed a Peronist imaginary in the social gatherings of 

ERT workers I have been privy to in the past seven years, where they will often bring up 

the ideals o f the “golden years” o f the labour movement of the mid-to-late 1940s, 1960s, 

and early ‘70s, when unemployment was low, salaries high, and labour protections 

strong. Moreover, during these social gatherings, the discursive images of Peron and 

Evita are often positioned as the propagators and symbols of workers’ rights, protections, 

and the “just society,” grounded in memories o f a time when workers could aspire to a 

life o f relative economic and employment security. For these workers, working life is one 

of the most central parts of Argentine life; it is not only a “right” but it also defines much
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of one’s human dignity. These are views that, within the context of the Argentine 

working class, Juan and Evita Peron were the first to persuasively articulate at a national 

level.

But the dismantling o f the “just society” that was first consolidated by Peron in 

the mid 1940s began most fully with the brutal repressions of the 1976-1983 dictatorship. 

And, paradoxically, the Argentina o f the 1990s under the tutelage of Peronist president 

Carlos Menem also witnessed an intensification o f the severing o f the strong ties that 

Peronism had traditionally enjoyed since the 1940s with the country’s popular sectors.

The final vestiges of Peronism’s vision o f social justice for all Argentines and an 

economically self-reliant Argentina temporarily dissolved with Menem’s zealous 

neoliberalist policies (Gambina & Campione, 2002; Svampa & Pereyra, 2004). Menem’s 

dissolution of Peron’s nationalized, developmentalist, and labour-centred state throughout 

the 1990s relegated hundreds of thousands of the most ardent and traditional grassroots 

supporters o f Peronist organized labour and other combative members of the unionized 

working class to the ranks of the unemployed and the desperate. Moreover, the strong 

collective agreements that were formalized in the 1940s, ‘50s, ‘60s, and ‘70s, coupled 

with national economic policies guided by mostly IS1 initiatives in the 1930s, ‘40s, and 

even in the 1950s, were slowly dismantled throughout the 1960s, ‘70s, ‘80s, and ‘90s 

with the gradual but steady introduction of a neoliberalized economic model and its 

inherent discourse of less meddlesome government, more entrepreneurialism, and leaner 

businesses (Patroni, 2004).

In response, starting in the mid 1990s, thousands of those who were part of this 

descendant urban working class began to take to the streets and highways o f the nation in
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the only form of protest that remained for the unemployed, the underemployed, and the 

flexibilized: occupying and squatting roads, highways, and, for those that still had jobs, 

workplaces. With these tactics, organized groups of the structurally unemployed managed 

to directly cut off for short periods o f time the economic veins o f the country (Svampa & 

Pereyra, pp. 54-57).

As this section’s historical overview hopefully made clear, taking over 

workspaces to gain labour victories, together with vibrant shop-floor democratic 

institutions, are grassroots workers’ practices with deep roots in Argentina. These 

experiences, often emerging as the spontaneous and bottom-up collective actions of 

workers, have deeply marked the history of Argentine workers’ struggles in the seven 

decades since the first Peronist era (Atzeni, 2010; James, 1988; Munck et al. 1987; 

Palomino, 2005a, b). The upsurge of self-managed enterprises in Argentina, motivated at 

first by workers’ conjunctures of economic precariousness and dire necessity, is thus 

rooted in a long tradition of worker militancy and workplace democratic institutions 

within the country’s broader labour movement. It is also most immediately motivated by 

the repercussions of Argentina’s intense social mobilizations that began circa 1996 with 

the movimiento de trabajadores desocupados (the movement of unemployed workers, or 

MTD)—popularly known as los piqueteros—and other, grassroots-based popular 

struggles against the neoliberal order that engulfed the country during the 1990s. I turn to 

these more recent historical themes next.
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Section 2:
Argentina’s Neoliberai Turn and Socioeconomic Crisis (1990-2003)

There is little doubt today that the economic decisions that had, in real material 

terms, immiserated the working class in the last decades o f the 20th century have roots in 

the orthodox economic policies of the military dictatorship o f 1976-1983 (Damill, 2005; 

Suriano, 2005a, b). El proceso was, amongst other things, a bloodthirsty attempt at 

breaking working class unity and union power via fear and genocide. It would prove to be 

the test-bed for the neoliberal assault on the working class in Argentina (Harvey, 2005; 

Saad-Filho, Iannini, & Molinari, 2007). With human rights violations becoming more and 

more obvious as the years of the last dictatorship wore on, and with increasing pressure 

from local and international human rights groups (in no small part via the fearless work 

of the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo), this sort o f decomposition o f labour was 

unsustainable long-term. But echoes o f the neoliberal experiment that began with el 

proceso would live on long after the military regime’s demise. The neoliberal process in 

Argentina would continue to express itself long-term in the transformation of shop-floors 

and labour processes in virtually all economic sectors o f the country. Throughout the late 

1980s and into the 1990s, for example, employers would continue to demand higher 

productivity from workers as they increased rationalization drives. In turn, workers’ 

would gradually lower their salary expectations, union-based solidarity and democratic 

institutions on shop-floors weakened, and the role of organized labour via the leadership 

of the CGT, since the mid 1940s the central player and key mediator for securing the 

class compromise so adeptly crafted by Peron, would transform under the presidency of 

Carlos Menem (1989-1999).
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Within the menemista political economic model, the mainline CGT would 

become one of the regime’s most ardent advocates. As a result, a new, incipient form of 

alternative unionism would emerge in the 1990s as a counterforce to the neoliberal model 

and the co-opted union bureaucracy of the CGT. This new unionism would initially bring 

disparate social actors together, motivated to merge in order to resist the state’s 

unwavering adoption o f the neoliberal model, and the mainline CGT’s support of it. This 

eventually led to several splits in the CGT by the early-to-mid 1990s and the founding of 

the breakaway Movimiento de Trabaj adores Argentinos (Movement o f Argentine 

Workers, or MTA). It also saw the rise o f alternative social movement union 

organizations such as the Central de Trabajadores de la Argentina (Argentine Workers 

Central, or CTA), a new union federation that emerged from disaffiliated former-CGT 

unions, workers, and organizers especially from the teachers’ and state employees’ 

unions; the Corriente Clasista y Combativa (Classist and Combative Current, or CCC), a 

new multi-sectoral organization o f disaffected and left-leaning Peronist and socialist 

workers’ organizations with roots in 1970s resistance groups and that represented 

employed, unemployed, and retired workers; and myriad other smaller but equally 

combative groups of the unemployed, the underemployed, and the marginalized. These 

protagonists of Argentina’s new, social movement unionism o f the early 1990s93 would, 

by the mid 1990s, merge the strategy o f the general strike with affinity relationships 

between organizations o f the unemployed, human rights groups, pensioners’ 

organizations, and various other social movements. Together, this social movement 

unionism of the period embraced a diversity o f groups and associations with the common

93 See Chapter 1 for my definition of social movement unionism. 
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goal o f directly opposing both Menem’s Washington Consensus model as well as the 

mainline CGT’s sindicalismo de negotiation  (unionism o f negotation), which saw its 

leaders either take on a policy of negotiating with the Menem regime or a posture of self- 

preservation in light of the regime’s anti-labour policies (Godio, 2000; Olivera, 2007). 

The rise o f the ERTs can be seen as part of this new, social movement-based labour 

organizing and activism that rose most directly in opposition to the effects o f the 

neoliberal model at the point-of-production.

The lived experiences o f neoliberalism in Argentina

The first years o f the 1990s brought with them the consensus of many of the 

country’s workers via a new form of class compromise based not on the “benevolent” 

state model o f earlier years, but rather on discourses of economic growth, consumerism, 

easy credit, individualism, and entrepreneurial values. This new national consensus 

especially gained momentum with the neoliberal policies o f Menem’s economics 

minister, Domingo Cavallo. But by the middle of the 1990s many in Argentina’s working 

class began to see through the false promises of upward socioeconomic mobility for all. 

The ultimately unsustainable neoliberal experiment in Argentina came to a temporary 

halt with the forced resignation of Menem’s successor, Fernando de la Rua (1999-2001) 

amidst the massive popular uprisings o f December 2001. In particular, as I will show in 

the following pages, the surge of the ERT phenomenon can be said to be a direct 

response to the drastic increases in business closures, unemployment, poverty, and 

indigence that resulted from these neoliberalist policies and market liberalizations (see 

Figure 1-1 in Chapter 1).
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The neoliberal model’s experiments with unfettered open markets primarily 

consisted of the privatization of almost all o f Argentina’s national assets and public 

enterprises, the multinationalization o f a great portion o f its once mostly-national 

industrial and economic base, the opening up o f the nation’s economy to speculative 

foreign capital, the “dollarization” o f the peso, and persistent and broad cuts in social 

spending. Encouraged throughout the 1980s and 1990s by the structural adjustments 

imposed on the country by the IMF and other international financial institutions, these 

policies of free market liberalizations resulted in the eventual deindustrialization of an 

economy that had been, between the mid 1940s and mid 1970s, sustained to a great 

degree by ISI policies and high salaries that encouraged a strong national consumer 

market (Elgue, 2007; Kosacoff, 2007; Lewis, 2001; Romero, 2002). But rather than bring 

to Argentina the “economic miracle” that many mainstream media outlets and financial 

pundits were predicting throughout the early-to-mid 1990s, Argentina’s neoliberal 

venture served to, on the one hand, enrich the affluent and the politically connected, and 

assist in the capital accumulation projects of foreign investors while, at the same time, 

impoverishing a large swath of Argentina’s working people.94

Argentina’s neoliberal economic woes began to take shape with the fixed-rate 

exchange policy known as the Plan de Convertibilidad (Convertability Plan) introduced 

by Cavallo in the first trimester of 1991 (Gambina & Campione, 2002; Kosacoff, 2007; 

Patroni, 2004; Petras & Veltmeyer, 2004). The convertability scheme was openly meant 

to be a strong pro-market, price stabilization program implemented to stem acute

94 One of Time magazine’s covers in 1992 headlined “Menem’s Miracle” praises the neoliberalist, free 
market policies of Menem as an “economic miracle.” Also, see similar sentiments by Michael Camdessus, 
executive director of the International Monetary Fund, on October 1,1998 in Damill (2005, p. 215).
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macroeconomic instability, and, most of all, the persistent tides of acute inflation and 

hyperinflation that plagued much of Raul Alfonsin’s government throughout the 1980s 

(Damill, 2005; Velde & Veracierto, 2000). While, soon after the plan’s implementation, 

inflation was curtailed, price stability took root, and even exports began to increase for 

several years in the early 1990s, eventually an overpriced peso meant that Argentine 

goods increased in cost, which caused exports to decline relative to imports in subsequent 

years o f the convertability program (Schvarzer, 1998). As a result, with no restrictions on 

the flow of capital out of Argentina by the multinationals that had bought up a great 

portion of the country, with more available consumer credit, and with cheaper imports 

saturating local markets, a chronic trade deficit took hold by the middle o f the decade 

(Diaz-Bonilla, Diaz-Bonilla, Piniero, & Robinson, 2004). The Plan de Convertibilidad 

also took away much o f the lending flexibility and monetary autonomy of the country’s 

central bank, the Banco de la Nation, which was required under the IMF-sanctioned 

model to back fully the dollarized peso with foreign reserves, thus seeing Argentina lose 

the monetary sovereignty that could have responded to the eventual trade deficit.

In this macroeconomic environment, many local businesses—and SME firms, in 

particular—discovered that they were unable to conduct business, losing their 

competitive advantage to more stable foreign companies subsidized in part by 

Argentina’s favourable tax rates, anti-labour policies, and the free reign these foreign 

firms were given to do business across all economic sectors. As Viviana Patroni (2004) 

explains, “many [Argentine] firms could not adjust to the new conditions created under 

trade liberalization, in many cases because they did not have access to the financing 

required to increase their efficiency” and to stay competitive (p. 103). SMEs were
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especially overburdened in this macreconomic process, Patroni further explains, because 

and overvalued peso, and thus overvalued Argentine products, “in combination with trade 

liberalization, proved to be a deadly formula for several economic sectors in Argentina 

which could simply not compete with the volume o f imports domestic policies were 

undervaluing” (p. 103). Dwindling national and international markets and the increased 

cost of doing business in the country, including having to pay for wages in dollars, meant 

that an escalating number of once-profitable SMEs began to court bankruptcy by the mid 

1990s (Palomino, 2003, 2005a, b). By 2001, the national month-over-month business 

bankruptcy rate had reached its highest point in modem history: During the Menem/de la 

Rua years, bankruptcies soared from and average of 772 per month in 1991 to over 2,600 

per month by 2001 (Magnani, 2003, p. 37). The most notable result o f this sharp rise in 

bankruptcies for Argentina’s workers was that, by 1995, jobs were beginning to disappear 

in Argentina at unprecedented speed (see Figure 1-1 in Chapter 1). In sum, the fixed 

exchange rate, relatively high interest rates, and the increasing prices for services in the 

private sector meant that “wages and other labour costs became practically the main 

variables available to reduce production costs” (Patroni, 2004, p. 113). As Patroni 

concludes, the neoliberial policy of convertability, as such, was the major 

macroeconomic backdrop for the rising tide of unemployment, increased exploitation at 

the point-of-produciton, and the ultimate immiseration o f the working class throughout 

the mid-to-late 1990s. For the first time in Argentina’s history, economic growth (as 

measured by increases in national productivity) also meant increased unemployment and 

poverty.
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Another audacious move by the Menem regime in the first years of the 1990s was 

the selling o f almost all of Argentina’s national public services—telecommunications, 

gas, electricity, hydro, sanitation, etc.—as well as the privatization of its petrochemical 

and oil sectors; the mining industry; the country’s national airline; passenger rail and 

subway services; many municipal and provincial government services such as city 

maintenance, waste management, and postal services; and even portions o f its health and 

education sectors. The Menem administration’s rationale for the sell-offs was ostensibly 

to recompose the national economy by paying down Argentina’s exponentially swelling 

national debt and stimulate foreign investments (Boron & Thwaites Rey, 2004, p. 114).

In reality, the eventual privatization of more than 150 national firms served to grease the 

skids of what proved to be a cheap and profitable auction-block for foreign investors and 

multinationals; the consequence o f this massive sell-off was nothing less than a foreign 

takeover of much of the country’s industrial base by dozens of foreign multinationals and 

the dismissal o f 40% of its state employees (Galiani, Gertler, Shargrodksy, & 

Sturzenegger, 2003, p. 5). Not only did these policies in effect further the 

deindustrialization and foreign takeover of the country, they would also, o f course 

influence the redundancies of hundreds of thousands of private and public sector workers 

(Gambina & Campione, 2002; Levy Yeyati & Valenzuela, 2007).

The socioeconomic ruptures caused by these impudent economic policies were 

clearly showing by the mid 1990s. Between 1995 and 1998, the seams of Menem’s 

extreme free market policies began to unrelentingly tear open as the country edged closer 

to its eventual default on its foreign debt which ended up totalling between US$140-145 

billion by the dying days o f 2001. Its default on US$100 billion of this debt is still the
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largest sovereign debt default in history (Scott, 2010; Walsh, 2011). Between 1998 and 

2001, more and more people from Argentina’s once-strong working classes were getting 

relegated to the ranks of the underemployed, the unemployed, and the poor. In real 

material terms, Argentina’s Washington Consensus-inspired “progressive” neoliberal 

policies spurred on a national unemployment rate that, at its peak during the crisis years 

of 2001 and 2002, hit 20-30%, going as high as 40-60% in some of greater Buenos 

Aires’s working class suburbs (Petras & Veltmeyer, 2004, pp. 5-54). These 

unemployment rates, a tragedy in any country, were perhaps even more pronounced in 

Argentina when one considers that in the early-to-mid 1970s, at the height o f the 

country’s industrialization, its official unemployment rate hovered at between 2% and 4% 

(Damill, 2005, p. 220).95 The gradual evaporation o f jobs that paralleled the increasing 

entrenchment o f neoliberalism can clearly be seen when one looks at 22 year trends in 

employment between 1980 and 2002, the same span o f years that saw the national debt 

balloon by 240%: According to Argentina’s Ministry o f Labour, the official 

unemployment rate in 1980 was 1.9%. By 1989, at the height of hyperinflation, it had 

risen to 7.6%. By 1994 it hit the two-digit mark, coming in at 11.5%. Between 1995 and 

2001, it was averaging 15.6%. And by 2002, the official unemployment rate had hit 

19.7% of Argentina’s working population, although unofficial statistics pegged it at the 

time at well over 20%.

95 It is also important to note that during roughly the same timeframe as unemployment, poverty, and 
bankruptcies were reaching record levels, the national debt soared from $6 billion US at the beginning of 
the military government of 1976, to $45 billion US in early 1984 when Raul Alfonsln took power, to $60 
billion during the first full year of Menem’s regime in 1990, to between $140-145 billion by the time of the 
cursed de la Riia regime in late 2001 (see Rodriquez, 2011).
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Not surprisingly, with the rise o f unemployment rose the poverty rate, as well. By 

the early months of 2002, the most chaotic year of the economic crisis, it was estimated 

that 18.2 million Argentines, or 51.4% of the population, had fallen below the line of 

poverty (Petras & Veltmeyer, 2004). By October 2002, the poverty rate in the nation’s 

urban centres had crept up to 57.5%, affecting in one way or another 70% of the 

country’s population, while, at the same time, 27.5% of its urban population was 

considered indigent (Lozano, 2005; Rofman, 2005). These were the largest poverty and 

indigence rates in Argentina’s modem history. The drastic descent into pauperization that 

plagued many Argentines became starkly visible in the early months of 2002: Between 

January and May of 2002, 3.2 million Argentines fell for the first time bellow the poverty 

line. Put another way, in the first 5 months o f 2002, almost 800,000 people per month, or 

25,000 people per day, were becoming poor! While it is hue that this downward spiral of 

immiseration had stabilized somewhat by 2005, and certainly by the time o f this writing, 

poverty and indigence still remained at historical highs by the middle of the first decade 

of the 2000s: As of September of 2005, 38.5% of Argentines (15 million people) were 

considered poor, while 13.6% of Argentines were indigent (5 million people) (“La 

pobreza bajo,” 2005).

Another lingering carryover from the neoliberal years is the continued presence of 

informal work; or “trabajo en negro” (literally, “work in the black”), a type of work that 

became a chronic problem for many workers in the 1990s and throughout the entire 

decade of the 2000s. Workers in this situation, according to national government sources, 

are considered to be “non-registered” workers that do not receive the social benefits 

required by Argentine labour law. As of late 2010, trabajo en negro was still affecting
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32% of the economically active population of the country in most of its economic sectors 

(Presidencia de la Nacion, 2010).96 Thus, it can safely be said that since at least the mid 

1990s, to be unemployed in Argentina has for too many also meant to enter the ranks of 

the precarious, the poor, and the indigent, especially considering that much of 

Argentina’s union-based social safety nets had been mostly dismantled during the 

Menem years.

Thus, by 1995, the results of Argentina’s radicalized free-market were clearly 

becoming anything but miraculous and the immiseration of millions of Argentines was 

being palpably felt throughout society. This state of impoverishment was especially 

visible in the cities with their growing populations of homeless people, cartoneros 

(cardboard recyclers), and the chronic growth of the infamous villas miserias 

(shantytowns or, literally, “towns of misery”) that rim the peripheries of Argentina’s 

urban centres with migrants looking for an elusively better life in the country’s cities.

But not all Argentines were suffering under the country’s neoliberal market 

reforms, of course—the rich were getting richer. In 1974, Argentina’s top 10% of income 

earners officially monopolized 28% of the national income. In 1992, at the height of 

Menem’s market liberalizations, they monopolized 34% of the national income. By 2001, 

more than 37% of the nations’ earnings officially remained within the top 10% of the 

population. In contrast, the poorest 10% of the population received 2.2% of the nation’s 

wealth in 1974; by 2001, just before the massive increases in unemployment, the poorest

96 As of late 2010, the “economically active population” of Argentina’s urban-based economy totaled 
almost 16.5 million people. Of these, around 60% were formally employed (self-employed or salaried), 
around 32% were “non-registered” workers working without receiving the social benefits required by 
Argentine labour law (i.e., working in trabajo en negro), and just over 8% were unemployed but actively 
looking for work (Presidencia de la Nacion, 2010).
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decile received a paltry 1.3% (Petras & Veltmeyer, 2004). Given that the wealthiest 

classes in Argentina tend to under-report their income, James Petras & Henry Veltmeyer 

(2004) point out that the Argentine government estimated this wealth disparity to be even 

more marked than the official numbers indicated at the time. As such, some estimates 

suggested that Argentina’s top 10% of income earners have incomes that are 40 times 

higher than the poorest 10% (pp. 7-12).

In sum, the Menem and de la Rua regimes and their neoliberal policies were 

deeply ensconced in this downward spiral of national impoverishment and greed. Under 

their administrations, the state and the country’s economic elites chose to appease the 

minions of globalization and its free-market advocates instead o f protecting the interests 

of their own people. Furthermore, their nefarious politics and corruption-plagued 

administrations in effect placed the long-term security of Argentina’s own people at risk 

for short-term gains and set the tone for a culture of individualism and avarice that took 

hold throughout the 1990s. In short, in a new predicatable narrative turn of the ongoing 

neoliberal script, in one more national economic conjuncture, the privatization of wealth 

and profit in 1990s Argentina was ensured by the socialization o f risk via the cheapening 

o f the cost of variable capital—i.e., drops in wages, heightened exploitation, and rising 

redundancies—and the dismantling of all types o f workers’ social securities (Harvey, 

2005).

Argentina’s workers under neoliberalism: The most immediate roots o f ERTs

While an inordinate number of people in Argentina’s working class were falling 

down this sinkhole of immiseration and informalization throughout the mid-to-late 1990s, 

many owners of SMEs were incurring unwieldy debt-loads in order to stay afloat amidst 
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drying up national and export markets. While some o f the ensuing bankruptcies were 

legitimate, others would strain even the most liberal notions of legality as many business 

owners, encouraged by the frontier-style economic free-for-all, were willing to incur 

questionable debt or speculate away their business assets in risky investment schemes 

(Andres Ruggeri, 2005, personal interview). When these schemes faltered or business 

debts became unwieldy, many owners resorted to embezzlement or corruption to stay 

solvent. A common practice was to attempt to sell off business assets while the firm was 

still in the process o f bankruptcy proceedings. With this maneuver, owners would attempt 

to empty (vaciar, or strip) the firm of its assets in order to either auction off the machines, 

land, inventory, buildings, and such that should have gone to repay creditors, or to start 

production somewhere else with cheaper workers. In addition, owners would often turn to 

simple bribery—a time-honoured tradition amongst Argentina’s moneyed classes—to 

gain protection from the courts, pay off corrupt court trustees or politicians, or seek out 

other disreputable forms of protection from irate creditors (Magnani, 2003; Ruggeri, 

Martinez, & Trinchero, 2005; Palomino, 2003). Understanding why these illegal practices 

were allowed to take place and how they, in part, inspired the ERT movement requires 

one to perhaps unravel the quagmires of Argentina’s nefarious political and business 

spheres, the two colluding sectors o f society that have been blamed for most of 

Argentina’s steady economic meltdown that culminated in the crisis years of 2001-2002. 

Chapters 4 to 6 will begin to show some of the unsavoury practices carried on by 

Argentina’s political and business elites and employers during these years.

Thus, even as annual business bankruptcies soared between 1991 and 2001, many 

in the business and ruling classes continued to benefit from Argentina’s neoliberal free-
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for-all. In most cases of bankruptcies or owner-abandonment, workers also became 

creditors because bonuses, benefits, and paycheques (usually in that order) made up 

considerable parts o f the growing debt load that negligent owners never had the intention 

of paying back. The major difference between workers’ transformations into creditors 

and the firm’s other creditors is that workers had little choice in the matter: The implicit 

ultimatum given to workers by their bosses—an ultimatum that was well understood by 

employees—was to either work for vastly reduced wages, pay vouchers, with no benefits 

or overtime pay, or have their positions terminated (Magnani, 2003). As many ERT 

workers explained to me in conversations I had with them in my visits to Argentina, 

workers were often among the largest group o f creditors in many failing companies 

because it was relatively easy for owners to convince workers to make personal sacrifices 

for the firm since owners knew the reputation o f average Argentine worker: hard 

working, tenacious, and committed (see Chapter 4). Using similes o f football culture 

which often colour the daily conversations o f Argentines, owners would often ask 

workers during the firm’s most difficult moments to “put on the jersey o f the firm” for 

the greater cause o f the “team.” As employees would quickly learn, however, putting on 

the “team’s jersey” often meant being relegated to the substitutes bench with no chance 

of coming back onto the “pitch” of the shop-floor again.

These extremely exploitative practices put into sharp relief the tendencies of a 

capitalist system in crisis. Indeed, such practices clearly illustrate Karl Marx’s (1967) 

account o f the capitalist desire, especially in times o f business and economic crises, to 

minimize the cost o f “necessary labour” as much as business owners can get away with 

by reducing the cost o f labour inputs via mechanization (“rationalization drives”),
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layoffs, or redundancies, while, at the same time, extracting as much “relative surplus- 

labour” as possible from the workers that are left (Marx, 1967, pp. 216-217, 241).97 In an 

interview from the early 2000s, conducted in the thick o f economic crisis, one of the ERT 

movement’s leaders, Luis Caro (who went on to found and lead the ERT umbrella 

organization MNFRT), clearly described the resultant transformation of many of 

Argentina’s workers from employees to creditors in the neoliberal free-for-all o f the 

1990s and early 2000s; it is similar to stories I heard time and time again in the 

conversations I had with ERT workers and activists, as their own words will make clear 

for us in Chapter 4:

Business owners’ debts would actually begin with their employees.... This 
would eventually produce a deterioration in workers themselves because 
[workers were often owed months o f backpay],... bonuses, vacation pay, 
and retirement contributions. In the [lead-up to imminent bankruptcy,] 
workers would transform into owners’ financiers. Instead o f taking on 
more debt from outside sources, owners would not pay their workers.
What was lived in Argentina [during the 1990s] was to push its workers to 
one side and the labouring subject—that is, workers—began to get 
conditioned. Even the unions couldn’t take actions [to protect workers] 
because o f their deep interrelations with the impresarios. (Caro, quoted in 
Magnani, 2003, p. 54)

The massive erosion of jobs throughout the 1990s, the growing rate of 

immiseration, a national currency crisis, eroding export and national consumer markets, 

an unpayable national debt, exorbitant debt-servicing and structural adjustment demands 

insisted upon by the IMF and enthusiastically carried out by the Menem and de la Rua 

governments, and the subsequently infamous corralito98 instated to stem the inevitable

97 See, in particular, Marx’s (1967) analysis of these capitalist tendencies in Chapter 9, “The Rate of 
Surplus-Value,” Section 1, “The Degree of Exploitation of Labour-Power” (pp. 212-220), and Chapter 10, 
“The Working Day,” Section 2, “The Greed for Surplus-Labour: Manufacturer and Boyard” (pp. 235-243). 

“Corralito” is the Spanish diminutive for “corral” or “enclosure.” It was the nickname given to the
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run at the banks that began in early December of 2001—all wedded to the political and 

economic establishments’ greed, impotence, or ineptitude—culminated in the social 

upheaval o f December 19/20, 2001. While radical academics, social activists, and the 

fractured parties of the left were temporarily emboldened by the force of popular 

rebellion of el argentinazo o f December 2001—inflated by the fury of a temporarily 

radicalized middle class that was denied its access to savings and credit—the “multitude” 

failed, however, to sustain itself on a massive scale once private bank accounts were re

opened and middle class consumerism was allowed to find its footing again."

Section 3: 
Working Class Recomposition: From Crisis to Hope

Contesting the neoliberal order with new forms o f labour struggles

But the 1990s also brought with them new forms of working class struggles and 

self-directed activities that both responded to the neoliberal juggernaut and attempted to 

move beyond it. Irradiating out from the mobilizations of the unemployed and the 

marginalized onto other forms o f popular struggle was a recomposed combativeness 

amongst workers’ and the marginalized, an ethos of bottom-up democracy (Colectivo 

Situaciones, 2004), and a recalibration of community-based experiences of social 

exclusion and economic suffering that served to coalesce bottom-up social, cultural, and

national government’s policy put in place in late 2001 to prevent a massive run at the banks. Passed into
law in the first days of December 2001, the corralito in effect legally barred Argentine’s from withdrawing
more than $250 pesos a week from their bank accounts when the convertibility law was rescinded and the
peso was allowed to float once again against the US dollar after more than 10 years of being pegged to it.
The passing of this law had much to due with flaming the massive uprisings of the middle and working
classes during the days of December 19/20, 2001.
99 As I have already discussed in the Introduction and Chapter 1, some radical academics theorized during 
this time that el argentinazo of December 19/20 was evidence of the emergence of the “multitude” and the 
force of “constituent power” from below in Argentina. For such accounts see Dinerstein (2002), Colectivo 
Situaciones (2002), Gutierrez (2005), and Hardt & Negri (2004, pp. 216-217).
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economic projects designed by these very community groups to counter and go beyond 

hard times (Svampa & Pereyra, 2004, p. 233). In the Introduction to this study, Antonio 

Negri (2003) observed for us that the response of the country’s marginalized to the 

radical liberalization of the national economy—via tactics o f occupying and squatting 

public and private spaces, horizontal forms o f organizing, myriad neighbourhood 

grassroots social initiatives, and so on—was, in part, evidence of a surging socialized 

“energy...[of]...conviction, and...egalitarian social recomposition” emanating, at once, 

from the streets, neighbourhoods, factories, and squares. These tactics o f territorial 

occupations and workplace and property recuperations would eventually merge with 

workers’ memories of past labour struggles that I briefly reviewed in Section 1. It would 

prove to be a contagion that symbiotically impelled thousands o f grassroots activists and 

popular groups to self-organize organically under the rubric o f peoples’ assemblies 

working within the principles o f direct participatory democracy. In light o f this historical 

confluence, for many workers in Argentina, participation in direct action to recover their 

workspaces, both modelled after and also influencing the new social transformations that 

were taking shape around them, seemed to be the only viable alternative left in the face of 

a retreating and ineffectual state committed to the neoliberal model and to acquiescing to 

the whims of international finance capital.

Notwithstanding the importance of the forms of social mobilizations that provided 

some o f the alternative socioeconomic models that most immediately ground Argentina’s 

ERTs, or the ERT phenomenon’s more distant history in previous workers’ struggles and 

factory occupations throughout the last six decades, it must be pointed out here—again— 

that there did not tend to be a deep revolutionary rationale that guided most cases of
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workspace recuperations at first. Rather, in themes I will pick up in Chapters 4 and 5, 

what initially inspired the earliest workspace occupations for most ERT protagonists was 

the sense of duty workers felt to feed and provide for themselves and their families once 

the capitalist system could no longer promise to provision for the subsistence of its 

workers (Fernandez Alvarez, 2006; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009). This was further galvanized, 

as many ERT workers articulated to me in different words, by their individual and 

collective realizations of an increasing state o f immiseration and exploitation under the 

thumb of a sharply dysfunctional capitalist system, a growing sense o f alienation from 

their work and each other, and the fear of facing a life of chronic underemployment or 

unemployment. That is, their fear and rage at the possibility of being without work 

usually always provoked their initial actions within what I termed earlier as a moral 

economy of work. But gradually, throughout their struggle for consolidating their 

workplaces within the structure of a cooperative and the values of autogestion, workers 

eventually discover that it is indeed possible to change their own circumstances for the 

first time in their lives.

ERTs and the new unionism

As Alejandro Portes & Kelly Hoffman (2003) have recently posited, community- 

based popular mobilizations increased across Latin America during the heyday o f the 

neoliberal years. In places such as Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Mexico, and 

Venezuela, the impulses of popular groups most affected by the neoliberal model, such as 

the under- and unemployed, the poor, and the marginalized, would often see them draw 

together and combine forces, at times, with groups from the traditional labour movement. 

What brought them together, according to Portes & Hoffman, was “a common fate of 
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poverty and deprivation that includes both formal and informal proletarians, providing] 

the basis for collective action” (p. 76). In Chapter 1 ,1 discussed how social movement 

and labour studies theorists and researchers have been, over the past three or so decades, 

conceptualizing this coming together of formal labour groups with popular movements 

that both contest the neoliberal order and attempt to build alternatives to it in what has 

been called social movement unionism. The inter-ERT organizational models, networks 

of solidarity, umbrella groups, and federations that have arisen since ERTs’ early years 

are examples of this new form o f unionism in Argentina.

Organizing ERTs: Examples of a new unionism

As I have suggested already and will expand on in Chapters 5 and 6, ERTs have 

received, in general, mixed support from traditional unions. With the exception of a few 

supportive union locals such as the Quilmes branch of the steelworkers union, the Buenos 

Aires graphics union in recent years, and a few other smaller localized and shop-specific 

unions, the traditional Argentine labour movement has been, in general, either only 

tentatively supportive, indifferent, or outright hostile to the plight of ERT protagonists. 

Ensconced within the neoliberal consensus that permeated many o f Argentina’s official 

representatives o f the working class in the 1990s, or with widespread bafflement amongst 

traditional union leaders as to how to deal with workers that no longer reported to bosses, 

most unions chose instead to focus their efforts on employees that continued to work 

under bosses (Vales, 2005).

The apathy or outright disdain towards the recent struggles of self-managed 

workers’ by some in Argentina’s traditional labour movement has disappointed many in 

the ERT phenomenon (Mario Barrios, 2007, personal interview; Eduardo Murua, 2005b,



personal interview). Faced with the possibility o f taking a leadership role in a new 

chapter o f Argentina’s labour history, the country’s traditional unions initially 

squandered the chance o f making a real difference in the lives o f thousands o f Argentine 

workers. As a response to these challenges with Argentina’s traditional union movement, 

a new unionism sensitive to the plight of the unemployed, the non-unionized, and the 

self-managed began to emerge, especially with the rise of the country’s ERTs.

In practice, ERTs’ support organizations and federations are in ways not like 

traditional unions. Their primary goal, for instance, is not to negotiate working conditions 

or wage-based issues with employers. Nor are they, as I discussed in Chapter 1, political 

“movements” or even associations, per se. Rather, ERT organizations tend to be 

cooperatively organized support associations and federations that began to emerge rather 

organically after the first ERTs appeared in the late 1990s. They serve to represent the 

interests of the protagonists of Argentina’s ERTs in numerous ways, providing 

management, organizational, and legal advice; organizing plenary sessions, conferences, 

workers’ assemblies, and spaces for voicing the concerns of workers’ groups; and 

offering support and political lobbying on behalf of militating workers when a 

workspace’s employees are considering occupying, self-managing, and expropriating a 

bankrupted enterprise. I have already introduced in previous pages some of the most 

important umbrella organizations involved in assisting in the recuperation of workspaces 

that emerged or grew during ERTs’ first era, which include the Movimiento Nacional de 

Empresas Recuperadas (National Movement o f Recuperated Enterprises, or MNER), the 

Movimiento Nacional de Fabricas Recuperadas por sus Trabajadores (National 

Movement of Worker-Recuperated Factories, or MNFRT), and the Federation de
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Cooperativas de Trabajo de la Republica Argentina (Federation of Work Cooperatives of 

the Republic o f Argentina, or FECOOTRA). During ERTs’ second era, less politically 

driven inter-ERT networks o f solidarity and assistance have particularly formed as the 

need for political lobbying and for learning the strategies and tactics o f “occupy” and 

“resist” have given way to the need for more and more ERTs to consolidate and 

regularize their administration, labour processes, and technical infrastructures. Inter-ERT 

organizations that have formed in more recent years include the Red Grafica (Graphic 

[Workers] Network), Diaros y Periodicos Regionales Argentinos (Regional Argentine 

Newspapers and Periodicals, or DyPRA),100 Federation Argentina de Cooperativas de 

Trabajadores Autogestionados (Argentine Federation of Self-Managed Worker 

Cooperatives, or FACTA), and Confederation Nacional de Cooperativas de Trabajo 

(National Confederation of Worker Cooperatives, or CNCT). For reasons I will discuss 

shortly, these now are mostly second- and third-tier cooperatives made up of member 

coops including, but not limited to, ERTs.

During ERTs’ first era, MNER and MNFRT by far represented the largest 

groupings of ERTs (Ruggeri et al., 2005). Beginning in late 2005 MNER—the lobby- 

group and umbrella organization that between roughly 2002 and mid 2003 constituted the 

most politically influential, largest, and most written-about ERT organization—began 

experiencing a period of acute fragmentation. Even though, via the relentless early work 

o f its former president, Eduardo Murua, MNER had done much to articulate the 

processes and tactics o f workplace occupation and recuperation in the country, perhaps 

this fragmentation was foreshadowed by its bifurcation in 2003. This split would go on to

100 For more on DyPRA, see Chapter 6. 
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form MNFRT under the tight leadership o f the conservative young lawyer Luis Caro. The 

split between MNER and MNFRT in 2003 was due to various internal and personality 

conflicts that revolved around various practical and ideological differences. MNER, for 

instance, always advocated for the basic autonomy of each ERT, while MNFRT, on the 

other hand, has since its inception taken on a more hands-on and to some even more 

authoritarian approach in dealing with the ERTs it represents. Another point o f difference 

between these two organizations is in their promotion of whether or not ERTs should 

open up community centres or get involved with community work and solidarity activism 

with other social movements (see Chapter 7). On the one hand, MNER has always been a 

strong advocate for ERTs’ community solidarity work as a way of giving back to the 

communities that have supported an ERT and as a self-protection strategy that 

complicates the state’s future closure of an ERT. MNFRT, on the other hand, has argued 

that engaging in community work takes precious energy and resources away from 

consolidating production at these firms and complicates their competitiveness. Moreover, 

MNER tended to operate more autonomously as an organization, and consequently also 

more chaotically, than MNFRT. The roster o f ERT workers who would participate in 

MNER meetings and activist work would change regularly, for example, while MNFRT 

has taken a more centralist and hierarchical approach to managing itself, with Caro firmly 

at the helm. MNER also aligned itself closely with the global social justice movements 

and the World Social Forum, while MNFRT did not. These two organizations also 

differed on how to deal with the state. MNER had a hit-and-negotiate strategy with the 

state, attempting to balance a distancing from the state as much as it practically could 

while, at the same time, aggressively lobbying it for strategic subsidies (e.g, pensions for
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ERT workers, funds for technical upgrading, funding for cultural centres, etc.). This 

aggressive lobbying strategy proved successful during ERTs’ first era when, for instance, 

MNER deployed tactics of occupying local legislatures that were in session for lobbying 

incumbent politicians to vote in favour expropriating an ERT for its workers. It also used 

public marches and street blockades to gain media attention for the plight of ERTs. This 

hit-and-negotiate strategy was very similar, in fact, to the strategy taken up the traditional 

Argentine labour movement (see Section 1). MNFRT, on the other hand, has taken a 

more conciliatory tone o f negotiating with the state for legal reforms of relevant laws and 

subsidies and has, as a result, had a central role in reforming certain laws that would ease 

an ERT’s legal burdens. MNFRT, for example, was a central player in the struggle for 

amending Argentina’s bankruptcy law to favour worker takeovers o f failing firms so that 

they would not have face the financial burdens left by former owners (see Chapters 5 and 

6).101

In Ruggeri et al.’s (2005) quantitative investigation o f ERTs, they were able to 

determine a numerical parity of ERTs belonging to either MNER and MNFRT during the 

phenomenon’s first era; as of early 2005, each organization represented roughly 34% of 

ERTs that existed at the time (p. 94). At the same time, they were also able to identify a

It is also important to note that MNER and MNFRT did not, up until May 2006, work together. A 
former member of MNER, up until May 15, 2006, Caro was in political conflict over various ideological 
matters with Murua’s MNER. These disputes go back to the early days of the movement when MNFRT 
was formed after several irresolvable issues (mentioned above) between the Caro and Murua factions came 
to a head in 2003. Consequently, Caro had until recently disassociated MNFRT from almost all events and 
programs spearheaded by MNER, such as the first organized meeting of worker-recuperated enterprises 
from across Latin America in Caracas, Venezuela held in October 2005 and organized to a great extent by 
MNER’s Murua. In May 2006, however, the two organizations came together for the first time in an 
internal battle for control of one of the oldest and most emblematic ERTs, Industria Metalurgica y  Plastica 
Argentina (IMPA), between three internal factions of its workers. In the battle, Murua and Caro created an 
alliance in order to gather more votes than the third faction of workers who desired to sell IMPA to private 
investors. This alliance, however, was short-lived after the third faction won the internal leadership 
elections by a small majority and, for about a year after, took control of IMPA.
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fairly large lack of commitment on the part of most ERT workers with regards to these 

two umbrella organizations that were supposed to be representing their interests. What 

they were also able distinguish was a more pronounced identification with these 

organizations amongst with ERTs that found themselves in the midst o f their most 

conflict-filled days, and the widest gap in identifying with these organizations with those 

ERTs that perceived themselves to be already consolidated and regularized as a self- 

sustaining worker coop. These findings, perhaps more than any other in their work with 

ERTs, reveals the difficulty of organizing these highly autonomous workers’ collectives 

within the rubric of a unified “movement,” and the at-times pragmatic nature of ERTs’ 

affiliations and solidarities. Another reason for the tendency of ERTs to be non

committal to the umbrella organizations that attempt to represent them lies in the 

perception amongst some ERT workers that their struggles were, indeed, their struggles 

and that, at the end of the day, it was only themselves, their families, friends, and 

neighbours that truly risked their lives at times for the fight to open up their workspaces 

as self-managed entities.

Ruggeri et al. also found that ERTs affiliated with MNER have always been more 

notoriously non-committal than those affiliated with MNFRT. This is due, in part, to the 

fact that the latter organization’s structure and ways of relating with its affiliate ERTs 

have been, in practice, more akin to the practices of a classic bureaucratic union rather 

than a looser “social movement.” This is also reflected in the tighter political control it 

exerts over its member ERTs when compared to MNER. Also, unlike MNER’s Murua, 

Caro has also institutionalized within MNFRT the practice o f taking a percentage cut of 

the revenues o f each ERT for MNFRT and, it is reported, himself as a consultant’s fee,
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thus linking himself tightly to the administrative organization of the ERTs MNFRT 

affiliates with. In recent years, while MNFRT has continued to consolidate itself with the 

ERTs it claims to represent, it has not grown much beyond the membership base it had as 

of late 2005. MNER, on the other hand, although still in existence and involved in the 

lobbying efforts o f a handful o f older and newer ERTs, is a shadow of what it was until 

2005, mostly due to the internal fighting and leadership ambitions of its most vocal 

activists and leaders.102

In light of the organizational vacuum created by MNER’s effective disintegration, 

coupled with MNFRT’s tightening control of its core ERT-base, new attempts at 

organizing ERTs around their cooperative structures and values have emerged since late 

2005. One such attempt, tentatively called the Asociacidn de Cooperativas Argentinas 

Sin Patron (Association o f Argentine Cooperatives without a Boss) formed in mid 2006 

and was initiated by the workers o f several city of Buenos Aires ERTs, which included 

the Hotel BAUEN, the balloon manufacturer La Nueva Esperanza, Grafica Patricios, and 

a dozen or so other ERTs. These ERTs aspired to found a less hierarchical and more 

democratic organization, which differentiated itself both from MNER and MNFRT. In 

this short-lived organization, ERTs would have worked together to collectively lobby and 

coordinate funds from the state and forge alliances with universities and NGOs for 

assistance with technical and administrative upgrading, job creation, increasing ERTs’ 

revenue potential and market share, creating or reinstituting lost retirement benefits, and

102 A big part of these internal conflicts involve differing opinions amongst its leadership regarding what 
kind of role MNER is to play now that the national economy has stabilized somewhat. While Murua, for 
example, continues to believe in an antagonistically combative posture towards the state and advocates 
“fighting for a different Argentina, an Argentina without exploitation” (Murua, 2005, personal interview), 
others within MNER feel that a more conciliatory role towards the state and the Cristina Fernandez de 
Kirchner administration should be taken up.
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securing medical and health coverage for its ERT workers (Castiglioni, 2006). While 

short-lived, it was the first ERT umbrella organization to articulate a new stance of this 

new unionism in ERTs’ second era. In contrast to the political lobbying focus of MNER 

and MNFRT, second-era umbrella organizations have been organized as second-tier 

coops of ERT and non-ERT worker coops in order to cooperate in assisting with the 

organizational, marketing, and financial needs of self-managed firms.

The Asociacion de Cooperativas Argentinas Sin Patron would soon morph into 

another, broader coalition, as it gave way in late 2006 to a new federation headed by a 

breakaway faction of ERTs once belonging to MNER and the BAUEN workers. Now 

known as FACTA, this association has taken up the platform of the Sin Patron initiative 

but has also attempted to articulate tighter links between ERTs from the interior of the 

country and non-ERT worker cooperatives. In a move that perhaps suggests the direction 

that ERTs will have to take in the new economic reality o f Argentina (i.e., in the 

economically, politically, and socially recomposed second era o f ERTs), FACTA has, in 

particular, made an effort to incorporate into the association cooperatives that were not, 

strictly speaking, ever recuperated or taken over from bosses. Interestingly, this 

organization has especially been linked to and managed to secure financing from various 

NGOs and cooperative agencies such as Italy’s Legacoop cooperative federation 

(EnRedAndo, 2006). It was also decisive, together with a more recent and more broadly- 

based third-tier coop coalition of the country’s worker cooperative federations known as 

the Confederation Nacional de Cooperativas de Trabajo (National Confederation of 

Worker Cooperatives, or CNCT) and MNFRT, to recently lobby for and actually assist in
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further reforming Argentina’s bankruptcy law that further facilitates the conversion of 

failing firms into worker cooperatives (see Chapter 5).

Another promising solidarity initiative called Proyecto Redes (Networks Project, 

also known as Nudos) has been spearheaded by a group of steelworkers in the southern 

suburbs of greater Buenos Aires, based out o f the municipality o f Quilmes’s local o f the 

steelworkers union (Union Obrera Metalurgica de Quilmes, or UOM Quilmes). This 

cooperative/ERT/union consortium has assisted 13 member ERTs in the Quilmes region 

and has also managed to negotiate agreements with several European agencies and with 

the National University of Quilmes to provide its members with sources of technical 

assistance and professional consulting services (Proyecto Redes de Personas, 2006).103 

Yet another small group of ERTs continue to be linked to the Federation de Cooperativas 

de Trabajo de la Provincia de Buenos Aires (Federation of Worker Cooperatives of the 

Province o f Buenos Aires, or FECOOTRA) and other political sectors working out o f the 

municipality o f Avellaneda (FECOOTRA, 2007). And ERTs working in the graphics 

sector under the Red Grafica have since 2007 formalized an economic solidarity network 

o f graphics cooperatives throughout greater Buenos Aires in order to pool resources and 

more effectively tackle the various challenges they face in a highly concentrated and 

competitive Argentine publishing market (for more on the Red Grafica, see in Chapters 4, 

5, and 7). Finally, numerous regional and provincial networks o f ERTs have been 

forming in recent years in order to meet ERTs’ and other self-managed firms’

103 As a side note, that FACTA and Nudos/UOM Quilmes have had to rely on European funding and 
technical assistance also alludes to the Argentine federal government’s general indifference towards ERTs 
(see Chapter 5).
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organizational and business needs, serving to increasingly establish strong practices of 

the sixth cooperative principle, coopertives cooperating (Ruggeri, 2009).

This complex and still fragmented organizational landscape can be contrasted 

with yet another experience headed by the workers of the ceramics ERT cooperative 

Zanon/FaSinPat in the province of Neuquen. The Zanon workers have attempted to keep 

in touch with all of the various ERT organizations while at the same time remaining at 

arms length from them. This posture of autonomy, a concept actively used by the Zanon- 

based group, has boded well for the Zanon workers’ and for keeping their vision of 

nationalizing the plant under workers’ control in the national and international spotlight. 

Because of this posture, in part, Zanon, while only expropriated by the province of 

Neuquen on behalf of its workers in August of 2009 after many years of legal and 

political struggle, has received some healthy financial contributions from several state 

institutes that other ERTs have not managed to secure, such as with the Instituto Nacional 

de Tecnologia Industrial (National Institute of Industrial Technology, or INTI), a support 

and research institute for Argentina’s industrial sectors, including worker coops. 

Moreover, their workers’ initial tactic of taking over their local ceramics union before 

taking over the plant in 2001 while also tightly engraining itself in mobilizing local 

community development projects has been a unique case in the Argentine universe of 

ERTs that also underscores aspects o f the new social movement unionism that is 

beginning to permeate the ERT phenomenon more and more.

Interestingly, the only group that has formed in recent years with the specific 

intent of organizing ERTs along the lines of a formal trade union has been the Asociacion 

Nacional de Trabajadores Autogestionados (National Association o f Self-Managed
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Workers, or ANTA). Emerging from within the progressive CTA, this new union of self- 

managed firms has been closely connected with UST (one o f this dissertations case 

studies) and was founded in late 2005 by sympathetic union activists within the CTA that 

have also had experiences with various forms of self-management. ANTA specifically 

formed as a response to the state’s and traditional union movement’s general indifference 

or outright hostility to the plight of the self-managed, the underemployed, and the 

unemployed. Initially made up of 83 organizations o f ERTs, microenterprises, and other 

■workers’ collectives, ANTA, with UST’s Mario Barrios as its general secretary, has 

begun to lobby the state to recognize the labour rights of self-managed workers in their 

struggle to secure pensions, stabilize sector-wide wages, create a national health and 

workers’ compensation plan for self-managed workers, and provide self-managed firms 

with favourable and just loans. While a promising initiative that endeavours to organize 

itself around the principles of regional councils, horizontality, and direct democracy, 

there are, to date, only a handful of ERTs that associate themselves with this still-nascent 

union. Indeed, the majority of ANTA’s members are cooperatives and microenterprises 

associated with Argentina’s promising by still-insipient social and solidarity economy 

and that did not originate from owner-managed firms (Central de Trabaj adores de la 

Argentina, 2007).

A new unionism? Taking stock

As this brief historical map of the various ERT organizations has tried to show, 

attempts at organizing ERTs are based not on their sectoral commonalities as traditional 

trade unions, nor on political commitments to official parties, but rather on their common 

experiences in struggling for the recuperation and autogestion o f workspaces. Indeed,



most attempts at organizing ERTs along some common political or traditional union lines 

rather than along their practical experiences with autogestion have to date met with 

difficulties. And telling of the characteristic of the ERT phenomenon in its second era, 

recent organizing initiatives such as FACTA, CNCT, and ANTA are consciously 

working on building bridges of solidarity between ERTs and other cooperative entities, 

social movements, community groups that share common values with them, and 

sympathetic unions such as UOM Quilmes and the Federation de Trabajadores de la 

Energia de la Republica Argentina (Federation of Energy Workers of the Republic of 

Argentina, or FETERA out of the CTA), and other self-managed initiatives. Moreover, 

and perhaps because of each ERT’s particular historical situation or the unique financial 

and market challenges most worker-recuperated firms must confront once production 

restarts, the attempt by ANTA at organizing ERTs along union lines have, to date, been 

met with mixed results—many ERTs, after all, are still stinging from trade unionism’s 

indifference or antagonism to their struggles.

At the same time, the character o f formal associations and second- and third-tier 

coop organizations of ERTs has transformed since the earlier days o f the ERT 

phenomenon. The early and implosive socioeconomic years between 1997 and 2003—the 

first era of ERTs—required MNER and subsequently MNFRT to primarily focus on 

articulating and assisting ERTs’ direct action tactics as well as initiate the struggle—quite 

effectively, as it eventually turned out— for a national political voice for its worker 

protagonists and for securing legal status for ERTs. In the current second era of the ERT 

phenomenon, the need for more politically-minded entities such as an MNER or an 

MNFRT has diminished substantially given the new and recomposed socioeconomic
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climate o f Argentina. Currently, more economically focused umbrella organizations such 

as FACTA and CNCT, or organizations specifically organized around lobbying the state 

for better labour policies for ERTs, such as ANTA, or organizations that specifically 

work with ERTs to improve and conslidate their cooperative organizational structures, 

such as FACTA, CNCT, ANTA, FECOOTRA, and many other smaller regional entities, 

are stepping in to meet the new challenges faced by already-established ERTs within a 

reconsolidated and more stable Argentine economy. Rather than direct action tactics and 

occupations, the main concerns of these newer organizational entities focus on the 

viability and long-term sustainability o f self-managed firms within a relatively more 

stable economy and intensifying market competition. In other words, rather than needing 

to organize numerically for lobbying and fighting the “war of bodies,” as Eduardo Murua 

will characterize it for us in Chapter 5, the major needs now facing ERTs tend to be 

securing sources o f financing, improving their technological infrastructure, and generally 

securing their market-share. As such, these more recent organizations are aspiring to 

facilitate inter-ERT relations o f cooperation and mutual aid while building bridges to 

other self-managed workspaces and national and international sources o f financing and 

grants. Not as revolutionary in vision as MNER was, nor as authoritative and paternal as 

MNFRT still is, the focus of these new organizations are more respectful o f the autonomy 

of each ERT, and more pragmatic, concrete, and realistic of their needs, reflecting more 

the macroeconomically stabilized current conjuncture that the ERT phenomenon on the 

whole finds itself in.
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ERTs in other Latin American countries

A discussion o f Argentina’s ERTs in the context of and as responses to the 

neoliberal model would not be complete without at least briefly mentioning other ERT- 

type experiences in other countries in Latin America. Their presence, especially in 

Venezuela, Brazil, and Uruguay, are a result o f similar economic situations that 

Argentina found itself in at the end of the 1990s: national socioeconomic conjunctures of 

high business bankruptcies due to neoliberal-inspired market reforms that led to eventual 

financial crises.104 Most studies o f ERTs in Argentina overlook this regional connection 

and their possibility for a wider worker-led “network o f solidarity” across Latin America. 

I will discuss these other experiences with worker-recuperated workspaces in other Latin 

American jurisdictions here, briefly comparing them to Argentina’s experiences with 

ERTs in this section.

The few comparative studies o f ERTs between different countries in Latin 

America that exist to date show that the strategies and tactics o f ERT worker cooperatives 

and other forms of self-management, particularly in Argentina, Venezuela, Uruguay, and 

Brazil, are enjoying surprising longevity despite their challenges (Camilletti, Guidini, 

Herrera, Rodriguez, Marti, Soria, et al., 2005; Ghibaudi, 2006). These studies also assert 

that the rise in recent years in worker-recuperated enterprises that then transform into 

worker cooperatives in the region is proving the ERT form to be a viable grassroots 

answer for workers facing structural unemployment and the dismantling of national 

economies by speculative global capital and neoliberal market policies. A comparative 

examination of Argentina’s ERT experiences in light o f other Latin American countries

104 In Venezuela, their rise is also linked to the Bolivarian socialist ideologies of Chavez (see Chapter 2). 
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over the past 15 years or so shows how the defensive strategy developed by workers who 

have faced the most negative effects o f neoliberal policies across the region unfolded 

within similar socioeconomic and political conjunctures. It also reveals the outcomes of 

the more supportive position towards ERTs taken up by governments and unions in other 

Latin American countries in contrast to how ERTs have had to innovatively work around 

the ambivalence or outright hostility to their situations from the state, unions, and other 

establishment institutions in Argentina. Indeed, in light o f the lack of any consistent 

institutional support, the relative longevity of ERTs in Argentina and across Latin 

America is a testimony to the resilience, agency, and innovative capacities o f workers 

despite the continued presence of neoliberalist market policies to some degree within all 

of the current centre-left governments of Latin America.

While Argentina’s ERTs are the most celebrated in the literature, ERT-type 

cooperatives currently exist in Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, Venezuela, and 

Uruguay. Next to Argentina’s experiences, however, and for reasons I will elaborate on 

in the next few pages, Brazil, Uruguay, and Venezuela’s are the most developed in Latin 

America (Marti, Bertullo, Soria, Barrios, Silveira, Camilletti, et al., 2004). Ecuador and 

Mexico have only a handful of cases o f ERTs each and space will not allow me to get 

into their particularities. In Bolivia, grassroots occupations of property and 

nationalization schemes are most readily found in the primary resources sector such as 

mineral extraction, agriculture, and water (Cecena, 2005; Grant & Schuffler, 2005). But 

if we stick to a stricter definition of ERTs based on their most common experiences— 

formerly capitalist entities that have failed due to bankruptcy or owner abandonment in 

the face of dire economic conditions and that were subsequently taken over by their
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former employees and transformed into worker cooperatives—the ERT experience across 

the region comes into better focus. In Bolivia, for example, only a few small-scale mines 

could be said to be ERTs, the majority of similar initiatives being in reality community- 

led cooperatives responding to privatization schemes and neoliberal encroachments with 

the support of local or national governments, unions, or other social justice movements 

(Bocangel, 2001). And in Peru, a handful of ERT-type worker coops share the scene with 

hundreds of smaller self-managed agricultural and housing initiatives, which could more 

rightly be called microenterprises (Babilon Poma, 2005). Because o f the relative 

incipiency of ERTs in Bolivia, Peru, Mexico, and Ecuador, a closer economic and 

political comparison to Argentina can be gleaned from looking at the Brazilian, 

Uruguayan, and Venezuelan experiences with ERTs.

In Brazil, ERTs, called the autogeridas (the self-managed), began to emerge in 

the early 1990s as a consequence of the rise in bankruptcies and unemployment due to 

the inflation and monetary crises o f that decade (Novaes, 2007). As with Argentina, 

almost all of Brazil’s 140 ERTs take on the organizational structure of worker coops, and 

for similar legal reasons. The major difference between the two countries is the strong 

support most Brazilian autogeridas enjoy from national and state governments, as well as 

the solid presence o f the ERT umbrella organization Associa9ao Nacional dos 

Trabalhadores de Empresas de Autogestao (National Association of Workers o f Self- 

Managed Enterprises, or ANTEAG) which assists the autogeridas with technological, 

financial, and administrative needs. In addition, and unlike the Argentine experience, 

unions affiliated with the Workers’ Party-affiliated Central Unica do Trabalhadores 

(Unique Workers’ Central, or CUT) have been heavily involved in assisting Brazilian
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ERT workers with the processes of company takeovers and the challenges o f self- 

management. Moreover, the Brazilian state considers ERTs to be integral players in its 

burgeoning social economy and, subsequently, they enjoy the full attention of the 

Worker’s Party government via the auspices of the National Secretary of the Solidarity 

Economy (see Chapter 2). Consequently, to date, Brazilian self-managed workers have 

not had to traverse as many political and economic hurdles as their Argentine 

counterparts (Ghibaudi, 2006) (see Chapter 6).

As with Argentina’s recovered enterprises, Uruguay’s 20 ERTs also began to 

emerge around the late 1990s as responses to growing unemployment and bankruptcies in 

a country with an economy heavily intertwined with Argentina’s and Brazil’s. The 

subsequent institutional experiences of Uruguay’s ERTs, however, differ from 

Argentina’s in that they, like Brazil’s ERTs, were supported early on by the country’s 

only union federation, Plenario Intersindical de Trabajadores-Convencion Nacional de 

Trabajadores (Inter-Union Assembly of Workers-National Workers Central, or PIT- 

CNT). As in Brazil, Uruguayan ERTs have thus enjoyed more economic stability than 

Argentina’s, on the whole. In addition, Marti et al. (2004) contend that because in 

Uruguay, in contrast to Argentina, there has been historically a tighter and more amiable 

relationship between working class organizations and the cooperative sector, the 

Federation de Cooperativas de Production del Uruguay (Federation of Producer 

Cooperatives of Uruguay, or FCPU) has played a major role in helping to articulate the 

methods for transforming formerly privately owned workspaces into worker coops. The 

FCPU has also done much to provide start-up funds to new ERTs as well as offering 

them various forms of technical, educational, and administrative assistance (Camiletti,
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Guidini, Herrera, Rodriguez, Marti, Soria, et al., 2005; Marti et al., 2004; NETICOOP, 

2005).

And in Venezuela, President Hugo Chavez was in the early-to-mid 2000s inspired 

by the ERT experiences in Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay in his vision o f blending self

managed workspaces with his project o f nationalizing industrial plants via cogestion (co

management) (Badenes, 2005, par. 2; Lebowitz, 2005). As I already addressed in Chapter 

2, the concept of cogestion in Venezuela has affinities with Yugoslavia’s model o f state- 

sponsored co-managed factories working within a mixed market and centrally-planned 

economy. While in Venezuela as of late 2006, according to Marie Trigona (2006d), only 

“some 20 companies have been formally nationalized and function under worker co

management or control,” (par. 2), a further 1,200 formerly owner-managed companies 

that, as in Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay, had declared bankruptcy or had been 

abandoned by their owners, were estimated to be occupied by their workers under no 

legal framework. Some of these were eventually turned into worker coops, some o f these 

firms’ workers would go on to work at the new socialist production enterprises, while 

others have simply closed due the state’s inertia. While there were early possibilities for 

an expansive ERT phenomenon in Venezuela (indeed, in 2005, the Chavez government 

even passed numerous decrees facilitating worker takeovers of troubled firms), the 

Venezuelan government’s active support o f the creation of new cooperatives and its 

articulation o f the popular economy through its state-owned and worker-managed 

socialist production enterprises directly addressed and curbed the need for creating ERTs. 

In other words, while occupations of failing capitalist firms were inspired and even 

openly encouraged by Chavez’s vision of a worker-led Bolivarian revolution, to a greater
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degree than self-management in Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay, the Venezuelan state 

has had a prominent role in articulating a broader vision of cogestion that has in ways 

attempted to go beyond the need for workers to take matters into their own hands and 

create ERTs (Ness & Azzellini, 2011; Campos, 2007; Pineiro Hamecker, 2007).

As such, while in mid 2005 Chavez predicted the worker takeover and 

nationalization o f 800 or so plants by the end o f 2006 (Trigona, 2006b), these state- 

sponsored, worker-run expropriations, on the whole, failed to materialize to the degree 

envisioned by Chavez. And the 20 or so ERTs still operating under state-sanctioned co

management in Venezuela represent only a handful o f the 1,200 plants that were thought 

to be occupied in the country in late 2005 (“Chavez says,” 2005). In light o f the slow 

pace of nationalization, a grassroots, worker-based umbrella group called Frente 

Revoloucionario de Trabajadores de Empresas en Cogestion y Ocupadas (Revolutionary 

Front of Enterprises Co-managed and Occupied by Workers, or FRETECO) was formed 

in mid 2006 by workers o f the nationalized and worker-managed industrial valve 

manufacturing plant INEVAL in order to “strategize how the worker occupied factory 

movement can multiply industry under genuine worker control” (Trigona, 2006d, par. 3). 

Despite FRETECO’s ongoing energetic interventions in national economic policy and its 

push for the recuperation and workers’ self-management of failing capitalist firms, it has 

met challenges to date regards quickening the pace of Chavez’s nationalization plans.

ERTs and the Political Economy of the Working Class in Argentina: A 
Summary

The rise of neoliberalism in Argentina that began soon after the military coup 

d ’etat o f March 26, 1976 (but that in some ways had been already occurring with the
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courting o f foreign capital and rationalization drives since perhaps the late 1950s), was in 

no small part a strategy by the country’s elites for fragmenting union power, curtailing 

the economic and political clout of the working class, and forcing workers into docility 

and compliance on shop-floors. Between the mid 1940s and mid 1970s, “class 

composition” and labour’s strength was in part achieved by a combination o f the class 

compromise that Peron had forged between the state, big capital, small business owners, 

and the union bureaucracy led by the CGT, as well as via workers’ own self-activity and 

grassroots organizations. Undoubtedly, within this Peronist class compromise, 

Argentina’s working class would begin to enjoy a large part of the national economic pie 

and even some national political power. But the new confidence that Peron’s pro-labour 

polices gave to the working class throughout the 1940s and early 1950s would also 

motivate and continue to develop a vibrant democratic ethos on shop-floors that would 

extend beyond Peron’s intensions for social containment and economic peace (Munck et 

al., 1987; James, 1988; Smith, 1991). This mid 20* century working class composition, 

however, would deteriorate in no small way with the attempt at its bloody decomposition 

beginning in the last months of Isabel Peron’s presidency and unleashed with genocidal 

ferocity during the 1976-1983 military dictatorship’s ominously self-proclaimed Proceso 

de Reorganization Nacional, in effect decimating much of Argentina’s union leadership 

and many of its most most politically active workers (Munck et al., 1987). While el 

proceso would ultimately implode under the weight of international pressure and 

workers’ renewed resistances, its socioeconomic effects would resonate well into the 

1990s. Its orthodox economic policies opened up a mostly unencumbered path for 

President Carlos Menem’s eventual enthusiastic uptake of the tenets o f the Washington
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Consensus. By the mid 1990s, with the effects o f Menem’s neoliberal rampage 

immiserating more and more workers as unemployment and underemployment rates 

began to soar, the working class began a new cycle o f recomposition. This new wave of 

working class recomposition became especially visible in the new forms o f occupation- 

based protests, in diverse affinity projects between different social groups struggling for 

social justice, and in the new worker organizations that arose at the time, such as the 

piqueteros, the new form of militant shop-floor unionism concerned with workplace- 

specific struggles, the rise of the progressive CTA and the CCC, and myriad new groups 

rooted in multiple alternative left politics, including a revived and militant grassroots 

Peronism, autonomist- and anarchist-based tendencies, and even revived Trotskyist and 

Guevarist tendencies. Many of these new groups were made up primarily o f the 

unemployed, the underemployed, students, and marginalized sectors. All of these new 

groups have undeniably helped recompose Argentina’s working class in recent years, 

seeing parts o f the working class go in new directions rooted in social and economic 

justice while steering further away from Argentina’s traditional and bureaucratic union 

movement. What especially made them new was their two-pronged approach to this 

recomposition: They were both direct responses, reactions, and resistances to the worst 

abuses of neoliberalism that came to a head in the social upheavals in the months leading 

up to and the years following el argentinazo o f December 19/20, 2001, while also 

proposing and offering novel ways o f  reorganizing the production and distribution o f  

goods and services and localized shop-floor and worker-centric methods o f  labour 

organization. They were principally grounded in bottom-up democratic institutions and 

made-in-Argentina solutions to socioeconomic needs.
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PART 2

T h e  L iv e d  E x p e r ie n c e s  o r  A u t o g e st io n  m  
A r g e n t in a ’s E m p r e sa s  R e c u p e r a d a s



Chapter 4 
“Destiny in Our Own Hands”: Three Stories of 
Worker-Reeuperations

“So, one day, in a conversation with the boss, I tell him: ‘Look, we’re no 
longer your employees, we’re really shareholders now, because you owe 
us so much unpaid wages and because we’ve been working hard here with 
little in return.’ And the guy looks at me like I’m crazy and says to me: 
lPibe, jvos no entendes nada! 'm ”

~ Placido Penarrieta, president o f Chilavert 
Artes Graficos, personal interview, August 2009

“We managed to transform this place from the bottom up. I’m talking 
about everything here.... You should’ve seen this place before, it was a 
clinic literally in ruins. And we turned it around completely.... It fills us 
with pride, and everything that happened after that.”

~ Alejandro Torres, treasurer of Cooperativa 
de Salud Junin, personal interview, September 2009

“[W]e, the workers, can take our destiny in our own hands.”

~ Cooperativa Union Solidaria de 
Trabaj adores, promotional pamphlet, 2007

Because of the indifference, if not outright hostility, towards the plight of working 

people by the country’s power-brokers and entrepreneurial classes during the neoliberal 

era of the 1990s and early 2000s, workers who now control the once-private enterprises 

that had employed them tend to feel they had on their side a moral imperative for taking 

the actions they took in occupying and now self-managing their workspaces. And many

105 yQU Jqh’j understand anything!”
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Argentines from across the social spectrum, aware o f the massive and chronic rates of 

unemployment and poverty that plagued the country at the time supported (and continue 

to support) workers’ strategies and tactics of occupying and self-managing the troubled 

firms that once employed them.106 In this dissertation’s Introduction I called the moral 

legitimacy that grounds ERTs “the moral economy o f work,” a moral imperative that 

infuses ERT protagonists’ subversive actions of taking over and converting their once- 

private places of work into a worker cooperative. Moreover, the myriad stories of how 

these worker-run firms emerged expose, again and again, the contradictions inherent to 

capital-labour relations at the point-of-production, the ill effects o f the neoliberal turn on 

workers, and the system’s penchant for upholding property rights over the wellbeing of 

workers.

The three case studies presented in this chapter—Cooperativa de Trabajo 

Chilavert Artes Graficas in the city of Buenos Aires, Cooperativa de Trabajo Union 

Solidaria de Trabajadores in the province of Buenos Aires, and Cooperativa de Trabajo 

de la Salud Junin in the city of Cordoba—serve to illustrate three particular ways that this 

moral economy of work has unfolded within a neoliberal system in decadence during 

ERTs’ “first era.” They underscore how the crisis of the neoliberal system within the 

conjuncture of Argentina during the years spanning the turn o f the millennium resonated 

in three particular microeconomic and micropolitical conflicts at three workplaces in 

three different and major economic regions o f the country. On the one hand, the three 

case studies presented here serve to put into relief the distinct situations that can catalyze 

a collective of workers in Argentina to go down the path of occupying a private firm in

106 For similar findings, see Palomino (2003) and Rebon (2004). 
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trouble, resisting subsequent repression, and attempting to self-manage the economically 

troubled business that had formerly employed them. On the other hand, the three case 

studies also serve to show some of the broader commonalities o f workers’ lived 

experiences of struggle on shop-floors and within the labour process against a strident 

version o f neoliberal capitalism that enveloped Argentina in the final decade o f the 20th 

century. These commonalities included collective struggles against abusive bosses, acute 

exploitation, sharp rises in subsequent precarious work and life conditions, and increased 

job insecurity and flexibilization. These expressions of countless struggles at the point-of- 

production across the country were all heightened by mediocre union responses to the 

plight o f these workers, together with mixed support from the state. While all o f these 

experiences were specifically nuanced, they embrace commonalities that thread through 

each particular workplace occupation and conversion in Argentina. Taken together, each 

ERT contributes to a patchwork of interconnected and relatively new experiences of 

workers’ mobilization and direct action that suggest the ERT phenomenon’s 

recompositional potential for working class self-activity within a conjuncture that 

witnessed a divided working class ostensibly absorbed into the acquisitive and 

individualistic temptations o f the 1990s.107 Relying on the actual testimonies of workers 

at each of the three firms gathered via extended interviews, and merged with my 

ethnographic observations and documentary research, the three case studies aspire to give 

voice to the struggles of ERT workers. They serve to ground the theoretical analysis of 

Chapter 2 and subsequent chapters within, first and foremost, the lived experiences of

107 Similarly, Gabriela Wyczykier (2009) has analyzed the “labour re-collectivization” processes of ERTs 
“situated in scenarios in which deep processes of social, economic and political un-collectivization [were] 
occurring” (p. 21).
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ERT protagonists struggling to take control o f their working lives in actual historical 

material conditions.

These three stories are admittedly selective and necessarily abbreviated. Other

stories could have been told, and perhaps even other aspects o f the history of these three

case studies could have been emphasized. After all, I have heard hundreds of ERT stories

from dozens of workers in Argentina illustrating myriad aspects of these workplace

conflicts throughout the past few years. Indeed, as I introduced in Chapter 1, other

accounts of workplace recuperations have been published. The presentation of these three

specific case studies is my modest attempt at both adding more voices to those already

published while grounding, in concrete events and in the words of the protagonists who

lived through them, what I deem to be exemplar moments that illustrate some of the most

commonly lived struggles of ERT workers in Argentina. The three case studies also help

me to articulate and push forward the political economy o f  the working class approach

and the related concept of the moral economy o f  work framing this dissertation and

applied to understand the nature of these workers’ occupations, resistances, and self- 

108management projects.

108 That is, the nature and characteristics of their three-staged strategies and tactics of “occupy, resist, 
produce” that I begin to analyze in some depth in Chapter 5.
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Cooperativa de Trabajo Chilavert Artes Graficas

First approaches

It is fitting, I have since contemplated, that my first day at an empresa recuperada 

was July 9, 2005, Argentina’s Dia de la Independencia (Independence Day). The first 

ERT I set foot in was Cooperativa de Trabajo Chilavert Artes Graficas, Ltda.109 that 

afternoon. My first formal interview with an ERT worker would also soon take place at 

Chilavert later on that week in my first of many long conversations with Candido 

Gonzalez, one of the eight co-founders o f Chilavert as a cooperative and spokesperson at 

the time for one of the major ERT lobby groups and political organizations, Movimiento 

Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas (National Movement o f Recuperated Enterprises, or 

MNER).110

I arrived at Chilavert late that Saturday afternoon. I rang the doorbell and Maria 

Rosa Gonzalez, Candido’s wife and a person who was central in supporting the daily

109 Graphic Arts Chilavert Worker Cooperative, Limited.
1,0 All of my dissertations’ formal key informants allowed me to use and publish their actual names, and 
some their full names. I have thus chosen to openly disclose names and identify the ERTs I write about in 
this dissertation. All of my formal interviewees signed consent forms approved by York University’s 
research ethics board. In the few cases where I use testimony material gathered from informal 
conversations, no names are disclosed.
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needs of Chilavert’s workers during the long months of occupation in 2002, warmly 

welcomed me in. “jChau, Marcelo! iComo estas? Veni, pasa.lu  Candido won’t be 

long,” she tells me. Upon entering the shop for the first time I find myself in the interior 

receiving area at the front o f the building. One of the first things I notice is the 

elaborately designed “Chilavert Artes Graficas” sign above the second main doors that 

lead into the shop. The sign is styled in the portenou 2 art form called fileto, an aesthetic 

of the tango bars and bordellos o f early 20th century Buenos Aires. One still sees 

similarly designed signage in old Buenos Aires bars and cafes, decorating the sides of 

city buses, and I would soon see the style greeting me at other empresas recuperadas 

such as Grafica Patricios and IMPA.113 There is also a prominent poster on one of the two 

main doors opening up to the shop-floor that reads in bold letters /Autogestion yal (Self

management now!). The words are situated in black smoke emanating from a factory

111 “Hi, Marcelo. How are you? Come on in.”
112 Porteho is the demonym for the people of the city of Buenos Aires.
113 Industria Metalurgica y Plastica Argentina (Metalurgic and Plastics Industry of Argentina, or IMPA) 
was one of the first ERTs in Argentina, the first to share its space with a cultural centre, and the ERT that 
gave birth to MNER (see Chapter 7).
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smoke stack that is also the index finger of a stylized hand held up in a “number 1” 

gesture. Immediately to my right just off of the foyer area I notice several interconnected 

and what seem to be abandoned offices. I later learn that these were the offices of 

Horacio Gaglianone, Chilavert’s last owner, and his management staff. In 2005, they sat 

mostly empty, used then only for the workers’ regular assemblies. More recently, these 

offices were being used as the main space for the popular education and cooperatively 

organized primary school and adult bachilleratos (high school equivalency programs) 

that take place at the print shop every weekday afternoon and evening. To my left is a 

hall that leads to the communal dining room, once Boss Gaglianone’s archives room. It 

still contains the old firm’s now empty safe, left perpetually and purposefully open for 

symbolic reasons, I am later to be told (and because they couldn’t find the key!). The 

spartan room also houses a long wooden table and makeshift wooden benches where 

Chilavert’s workers now eat lunch together every day after turning off the shop lights at 

12:30 p.m. This simple act of collectively eating together, I would soon learn, is another 

symbolic gesture that highlights the new, more flexible, and self-managed work regime 

now guiding the labour process at the shop (see Chapter 7).

After entering the quiet shop-floor Maria Rosa turns sharply to the right and leads 

me up the stairs above the print shop’s main supervisory office housed within glass walls 

that look out onto the shop-floor. We immediately come to what I will soon learn is 

Chilavert’s cultural centre on the mezzanine floor, ringing the shop about 20 feet above 

the main floor. Being the weekend, the print shop’s offset devices, its printing and 

binding machines, and the stacks of soon-to-be processed glossy paper and half-finished 

posters and books sit quietly on the shop’s main floor. The miscellany o f machinery and
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stacks o f papers below as I look over the veranda from the mezzanine level resembles a 

mini skyline, I think at the time, a seemingly haphazard metropolis o f contraptions, 

papers, and books placed there by the pragmatic needs of the shop’s daily workflows. 

The first floor of Chilavert on a Saturday afternoon gives witness to a highly productive 

workspace that has paused to give its citizen workers time to engage in life’s other 

activities.

From this perspective the shop reminds me o f an old colonial villa, I also think to 

myself then, with the shop-floor making up the inner courtyard that was common 

throughout Latin America in the homes of the criollo upper classes. In these old villas, 

wealthy colonial families lived with their servants, ate together, shared family 

experiences, and held court when hosting visitors. To the colonial Europeans that ruled 

Latin America for most of the 16th to 19th centuries, the villas were mini fortresses that 

shielded them from the hurly burly of colonial business outside the villa’s walls, 

populated by the mestizo vagos (lazy ones, as the criollos derogatorily called them) who 

lived in the surrounding towns or countryside. This evocation to colonial times as I walk 

through Chilavert for the first time isn’t coincidental, I think to myself on this Dia de la 

Independencia. Perhaps the recuperation of Chilavert by its workers can be compared to 

the desire that early Argentines had for emancipation from Spain’s colonial clutch. 

Chilavert’s previous owner could be analogous to the Spanish viceroys, nobility, or the 

old criollo terratenientes (landowners) and merchants that would become Argentina’s 

ruling elite. After all, the graphic shop’s internal layout resembles the panoptic shape of 

the traditional Spanish villa, now transposed here and once used, together with the glass 

encased administrative offices below me, by the shop’s boss and management to
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invigilate the workers inside. And perhaps the workers o f Chilavert, I think, are a band of 

mutinous ex-servants who have now found freedom from the repression and exploitation 

of the former caudillo proprietor they once worked for.

An ERT punching above its weight

Nestled in densely amongst modest working class homes at Martiniano Chilavert 

St. 1136 in the working class barrio o f Nueva Pompeya in the southern end of the city 

of Buenos Aires, Cooperativa Chilavert Artes Graficas is a small print shop that has 

punched well above its size since its eight remaining workers took it over in 2002. In 

the decade since its last deep microeconomic crisis as a privately owned firm reached its 

zenith, Cooperativa Chilavert has become one of Argentina’s most emblematic ERTs. 

Today, inside its walls, one not only finds a self-managed print shop, but also a vibrant 

community arts centre known as Chilavert Recupera (Chilavert Recuperates), various 

art classes that take place within the shop-floor on weekends, the ERT Documentation 

Centre run in partnership with researchers from the University o f Buenos Aires’s Open 

Univeristy Extension Program of the Faculty of Philosophy and Letters and used often 

by national and international researchers,"4 and the already-mentioned popular 

education-based primary school and high school equivalency program, which is itself 

run by a cooperative of teachers that emerged at the same time as the ERT phenomenon 

and now works closely with several worker-recuperated firms throughout the city of 

Buenos Aires. Chilavert’s workers have also been instrumental in founding the Red 

Grafica Cooperativa (Graphic [Workers] Network Cooperative), a second-tier

114 Indeed, much of my archival research for this dissertation took place at the ERT Documentation Centre. 
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cooperative o f 18 graphics ERTs and older print shop coops (some predating the era of 

ERTs) formed in mid 2006 in order to strengthen the cooperative graphics sector’s 

market clout, make collective purchases, lobby for better national laws for self-managed 

print shops and other enterprises, and share customer orders and marketing needs (Red 

Grafica Cooperativa, 2008, 2011; see Chapter 7). And all o f this was achieved against 

great odds.

Chilavert was originally known as Taller Grafico Gaglianone, a family business 

founded in 1923 and mainly involved throughout its first 50 years in the design and 

printing of packaging for the pharmaceutical sector. By the 1980s the firm had 

transformed into a printing and binding shop for the prestigious art book, theatre, and 

government sectors under the trademark Ediciones de Arte Gaglianone. Its clients at the 

time included Buenos Aires’s world renown Teatro Colon opera house, Argentina’s 

National Museum of Fine Arts, Buenos Aires’s Museum of Modem Art, the General 

San Martin Municipal Theatre, as well as corporate and public sector clients such the 

Casa Rosada,115 Bank Boston, Banco Ciudad, and numerous national and international 

foundations. These were the firm’s most lucrative years, employing around 50 workers, 

including graphic designers, prepress specialists, offset printing machine operators, 

binding specialists, various shop managers, administrators, and sales and marketing 

staff. While the firm, in the midst of full expansion, had hired two-dozen or so new 

workers throughout the 1980s, most employees at the time had been working at the firm 

since the late 1950s and early 1960s.

115 Or, the Pink House, the colloquial name for the official offices of the President of Argentina and the 
seat of its national government’s executive branch.

Chapter 4 250



“Sleeping with the enemy ”

Microeconomic problems already began to surface at the shop in the late 1980s 

in the midst of the hyperinflationary crises of the era. Current coop president Placido 

Penarrieta (who was one of the new employees hired during the expansionary phase of 

the firm in the early 1980s) illustrated for me a common business practice o f the time in 

Argentina:

The wearing down of the workers here begins at the end o f the 1980s and 
beginning of the 1990s already, in the days o f hyperinflation. That is, the 
problems between the workers and the boss really started years before 
2001 when the owner—Horacio Gaglianone—would decide to sometimes 
pay us every two weeks—which was what our contract stipulated—but 
increasingly two or three days, even a week, late. But this wasn’t because 
the firm wasn’t making money, no, no. It was a financial game, a trick that 
he was playing with us as pawns in order to make more money because, 
you see, during that time, the longer you delayed making payments like 
paying salaries, the cheaper it was for the guy paying because the peso 
would devalue on a daily basis. Same with paying creditors back and such.
We workers had become a mere business transaction for him, a way of 
cheapening his costs of doing business. And we were shocked at the time 
because our relations with him throughout the 1980s had been good.

Although the crisis of hyperinflation ended under the one-peso-one-dollar 

“convertability” regime (see Chapter 3) and paycheques were again received on time for 

a few years thereafter, the early 1990s was to be Grafico Gaglianone’s last period of 

relative success under owner-management. And it was to be short-lived as owner- 

employee relations began to deteriorate once again as the decade wore on. This time, in 

a turn that captured the neoliberal spirit o f the times in Argentina, rather than share the 

firm’s growing earnings with the print shop’s workers, Horacio Gaglianone, like 

thousands of other bosses in Argentina, decided to maximize profits by forcing workers 

to work longer hours while not compensating them for the extra effort. “We worked
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overtime and put our shoulders into our work,” Placido tells me of the workers’ 

situation at the print shop during this period,

but rather than raising our salaries or paying us overtime, he just told us to
work harder! It was always ‘for the good o f the empresa.’ And he actually
told us bluntly to work more but that he wasn’t going to pay us more!

The unbridled greed, individualism, and highly competitive fervour that marked 

the pace of conducting business in the early Menem years also saturated the printing and 

publishing business. This fervour, it seems, began to take hold of Horacio Gaglianone, as 

well. Seeing the possibilities of making more profits (now in US dollars), Gaglianone 

seems to either have consciously allowed himself to be led by the Zeitgeist of 

individualism and acquisitiveness of the era, or to have been swept up in it unwittingly.

In any case, Gaglianone took advantage of the plata facil (easy money) that came from 

the easy-to-find credit o f the time, always promising newer and better printing machines 

with the new credit at hand, new customers, and new books to print, while often saying 

that any day now he would have to hire more workers. But the capitalization plans never 

came to fruition, the customers failed to eventually materialize, and the employees of 

Gaglianone seemed to be working more and more hours for less and less pay as the 

decade wore on. Moreover, with a recently opened national economy the printing and 

publishing business especially began to also see a rapid flow of foreign capital saturate 

local markets, the concentration of the sector in the hands of fewer and fewer paper 

suppliers and larger print shops and editorial firms, and the eventual domination of the 

printing and publishing sector towards the end of the 1990s by Argentina’s powerful 

Garin Group (Subsecretaria de Comercio Exterior, 2009). In combination, all of these 

factors meant that small print shops like Talleres Grafico Gaglianone could not
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effectively compete; “Menem’s Miracle,” it seems, was only so for some. “And we had 

to accept this situation,” Placido continues,

because during that period we also had to compete with foreign interests 
that had recently entered the printing and publishing market. Because of 
all of this, the workers here started demanding more monetary 
compensation. We had put all o f our efforts and energy into this place, so 
it wasn’t just about money for us, but also about our dignity. Meantime, 
[Gaglianone] would tell us: ‘If  you don’t help out, se va todo a la 
mierda., u 6 So we called an assembly and we decided to wait things out to 
see if things would improve; the shop did have promise. But it never did!
On the contrary, they froze our salaries in 1991 with the Menem-Cavallo 
convertability plan and we only began to see our salaries rise a bit in 1996!

By the mid-to-late 1990s the print shop would never again reach the profits and 

successes it had enjoyed in earlier decades, following the downward cycle that most of 

the Argentine economy began to fall into during this period. Moreover, owner-worker 

conflict at the point-of-production continued to intensify at the firm as the 1990s 

unraveled and as Grafico Gaglianone’s market realities began to worsen. By early 1996, 

there was no new business coming to the firm and management decided to focus on 

already existing contracts.

Throughout Grafico Gaglianone’s work intensification conflicts of the mid-to-late 

1990s, the print shop’s workers begin to conscientize, knowing full well that the 

strategies of increasing work intensity, not paying adequate compensation for overtime, 

and other managerial shenanigans were ways for the boss to sap more profits—surplus- 

value— from them, as Placido’s recounting above highlights. Increasingly, workers at the 

shop reacted to the increased rates of exploitation by carrying out small acts of shop-floor

116 Literally, “it is all going to shit.” 
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sabotage, soldiering,117 and engaging in walkouts on occasion, what Placido terms as “a 

series of personal strikes by us workers, right on the shop-floor.” Some of them also 

began to understand that Gaglianone’s strategy at this time, and workers’ uncoordinated 

reactions to it, was actually dividing the solidarity of the shop’s workers:

Some of us were more into this direct action stuff than others and the 
group o f workers started to divide. We were wearing down. And the boss 
catches on to this and begins to give raises to some and not to others.
‘Don’t tell anybody,’ he would say to those o f us that got raises. He 
became really skilled at dividing us.

But this period also actually served to bring some of the Grafico Gaglianone 

workers together and they began to sharpen their tactics of resistance that they would 

deploy in more coordinated ways several years later. Furthermore, workers now began to 

feel like they co-owned part o f the shop due to their increased work and lack of 

remuneration in return. Explains Placido:

And so, we felt that we were much more than employees, we were 
creditors now,118 or actually more like shareholders. We were part owners 
o f the shop, we felt, because we were owed so much backpay and because 
we had worked for so long for so little or for nothing, considering the 
work we had done. So, one day, in a conversation with the boss, I tell him:
‘Look, we’re no longer your employees, we’re really shareholders now, 
because you owe us so much unpaid wages and because w e’ve been 
working hard here with little in return.’ And the guy looks at me like I ’m 
crazy and says to me: ‘Pibe, vos no entendes nada.,l]9

The beginning o f the end for Horacio Gaglianone arrived when the print shop 

loses its lucrative Teatro Colon contract in the late 1990s. By 2000 the firms’ severest

117 That is, slowing down the pace of production.] | g
Placido recalls for us here the discussion on the effects of the neeoliberal years on SMEs from Chapter

3, and in particular Luis Caro’s quote on workers becoming a firm’s creditors as one of the main motivators
for employees to mobilize and occupy firms during these years.
119 “Kid, you don’t understand anything.”

Chapter 4 254



troubles were well under way. “We thought this was something normal,” part o f the 

regular ups and downs of doing business, recalls Candido Gonzalez, “but we suspected 

something strange when our lights got cut” (quoted in Lavaca, 2004, p. 114). Rather 

than experiencing a normal business cycle, the remaining handful of workers that had 

not already retired, left voluntarily, or been laid off by 2000 were in actuality living 

through a slow and painful dismissal. Not only were service bills and suppliers’ 

payments in arrears, workers’ wages were not getting paid either. By 2001, for example, 

the Gonzalez brothers, Candido and his brother Fermin, who had both worked at the 

firm for over 35 years up to that time, were eventually each both owed around $33,000 

pesos in backpay120 (Fermin Gonzalez, 2009, personal interview). Similarly, Placido 

recalls not being paid for eight months at the time:

Around the crisis of 2001, at the end of 2001, the boss already owed me 
eight months pay, plus unpaid vacation, four aguinaldos.l2i Thousands of 
pesos! This was the same with all of the remaining workers. And that’s 
when our last major confrontation with the owner begins, but there was 
already a deep and open wound that hadn’t really healed since the 1980s 
and our earlier struggles.

And, yet again, Horacio Gaglianone appealed to the goodwill of workers to, once again, 

put their ombros (shoulders) into it to get the firm out of the crisis. But these backwages 

would never be paid and the workers finally lost any semblance o f trust they might once

120The equivalent to $33,000 US dollars since these remuneration debts had accrued in the thick of the
convertability years. It is important to remember that most of these unpaid wages in most ERTs (given that
most of these troubles in first era ERTs predate the 2001 economic crises) were debts that were owed by
bosses to employees in US dollars, when the Argentine peso was still at part with the greenback.
121 A custom that was one of the the major pragmatic victories of organized labour under the tutelage of 
Peron, the aguinaldo is the extra month’s pay—or “the thirteenth month”—given to employees in many if 
not most Argentine firms in the formal economy around Christmas. Up until the neoliberal labour reforms 
of the 1990s this was a widespread practice in Argentina. While many workplaces, especially those in the 
new knowledge economy and in the informal sector have discontinued this practice, it is still common to 
expect an aguinaldo in many blue collar, unionized, and even in non-unionized workplaces in Argentina.
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have had for Gaglianone. “And again,” Placido continued,

the guy comes and asks us to help him save the business, to wait a bit 
more, that he would eventually pay our wages. But we didn’t believe him 
anymore, it was as if we were now sleeping with the enemy, you know?
And that is the moment we stopped accepting his false offers.

“Promising new machines really meant emptying the firm ”

Indeed, by 2000 the vaciamiento (emptying, or asset stripping) of the firm had 

turned into Horacio Gaglianone’s main project.122 By 2001, Grafico Gaglianone 

formally entered into debt restructuring proceedings, called concurso preventivo de 

acreedores (preventive hearing of creditors) in Argentina, the phase carried out under 

law in Argentina before a firm officially declares quiebra (bankruptcy).123 And, in what 

was becoming a common practice at the time and is now a regular part of the history of 

many ERTs, the vaciamiento continued even while the concurso de acrededores was 

talking place, a flagrant but certainly not unheard of violation o f Argentine bankruptcy 

law that can be summed up as owner-led theft of property now belonging to a firm’s 

creditors. When the workers went to plead to Horacio Gaglianone to not sell the firm’s 

machines, to keep the shop open at all costs, and that the workers would be willing to 

work for free for a time in order to keep the shop open, Gaglianone glibly told the 

workers that all was under control and that production would improve again once he 

bought new machines, which, he told them, included selling the shop’s most important 

assets, the two two-colour offset printing machines, for ostensibly a faster and more

122 See Chapter 5 for more on this common practice thorughout the late 1990s and early 2000s experienced 
by many firms that would eventually become ERTs.
1 3 The concurso de acreedores is made up of insolvency hearings and creditors’ meetings with the 
bankruptcy court in order to re-organize debt repayments before a firm declares bankruptcy, perhaps most 
similar to the US’s Chapter 11. For more details, see Chapter 5.
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efficient four-colour offset machine (a line he had been delivering to the employees of 

the shop since the late 1990s).

But by April 2002, four months after the Argentine December o f 2001 and in the 

depths o f Argentina’s debt default crisis, it became clear to the remaining workers of 

Grafico Gaglianone that the situation was vastly different than what Gaglianone was 

painting it to be. “The equipment that Gaglianone had sold was not in the books o f the 

insolvency hearings,” Candido explained to me in 2005. It had all been worked out with 

the court trustee: Gaglianone would sell the remaining machines, then declare 

bankruptcy, and then, with the firm emptied of its fixed assets and the shop cleared of 

its machines, Gaglianone would not be responsible for the mass o f debt owing, another 

common business strategy at the time that I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 5. 

Eventually, the workers caught on to this illegal maneuver and blocked the machines 

from leaving the shop; it was clear by then that the boss was actually never going to buy 

new machines. As Fermm Gonzalez recalled after I asked him about this episode:

So, Gaglianone sold the two two-colour printing machines but the 
machines never left the shop, because you are still using the same two 
two-colour printers he had sold, right?124

Right, that’s right. He began selling the machines under our noses, and 
during the insolvency hearings, during the bankruptcy process! Of course, 
we were already very aware of what was going on and we didn’t let him 
leave with the machines! We took them over, protecting them, sleeping 
next to them, because we knew if  they left we were finished, we wouldn’t 
be able to work in this business anymore, not here at least.

Placido picks up the story in this major turning point for the Grafico Gaglianone workers:

124 From now on, italicized text in interview quotes are my questions. 
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Yes, we didn’t let the machines leave the shop. This was our first act of 
resistance [leading to us becoming an ERT]. Even up until mid 2001 we 
were still convinced that he would bring in a new four-colour printer and 
that this would increase our capacities to print books. But when the end of 
2001 arrives, and we are in the middle o f this massive national crisis, we 
turned a page, so to speak. We had become much more aware of what was 
going on and we didn’t believe him anymore. He had been promising new 
machines for years and the new machines never came. And now, we start 
to figure things out: We start talking amongst ourselves, especially when 
he then also begins telling us to come less, work less for a while, maybe 
two shifts per week. This was all a ruse to give him space to move out the 
machines and empty the place. All lies! He was sweetening us with the 
thought of new and better equipment but was really going to abandon the 
place with nothing left in it. He was also trying to tire us out so that we 
wouldn’t have the energy left to take him to court or to the labour tribunal.
So, we caught on just in time when they actually came here to take the 
machines away and we resisted, we didn’t let them. That’s when the huge 
struggle started that led us to what we are now.

Indeed, “[promising new machines,” as Candido puts it, “really meant emptying the 

firm.”

This period was not only one of shared trauma at the shop level for the 

remaining Grafico Gaglianone workers. The situation at their shop was mixing with the 

implosion of the Argentine economic system and political establishment, as well as the 

explosion of new social movements emerging around them. And this admixture of 

microeconomic duress at the point-of-production at Grafico Gaglianone, the 

sociopolitical and socioeconomic meltdown of the neoliberal order in Argentina, and 

the wave of social protests emerging around them and melding with the protests o f the 

unemployed practicing road blockages and other workers’ struggles (such as other 

ERTs emerging at the time), were heavily influencing workers like Placido, Fermin, and 

Candido. Moreover, social justice issues and workers’ rights activism had been playing 

major parts in the lives of both Candido and Placido respectively—two of the main 

leaders of the Chilavert workers—for some time: Candido had, after all been a shop
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steward for many years at Grafico Gaglianone with the Federation Grafica Bonaerense 

(the Graphics Federation of Buenos Aires), while Placido had been an influential 

housing rights activist at the villa de emergencia125 where he still lives.

As Candido has stated publicly, echoing the story of many other ERT workers I 

have spoken too over the years, this militant past began to merge with the socioeconomic 

and sociopolitical realities of the time. He began to see things differently around the 

period o f December 19 and 20, 2001, especially after having participated in the Pompeya 

Neighbourhood Assembly during this time: “I saw the problem with unemployment, with 

hunger, and I didn’t want to stay still. I liked that idea of working in the neighbourhood, 

not only protesting” (quoted in Lavaca, 2004, p. 112). Candido’s brother, Fermm sums up 

this period and the intermingling of the problems inside the shop with the sociopolitical 

tensions outside the walls of the shop: “On the one hand, it was like the ice age in here,” 

Fermm vividly put it to me, alluding to the fact that production had stopped and that the 

machines were obsolescing, “while out there, on the streets,” he contrasted, “the situation 

was on fire!”

“Jumping the hu rd l eTh e  Chilavert workers’ turning point

“Up to that moment,” recalls Candido, “we just wanted to collect our pay for the 

year” (Gonzalez, 2003). As with the other two case studies I will present shortly, and as 

has been the case in almost all ERTs, the Chilavert workers’ original intention was not to 

take over the firm from the boss but, rather, to force Gaglianone to pay their overdue

125 Literally “town of emergency,” these precarious neighbourhoods made up mostly of migrants from the 
interior of the country are also known more derogatorily in Argentina as villas miserias (“towns of misery” 
or shantytowns).
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salaries. At one point in early 2002, “out of innocence maybe,” as Placido qualifies, the 

workers had even proposed forming a cooperative with Gaglianone as a way for him to 

get out of his financial problems and as a way o f also collaborating in saving the shop 

from closure.

But all changed for the remaining eight workers on April 4, 2002, the day the 

machines that had been sold were to be taken from the shop. And, Placido remembers, it 

was from Gaglianone’s own words that the workers finally discovered the fate that was to 

await them:

We stopped Gaglianone on April 3, 2002, and asked him: ‘What’s going 
to happen to the shop?’ And that is when he tells us that the new machines 
aren’t ever arriving, that it had actually never occurred to him to buy new 
machines. ‘Don’t you see what situation the country is in?’ Gaglianone 
asked us. And that’s when we tell him that he needs to pay us all he owed 
us in wages right then and there.

The following Thursday night, April 4, 2002, after convening a hastily called assembly, 

the remaining eight workers decide to begin to keep vigil over the shop’s machines. As 

Candido has expressed it, it was on that day that they “jumped the hurdle” o f deciding to 

“fight” for what was rightly theirs (quoted in Lavaca, 2004, p. 115).

In the following weeks, Gaglianone kept coming to the shop occasionally to 

remove as many accounting and financial files as he could, according to Fermm. 

Bankruptcy was finally declared on May 10, 2002. It was during these weeks that the 

Movimiento Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas (National Movement o f Recuperated 

Enterprises, or MNER) came to assist, recommending to the workers the strategies and 

tactics of occupation and resistance that have since become par for the course for ERTs: 

“‘[ojccupy’ the factory and don’t leave[,]...‘[r]esist’ because it [is] after occupation that
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the law...arrive[s],” (Murua, 2005, personal interview126), and form into a worker 

cooperative because it was at the time in Argentina (and still is) the best way “to ensure 

that the factory would be able to continue to function.. .because it would permit workers 

to self-manage their enterprise, enable decisions to be made within an assembly, and 

ensure that revenues would be distributed equitably [afterwards]” (Murua, 2006).127 The 

eight resisting workers eventually did decide to form a cooperative later on in May of 

2002, calling the coop Chilavert Artes Graficas after the street they were located on and 

the leader o f the Argentine wars o f independence the street is in turn named after. Their 

move to form a cooperative was to become for Chilavert, as for most ERTs in 

Argentina, a defining act that began to consolidate their self-managed production, 

giving them several important legal protections and helping to form the particular 

labour processes I will discuss in more detail in Chapters 5, 6, and 7.

The first collective action of the Chilavert workers, at the same time they were 

consulting with MNER and forming their coop, was to permanently occupy the plant in 

shifts of two. This proved especially useful during the evenings because it was at night 

that they were at greater risk of forced eviction and the continued vaciamiento of the 

firm’s assets and machinery by former boss Gaglianone. During this period, countless 

community groups and workers from other ERTs such as IMPA; members the 

neighbourhood assemblies of Palermo Viejo, Congreso, Parque Avellaneda, and 

Pompeya; countless neighbours; and the workers’ wives and family came to assist the 

resisting workers, providing food, bedding, and a larger physical presence o f people to

125
This excerpt first published in Toronto School of Creativity and Inquiry (2007, p. 38).

127 For an analysis of these strategies and tactics see Chapters 5 and 6.
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camp outside of the shop in an often-repeated strategy that was shortly after to be called 

by Eduardo Murua (2005a, personal interview), then president of MNER, “the war of 

bodies,” pitting workers and the community against police repression and returning 

owners.

On May 24, 2002, the workers received their first eviction notice. And the notice 

arrived with a stark state presence that was to set the militant tone for the ensuing seven 

months of the workers’ occupation of the plant: The eight occupying workers—eventual 

founders of the cooperative Chilavert—were pitted against eight police cars, eight 

assault vehicles, 2 ambulances, and a fire truck. In response, over 300 neighbours and 

supporters mobilized outside of the shop, giving physical support to the workers. The 

workers inside went one-step further, setting up barricades of tires and scrap paper at 

the main doors. It seems, as Candido is fond o f relating, they were prepared to bum the 

shop down rather than leave it in the hands of the state or for “Senor Gaglianone.” “We 

were going to go down with the shop if we couldn’t work here. We had no other option. 

There was no work anywhere else for us and we had invested our blood and sweat into 

this place,” Candido emphatically recounted to me in tears while working at stacking 

pages o f a book for cutting on Chilavert’s shop-floor one afternoon in late July 2005. 

The standoff was over within 24 hours when, with the presence o f the throng of 

supporters and closely followed by local media, the police commissioner o f the city of 

Buenos Aires intervened to convince the judge presiding over the bankruptcy case to 

temporarily rescind the eviction order in order to preserve the peace and not risk 

shedding blood. The now ex-Grafico Gaglianone workers had won two major victories 

within the span o f two months: they prevented the machines from leaving the shop and
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they successfully stood down a potentially violent eviction order. And the ERT 

phenomenon had yet another emblematic story to spread and inspire other subsequent 

workplace takeovers.

The first book goes to market through a hole in the wall

Another strategy of resistance suggested to the now-cooperativized workers of 

Chilavert by MNER during these days was to keep on producing books and attempt to 

make any kind of revenue possible, both for the financial needs of the workers and for 

their psychological wellbeing.128 One way they did this was by selling scrap aluminum 

from the printing plates they used to the ERT metal shop IMP A, purchased by IMPA in 

solidarity with Chilavert, which was latter refurbished by the metal shop into toothpaste 

tubes. And, perhaps most importantly, they also continued to print books, brochures, 

and pamphlets, mostly for leftist publishers and progressive authors, a group that has 

since become Chilavert’s main customer-base.

Perhaps the most poetic moment in the history of Chilavert, however, is the 

story of the very book they were printing and binding during the first days of 

occupation, which also became the first book they produced as a worker cooperative—a 

book of collected essays by some of the most well-known progressive Argentine 

commentators o f the period called ^Que son las asambleas popu lares? {What are the 

Popular Assemblies?) (Bonasso, 2002a, b). With police officers keeping guard over the 

shop over a two month period immediately after the first eviction order—ordered by the 

city of Buenos Aires bankruptcy court to keep watch over the bankrupted firm in order

128Or, in other words, the “produce” phase of the three-pronged strategy promoted by MNER during these 
years: “occupy, resist, produce” (see Chapter 5).
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to, as Lavaca (2004) cheekishly puts it, “impede suspicious activity from taking place 

inside, fundamentally [the activity] o f working” (p. 118)—the workers inside eventually 

took the book to market by passing copies o f it through a hole they had carved out in the 

wall connecting the print shop to a neighbour’s house. The neighbour, in turn, placed 

the books in the trunk o f his car and drove it to the publisher for distribution past the 

unwitting police contingent keeping guard outside of the print shop. This story is also 

now legendary throughout the ERT phenomenon and other Argentine social movement 

circles. The outline of the hole in the wall, now covered up with unpainted brick, is still 

visibly on display at Chilavert, surrounded by a sober picture frame. It is yet another 

symbol o f the struggle that Chilavert’s workers had to traverse on the road to 

autogestion.

Two more related victories would soon follow for the Chilavert workers, 

victories that would resonate with favourable consequences at other ERTs throughout 

the ensuing years: After more mobilizations o f bodies at the legislature o f the city of 

Buenos Aires, and with the assistance again of MNER, in October 2002 Chilavert was 

temporarily expropriated on behalf of the Chilavert workers by the city government, 

then led by centre-left leader Anibal Ibarra, becoming one o f the first ERTs to be 

expropriated in Argentina (Ferreyra, 2002). And on November 25, 2004 Chilavert 

would become one o f the first group o f ERTs in Argentina, together with more than a 

dozen others from the city of Buenos Aires at the time, to become permanently 

expropriated under the city of Buenos Aires’ Law 1529.129

129 I discuss the intricacies and significance of expropriation for Argentina’s ERTs in Chapter 5.
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“We have been wakers o f consciousness”

From the original eight founders, all o f whom with the exception o f Candido 

Gonzalez (who has in recent years retired due to health reasons) still work at the coop, 

Chilavert has grown to include 14 socios. Moreover, Chilavert continues to hire several 

formally retired workers (such as Fermm) in order to assist these compaheros 

financially and to ensure that they remain part o f the more stable social security plan of 

their union, the Federation Grafica Bonaerense (Buenos Aires Graphics Federation), 

which the coop still remains affiliated to even though the union was not originally 

supportive o f the worker takeover and cooperativization of the shop.130 And while 

Chilavert’s financial stability has been shaky at best over the ensuing years of 

autogestion—depending at times on subsidies from the state to sustain the shop during 

down times in production—none o f the workers 1 spoke to at Chilavert over the years 

would go back to even the best days under the regime of the old boss. “We earn less 

than before,” Candido stated in an interview shortly after Chilavert became a worker

130 While the FGB has in more recent years backed the Chilavert workers and now supports the growing 
number of ERT and cooperativized print shops throughout Buenos Aires, originally the union did not 
support the Chilavert workers’ struggle, facing the same dilemma that most other unions have faced with 
ERT workers: In light of not answering to a boss, most unions, particularly in the first era of ERTs, did not 
know what role they had with cooperativized rank-and-file members. Ironically, the FGB has been, in the 
past, among the most militant unions in Argentina, and one of the oldest, founded in 1857. In the late 
1960s, during one of the most divisive periods of struggle in the organized labour movement in the country 
(see Chapter 3), the FGB, under the leadership of union boss Raimundo Ongaro, was an integral player in 
the militant and progressive breakaway CGT de los Argentinos (General Congress of Workers of the 
Argentines), which was also led by Ongaro. Candido Gonzalez himself was active with the FGB and the 
CGT de los Argentinos throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s. It is in this early union activism, 
Candido has told me, where he learned about the strategies and tactics of political activism, conducting and 
organizing workers assemblies, and general shop-floor organizing. A year after Chilavert was converted 
into a cooperative, Candido spoke about the change in the support they receive from the FGB: “At first our 
union said to us that the occupation of our plant was illegal and they didn’t help us in anything. Since our 
case emerged our union has changed position in light of newer cases of ERTs [in our sector]. For example 
our union supports Grafica Conforti and Imprenta Del Sol, today occupied by their workers, in their 
struggle [for securing their jobs]. Compare this to us; only now [in late 2003] is our union reaching out to 
us (Gonzalez, 2003, interview).
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coop,

but we are better now than we were before. We have more fun! In 
monetary terms and in regards to hours of work, I was better off before: 
one earned more before and we had fixed hours. But we compensate this 
with the good work environment we have between ourselves now. We 
started here in 2002 earning $200 pesos a month, then $400, and now we 
earn $800 and we have some capital on reserve in case a machine breaks 
down or there is some unforeseen situation. (Gonzalez, 2003, interview)

While the Chilavert workers still earn less and have more flexible hours than they did 

when working for Gaglianone, they have, on the other hand, managed to “humanize” 

their work life, as 1 will detail in Chapter 7, enjoying time off during workdays for 

attending to personal issues when they need to in between major jobs, practicing more 

flexible work processes, and controlling their working and personal lives more 

completely. This is the “good work environment” that Candido speaks of in the above 

excerpt and, I will ultimately argue in Chapters 7 and 8, one of the most important 

aspects of the recuperation o f work that ERT protagonists innovate.

Out of a long history of microeconomic crises at the plant dating back to at least 

the late 1980s, the intense years of exploitation suffered by the ex-Gaglianone workers 

throughout the 1990s, and their emblematic struggle for control of their place of work 

and securing their jobs against a repressive state and indifferent union, Chilavert is now 

a living testament to what workers can do in order to control their own productive lives. 

Moreover, Chilavert has been an inspiration for other ERT experiences in Argentina and 

even abroad. As Candido evocatively suggests: “Nosotros fuimos despertadores de 

conciencia”m  (Gonzalez, 2003, p. 5). Their story is a testament to the new forms of

131 “We have been wakers [or raisers] of consciousness.”
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labour organizing involving the greater communities that surround these firms, the 

bottom-up mobilization being forged by ERTs within a moral economy of work, the 

compaherismo that is tapped into from out o f the exploitations of the capitalist labour 

process (see Chapters 2, 7, and 8), and what can emerge from workers themselves 

within struggle. Their story is, in other words, a powerful example of the making of 

class within struggle and the political economy of the working class.

Cooperativa de Trabajo Union Solidaria de Trabajadores

First struggle: “To guarantee the continuity o f our jobs”

Cooperativa de Trabajo Union Solidaria de Trabajadores, Ltda.,132 or UST, is a 

worker cooperative of 93 members officially involved in the business o f urban solid 

waste treatment, waste recycling, construction, and parks maintenance. It is also an ERT 

deeply—and inspirationally—involved in the social and economic revitalization of its 

surrounding neighbourhoods, Villa Dominico and Wilde, in the municipality of 

Avellaneda, located about 15 kilometers south of the country’s capital in the province of 

Buenos Aires.

132 Solidarity Union [or Gathering] of Workers Worker Cooperative, Limited. 

Chapter 4 267



Just over a third of UST’s current members formerly belonged to a firm called 

SyUSA, a branch-plant of Argentina’s largest home-grown multinational, the Techint 

Group,133 which between 1978 and 2003 was contracted to manage the solid waste 

treatment and recycling requirements o f the state-run waste management firm CEAMSE 

at the Villa Dominico Disposal Centre landfill.134 Extending out from its main interests in 

steel manufacturing and the oil sector, the Techint Group organized SyUSA in 1978 

during the last military dictatorship in order to capitalize on the growing practice being 

experimented with by the military government at the time of privatizing public services 

such as waste disposal.135 And it was at SyUSA that many o f UST’s current members 

perfected their craft of managing waste, converting landfills into parks, and maintaining 

green spaces. Indeed, it was its workers, in no small part, that converted the massive Villa 

Dominico Disposal Centre, once a 400 hectare landfill, into the sprawling “ecological

133 The Techint Group is a multinational conglomerate based in Buenos Aires and made up of more than 
100 companies worldwide. While it is primarily in the business of manufacturing seamless steel tubes for 
the oil and gas industries (of which it is the largest manufacturer in the world), it is also Latin America’s 
largest steel manufacturer and is involved in many other important markets such as manufacturing and
installing underground cables for the telecom industry.
134 Coordination Ecologica Area Metropolitana Sociedad del Estado (Ecological Coordination 
Metropolitan Area Society of the State, or CEAMSE) is, according to Caroline Baillie & Eric Feinblatt 
(2010) “a municipal and regional government amalgam with private affiliations, which manages the 
landftll(s) that receives the waste of the.. .greater metropolitan area of Buenos Aires” (p. 208). While there 
were several landfills scattered throughout greater Buenos Aires up until the late 1990s, today CEAMSE 
manages only one landfill, Norte III, northeast of the city of Buenos Aires. The other landfills, like the 
Villa Dominico Disposal Centre which SyUSA formerly managed and which UST is currently contracted
to manage for CEAMSE, have been turned into “ecoparks” (p. 208) or, “ecological green belts.”
135 Although this practice took off with force throughout the heyday of the neo liberal model in the 1990s, 
in actuality the privatization of public services, as I mapped out in Chapter 3, had its roots in Argentina in 
the economic practices (or, better, in the neoliberal rehersals) of the last military dictatorship’s Proceso de 
Reorganizacion Nacional (1976-1983). The waste management sector was not exempt from this “national 
reorganization” of privatization, and is still a mostly privatized service in greater Buenos Aires. According 
to Baillie & Feinblatt (2010), “[g]arbage collection in Buenos Aires is almost entirely privatized. The city 
government contracts five different trucking companies, each of which is assigned to specific city districts. 
Each company is responsible for cleaning the streets of waste and hauling that waste to transit points or 
directly to the CEAMSE landfill. In 1977 the military government created CEAMSE in order to centralize 
management of urban waste and to replace incineration practices with... landfill disposal” (p. 208).
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green belt” that now contains 40,000 plus trees (planted by the SyUSA/UST workers over 

the years), new lakes, and vast green spaces hugging the Rio de la Plata and spanning the 

waterfront of the neighbourhoods of Villa Dominico and Wilde in the municipality of 

Avellaneda (Pablo Rolandi, 2009, personal interview). This is the site which UST is now 

contracted to manage for CEAMSE and which took years of struggle to secure for the 

coop.

At its height in the early 1990s, SyUSA employed 342 workers. By the late 1990s 

its workforce had been reduced to 140 employees as the neoliberal-inspired 

rationalization drives prevalent at the time, in conjunction with the more flexible labour 

contracts of the day facilitated by the labour reforms of the ‘90s, allowed Techint to 

renegotiate complex sector-wide labour contracts that had been hard-won by workers 

over the years (see Chapter 3). With these contract renegotiations, Techint was by the late 

‘90s able to reduce SyUSA’s workforce by buying out some of its workers, while 

tempting others into early retirement.136 But in reality, by 1999 Techint had plans to exit 

the waste treatment business in greater Buenos Aires and lay off all of SyUSA’s workers. 

In 2002-2003 when Techint finally decided to pull out of the waste disposal business—in 

part because of strong community and media activism against the waste dump that forced 

its shutdown and conversion into the ecological green belt that it is today— 122 jobs were 

on the line.

136 See Chater 3 for a detailed discussion of the connections between Argentina’s monetary policy of 
“convertability” of the peso directly to the dollar, convertability’s facilitation of rationalization drives at 
thousands of Argentine firms, the flexibilization of labour contracts, and the erosion of collective 
agreements due also to the labour reforms of the ‘90s (also see Patroni, 2004).



The first struggle for UST’s workers, then, according to Mario Barrios—the 

cooperative’s current president, one of its co-founders, a former UOCRA shop steward at 

SyUSA,137 and UST’s inspirational leader—was to preserve the jobs and source of 

income of fellow compaheros when Techint was threatening to leave the garbage 

business. Mario calls this first fight the struggle to “guarantee the continuity of our jobs” 

(quoted in OSERA, 2010, p. 2). In a 2007 interview with him, Mario described to me 

what motivated this early struggle during the last days of SyUSA, and the arguments the 

SyUSA workers posed to Techint at the time which, not surprisingly, ultimately fell on 

deaf ears:

Our first struggle, then, was to fight for securing our jobs. When Techint 
threatens to leave in the middle o f the national socioeconomic crisis we 
were in we reacted and told them ‘No, no, we must guarantee these jobs!’
We had been working here for more than 20 years up till then and we 
knew at the time that, although the waste disposal site was shutting down, 
that there were years o f work ahead, that the site would have to be 
transformed into an ecological area, which was mandated by the 
provincial and national governments, and that we had the expertise to do 
this work now and in the future. And, after all, we also told Techint and 
CEAMSE at the time, ‘garbage is never going to run out!’ We knew how 
to treat garbage, how to recycle, how to use many, many sophisticated 
tools and machines o f the trade. And the site that we were managing for 
CEAMSE was vast and we knew that there were many more years of work 
ahead in converting it to a greenbelt—what is called in this business the 
‘post-closing maintenance’ of a landfill. So how was it possible, we asked 
Techint, for our jobs to end?

Second struggle: “ What we knew we had to do was educate ourselves ”

For this argument to not be construed as “naive” demands by “unrealistic” 

employees, the SyUSA workers, under the leadership o f Mario Barrios and other

137 Unon Obrera de la Construction de la Republica Argentina (Construction Workers’ Union of the 
Republic of Argentina).
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UOCRA shop stewards, began to get organized for a labour struggle while also starting 

an internal campaign to educate themselves. Already by 1998, when Techint began to 

grumble that it was likely to pull out of the garbage business, the SyUSA workers began 

to prepare for an uncertain future and not only study the situation at the Villa Dominico 

site, but also educate themselves regards the future of waste recycling, waste 

management, and landfill conversion, while also taking stock of the skill-sets o f SyUSA’s 

entire workforce. “Already, by the late 1990s,” Mario conveyed to me,

we [the UOCRA workers at SyUSA] began to diagram several strategies 
for our future, ideas like becoming a cooperative and such that at the time 
appeared to some—including us!—as crazy. The thing was that by 1999 or 
so, the yellow lights were flashing for us, warning us that something was 
going to happen.

Mario continued in another interview:

What we knew we had to do by then was to educate ourselves so that there 
would be no excuses for firing us. Another important thing we proposed 
then was that those of us that had not finished secondary school go get 
their high school equivalency, and those o f us that had our high school 
diplomas should finish a technical [degree or certificate] in, for example, 
environmental issues or hydraulics, (quoted in OSERA, 2010, p. 1)

According to Barrios and other UST workers that I have spoken to, it was this 

intellectual preparation, their skills upgrading, and their adroit self-organization early on 

in their struggle to save their jobs that made a major difference in their future conversion 

into a cooperative. This drive, UST workers have told me over the years, emerged most 

emphatically from Mario Barrios’s own style of leadership. In my observations of Mario 

in a workers’ assembly or leading UST workers to a solidarity protest, he has often struck 

me as a soft-spoken and caring person who inspires and motivates others by leading by 

example rather than by giving direct orders, always arriving at meetings, conferences,
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assemblies, and such with much reading and study behind him. This tendency to study 

and learn has also been a catalyst for UST’s subsequent involvement in hosting a primary 

school and high school equivalency program, conducting adult education classes of all 

types, and in forging various social economy and cooperative administration courses for 

its workers with two local universities (see Chapter 7). These leadership qualities and his 

knack for studying the situation at hand, encouraging his colleagues to get educated and 

upgrade their skills, as well as the community and social values which motivate him, 

Mario has told me, come from his family’s roots in the militant Peronism of the late 

1960s and early 1970s and his own subsequent community activism and union work 

while an employee and union delegate at SyUSA.138

Third struggle: Fighting job flexibilization, outsourcing, and the pitting o f  
worker against worker

While the UST workers’ struggles hit their apex in mid 2003 when Techint 

eventually did shut down SyUSA and pulled out of the urban waste treatment business, 

the years between 1999 and 2003 were pockmarked by growing job insecurity for 

SyUSA’s workers. Techint’s first attempt at withdrawing from the waste treatment 

business arrived two years before in 2001, first with the strategy of tempting older 

workers with early retirement or buy outs, which did entice some workers to leave. But 

perhaps the most nefarious of Techint’s schemes during this period was one that included 

the gradual flexibilization of the SyUSA employees, which was sold to the workers—in a 

textbook case of the neoliberal practices on countless shop-floors across Argentina at the

138 For these connections between the ERT phenomenon, Peronism, and earlier labour struggles, see 
Chapters 3,7, and 8.
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time—as Techint’s attempt at helping them become “self-employed.” This self- 

employment would also come with a built-in customer; eventually, the SyUSA workers 

were told, Techint would buy back the services of these “self-employed” workers by 

contracting out their waste management capabilities. Of course, what this was, in reality, 

was a way for Techint to let these workers go in order to reduce the amount of severance 

they would have to pay out while, at the same time, liberating itself from the hassles of 

dealing with the UOCRA union when eventually shutting down the plant. In the 

meantime, these workers would continue to work on Techint’s projects, so the story went, 

but now as contracted out (i.e., outsourced) workers. The SyUSA workers would, in 

essence, become what in Argentina is known as trabajadores terciarizados (“terciarized” 

or outsourced workers) (Battistini, 2005), a scheme that was conceived, in actuality, by 

Techint’s management to liberate itself o f the costs of formally employing, and 

eventually unemploying, the SyUSA workers. Again, this, of course, is a scheme not 

unheard o f in the repertoire of neoliberal business practices in Argentina and 

elsewhere.139 As Ronaldo Munck (2002) has recently written, this “informalisation” is 

“just one distinguishing characteristic o f working life in the South compared to the 

North.. .also including various forms of self-employment” that is, in actuality “a subsidy 

to capitalist accumulation given its high levels o f self-exploitation” (pp. 111-113).

SyUSA’s workers, led by the UOCRA shop stewards and their years of having 

studied the situation at hand, however, had figured out management’s strategy early on

139
This practice is a close cousin of the “false cooperatives” phenomenon I will discuss in Chapter 5. Both 

the surge in “false coops” and outsourced or flexibilized workers were two nefarious traditions that 
emerged throughout the 1990s in Argentina to weaken working class strength, lower labour costs, and 
increase profits. They are, in sum, forms of extreme relative surplus-value extraction that has been 
perfected by the neoliberal, or post-Fordist, production model.

Chapter 4 273



and organized various work stoppages at the time that eventually put a premature stop to 

the flexibilization scheme. The flexibilization drive, nevertheless, did get as far as 

outsourcing the services of 28 o f SyUSA’s truck drivers. The scheme unfolded as 

follows: With “assistance” from, and out of the “generosity” o f Techint, SyUSA’s 

truckers were guaranteed the eventual ownership of the trucks they drove within two 

years if  they agreed to eventually “buy” their trucks through labour credits. They could 

pay for the trucks by hauling at least one extra load o f garbage per day, and could own 

them sooner if they hauled more loads than expected per day. Eventually, after “buying” 

the trucks in this manner (in essence, via overtime labour credits), the drivers, so the 

enticement went, would become “self-employed” truck drivers and SyUSA would 

contract back their waste hauling services as “self-employed” truckers. What seemed like 

a deal too good to be true for these drivers, however, ultimately was. In essence, and as a 

group o f SyUSA workers had figured out early on, this was a move by Techint to rid 

themselves of the truckers, further eroding job security at the firm, dividing SyUSA’s 

workers, and eventually increasing competition between these workers, which ultimately 

meant intensifying their work and increasing the profits to Techint from the self

exploitation that would follow. The UOCRA shop stewards were wary o f the scheme 

from the beginning and knew that this was the beginning of the end of their jobs, which 

caused deep tensions between the remaining SyUSA workers and the flexibilized 

truckers. Capturing important aspects o f the neoliberalization of work at the time in 

Argentina, it is worth quoting Mario’s recounting of this second round o f struggle at 

some length, a struggle that now had them up against the neoliberal strategies of job 

flexibilization, job insecurity, increased competition amongst workers, and outsourcing:
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They [Techint] began to break the organization we had been working so 
hard to develop by offering voluntary early retirement packages and the 
outsourcing of our services by our own workers. With that they began to 
fight us. It was a very hard at the time because, in reality, las 
terciarizaciones [the outsourcing offers] were indeed tempting. They 
would offer our compaheros the actual trucks they worked with, for 
example, and there were several cases where the drivers actually became 
the owners of the trucks, which they would pay for with the work they did, 
plus receive a paycheque from SyUSA all along! Who would say no to 
that? If  you said ‘No’ they wouldn’t pay you because your compahero 
would take up the offer; if  you said ‘Yes’ they would give you a 
paycheque and in two years you walked away with a truck! Saying no to 
that would be crazy, right? But some of us were more aware, I guess, of 
the ultimate risks in giving in to this scheme, generating a deep debate 
with us workers at the time. Fights broke out between the compaheros, 
which, after all, is what the boss always wants, right? They see that 
dividing workers actually works in their favour, and this was happening all 
the time then, here and throughout Argentina— en el pals de los ciegos, el 
tuerto es el rey.140 And so, they were permanently dividing us, dividing 
and dividing, and that’s how they were able to manage us ‘better.’ We 
started behaving how they wanted us to behave, competing against one 
another, getting more work out of us, and instilling fear. So, you can see 
that liberalism was in full bloom in our country and it saturated into our 
consciousness. Organized labour’s credibility was zero at the time, and 
there was much individualism around, each worker thinking about his own 
pocketbook, and, well, things were no different at our firm then. It was a 
difficult fight for us; difficult because...some o f us saw so clearly what 
was about to happen while some o f our compaheros didn’t want to see it. 
It was the ongoing struggle that workers within capitalism have faced for 
years, heads getting full of ideas from one place and us trying to change 
their consciousness.

So, the result was that they began to privatize even more, to outsource us. 
The first tercerizaciones went really well for Techint. Remember that 
these trucks were mostly already paid for so enticing workers to buy them 
for more work was a perfect strategy for the company. 141 For example, 
what would happen was that, where initially the truckers would do three 
trips a day from the collection plant to the Villa Dominico Disposal area 
which was out back at the time—that was about 130 or so trips a day or 
so—when Techint outsources the trips to these new self-employed 
compaheros they were now getting an average of around 160 or so trips a

“In a country of blind people, the one-eyed person is king.”
141 Indeed, from the perspective of management, this was a brilliant scheme not only to get more work out 
of the SyUSA workers, but also to offload already depreciated fixed capital.
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day out of the 28 truckers that took the deal, which was way more than the 
extra trip they promised to do in order to eventually own the trucks! So 
you can imagine that a fierce competition began to emerge between the 
truck drivers to get that extra load in, and some o f them would do six or 
seven trips per day to pay off their trucks sooner! And they would also 
stop maintaining the trucks, because that took time away, so things also 
became dangerous for public safety on the roads, as well.... So that was 
our next set of struggles here, the lucha against the outsourcing of our jobs 
and dividing us workers.

From employees o f a multinational to cooperatively managed workers

Several work stoppages and other direct action tactics by the UOCRA workers 

eventually put a monkey wrench into the Techint labour flexibilization scheme. In any 

case, by late 2002 it was clear that the open pit landfill at Villa Dominico was going to be 

converted into an ecological greenbelt, which gave Techint the perfect excuse to leave the 

waste management business as the multinational decided to eventually disband SyUSA 

and leave the garbage business in early 2003.

The battle for the soon-to-be ex-SyUSA workers now shifted from struggling 

against a multinational to struggling against a state-run firm when CEAMSE decided to 

give the Villa Dominico Disposal Centre contract to a temporary joint venture company 

called ESTRANS, an enterprise made up of Argentine trucking company Nueve de Julio 

and a Brazilian firm called Estre. The possibility of giving a public sector contract to this 

type o f firm is, like the flexibilization/outsourcing case just mapped out, illustrative of 

another oft-practiced outsourcing scheme in Argentina that became popular in the 1990s: 

have two or more companies (from Argentina or elsewhere) form a joint venture firm for 

a limited period and for a particular contract or set of tasks and then disband the firm.142

142 This type of firm is known in Spanish as an UTE, union transitoria/temporaria de empresas. (transitory 
[or temporary] association of firms).
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These types o f firms often bid for and won the thousands o f public sector contracts 

available to private firms throughout the 1990s—or simply secured them by paying off 

government officials. And the profits for these joint venture companies were 

astronomical at the time (Liendo & Martinez, 2001). When CEAMSE and ESTRANS 

both originally refused to take on the ex-SyUSA employees after the Ministry of Labour 

had mandated them to do so, the workers again organized and protested, this time by 

adopting the road blockage strategies of the piqueteros, the plant occupation strategies of 

other ERTs that were at their peak at the time, and with much support from the 

surrounding barrios, community groups, other ERTs, and many of the social justice 

groups active at the time, mobilizing hundreds of people to the ex-SyUSA workers’ cause 

while generating considerable media coverage.

Another strategy the ex-SyUSA workers decided to deploy at the same time was 

to form a cooperative and try to outbid ESTRANS for the CEAMSE contract. By July 25, 

2003, the former SyUSA workers had reorganized into and formed Cooperativa de 

Trabajo Union Solidaria de Trabajadores and made a bid for the CEAMSE contract, 

arguing that what they brought to the table was 24 years of know-how in the waste 

management business and, in particular, managing the waste disposal site at Villa 

Dominico. When CEAMSE refused to give the contract to the coop, the UST workers 

resorted to an additional two-pronged approach: continue occupying part o f the 

CEAMSE facilities formerly used by SyUSA, which was the political part o f the strategy 

that served to attract much media attention to their cause, while again appealing to the
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national Ministry of Labour for arbitration, the legal component of the strategy.143 UST 

would eventually secure the CEAMSE contract via this two-pronged approach, but it 

would take an additional eight months of struggle to do so.

The eight months between the founding o f the UST cooperative in mid 2003 and 

March 2004, when UST finally managed to secure the CEAMSE contract, was perhaps 

the period of the ex-SyUSA-now-UST workers’ most intense struggles. The UST 

workers would be temporarily placated during these eight months when, under the 

arbitration of the Ministry of Labour, CEAMSE and ESTRANS finally agreed to take on 

the UST workers. Thirty-four of the ex-SyUSA workers who were now members of the 

newly-founded UST coop would continue to be employees of ESTRANS (these 34 

workers had already been hired by the joint venture company earlier that year as a way of 

pacifying the ex-SyUSA workers’ previous protests, but by mid 2003 and the Ministry of 

Labour’s new intervention these 34 workers were under threat of being let go again). 

Seventy-six of the ex-SyUSA-now-UST workers who had not been hired by ESTRANS 

would go to CEAMSE. And the rest were offered early retirement. This conciliatory 

phase would not last long, however. Worker would again be pitched against fellow 

worker when CEAMSE and its plant union, AGOEC,144 initially refused to take on the 76 

ex-SyUSA workers, arguing that guaranteeing the employment o f the ex-SyUSA 

employees was not their concern and that doing so would jeopardize the job security of 

the incumbent AGOEC workers at CEAMSE. To add more fuel to the fire, after

143 This two-pronged legal/political strategy has been used by countless ERTs, and is similar to Salud
Junin’s strategy, which I describe below. Also see Chapters 5 and 6.
144 Asociacion Gremial Obreros y Empledos de Ceamse (Association of Unionized Workers and 
Employees of CEAMSE).
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CEAMSE eventually agreed to hire the workers, the five shop stewards at the ex-SyUSA 

plant—one of whom included Mario Barrios—were ordered transferred to another 

CEAMSE site two hours drive away and were, to add insult to injury, offered the night 

shift. The latter move by CEAMSE was the final straw for the UST workers, who 

understood it to be a blatant move by CEAMSE and the rival AGOEC union to cut the 

organizational legs from the UST workers and exhaust the motivation of the 

cooperative’s leaders. In protest, and demanding that CEAMSE respect the decision of 

the Ministry o f Labour and that the jobs o f all o f the ex-SyUSA workers be guaranteed, 

the five shop stewards refused the transfer and all of the UST workers began a three- 

month occupation of part of the CEAMSE compound at the Villa Dominico site where 

SyUSA had worked out of and that is now the space controlled by UST, which includes a 

dining hall, a large warehouse, and an administrative building. The escalation hit fever 

pitch when during one of the negotiation meetings between the UST workers and 

CEAMSE the AGOEC union workers deployed hired thugs to physically threaten the 

UST workers. This confrontation eventually escalated into an armed battle with sticks 

and fists between the UST workers and the AGOEC-hired thugs, which has now become, 

as with Chilavert’s workers’ standoff with the state, a legendary part of UST’s foundation 

story, told to me by many of the coop’s members in interviews and informal 

conversations.
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“To demonstrate that workers could...develop, get organized, and manage 
themselves”1*5

After yet one more intervention by the national Ministry o f Labour, the CEAMSE 

contract to manage the now ecological green belt that was formally the Villa Dominico 

Disposal site was eventually offered to the UST cooperative for a one-year trial basis on 

March 9, 2004. A year later it was renewed for a new five-year term, renewed again in 

2009 for another five years (Pluma Cooperativa, 2009). It seems that the work of UST 

has proven to be better than CEAMSE ever thought it could be. The UST workers 

formally started self-managed production in 2004 with an agreement to use in usufruct 

the former facilities that they worked at formerly as SyUSA and which they had occupied 

for three months the year before. Moreover, as a sort of “collective severance package” 

owed to the workers from their days at SyUSA/Techint, the cooperative began their era 

of autogestion in March o f 2004 with not only the rights to use the former dining room 

and warehouse installations, but were also given a Mercedes Benz truck, a van, and 

several other grounds maintenance equipment that once belonged to Techint, in addition 

to $100,000 pesos and use of one hectare o f land on the banks o f the Rio de la Plata 

which UST has since transformed into a community recreational area for the barrio 

residents. From the initial capitalization of $100,000, the one-year CEAMSE contract, 

and another contract they secured in 2004 to maintain the green spaces and parks o f the 

municipality o f Avellaneda, UST has since managed to grow exponentially in the last 

seven years, now owning a collection o f tractors, excavators, backhoes, trucks of varying 

sizes, mowing equipment, and other heavy and light machinery, some of which the coop

145 Cooperativa Union Solidaria de Trabajadores (2007, p. 3). 
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purchased as an act of solidarity from other ERTs like the PAUNY tractor factory in the 

province of Cordoba and the Cooperar 7 de Mayo cooperative machine shop in Villa 

Constitucion in the province o f Santa Fe.

For Pablo Rolandi, having shown that they have been able to keep their word, 

grow, and administer the CEAMSE contract effectively and efficiently—and better than a 

multinational (SyUSA/Techint) or a joint venture firm (ESTRANS) could—is a point of 

pride for the cooperative’s members. All of the workers I interviewed at UST, like most 

other ERT workers I have conversed with over the years (as the Salud Junin case study 

will shortly show), have made it a point to emphasize their collective capacity for 

efficiently or effectively executing their jobs, paying their bills, meeting deadlines, 

managing contracts, administering their firms, and satisfying customers’ needs, using 

words like responsabilidad (responsibility), compromiso (commitment), and crecimiento 

(growth) to describe their business values.146 For example, when I asked Pablo Rolandi to 

assess the years since UST has taken on the CEAMSE contract, he responded as follows:

Our success with the CEAMSE contract to date—witnessed partly in that 
they have renewed our contract three times now—is due to the fact that we 
offered them good service and job continuity, unlike the situation when we 
worked at SyUSA. And we have managed the contract with seriousness 
and commitment. We have also shown [ourselves, the community, and 
CEAMSE] that we were able to get along the best we could at the 
beginning with the little equipment we had, then with borrowed or rented 
equipment, and eventually buying our own machines and always paying 
back our debts on time.

So do you think that knowing that you have to self-manage this project, 
and showing that you all can handle your commitments and affairs well 
made you all somehow work harder, or with more determination or care?

146 I will critically analyze this self-described entrepreneurial discourse of business efficiency and growth 
by some ERT workers, and how it in ways contradicts their other values of solidarity, cooperativism, 
community development, and compaherismo in Chapters 6, 7, and 8.
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Yes! Showing that you can indeed self-manage your business—and 
actually doing it—is a matter of survival for us. Before you would do what 
you had to do to keep your job but you weren’t the owner of your own 
destiny. Because if the firm’s numbers didn’t add up, and you were just 
another number after all, then they could hang you out to dry. So your job 
security was in [your boss’s] hands, until he decided to let you go. Today, 
here, we have the obligation to keep this going and assure its continuity.
So, the commitment and responsibility we all have here to this project is 
definitely more intensely felt by us all.

Mario Barrios expressed similar ideas to me two years before my interview with 

Pablo, eloquently summing up ERT workers’ desires to show to themselves as well as to 

outsiders (i.e., customers, suppliers, other firms they work with, banks, the state, etc.) 

their commitment and responsibility to their self-management projects:

For us it is satisfying to be able to say that we workers aren’t only capable 
of working as we are told, but that we can also work to fight for our jobs.
It also gives us great pride to say that we are also capable of managing 
ourselves, o f administering our work, to have policies and practices that 
are friendly to the environment, to do community work. That is, we aren’t 
just thinking about making a profit.

From waste management to community development

Emerging from out of these multivariegated struggles over a five-year period 

between 1999 and 2004, not only was UST’s first one-year trial contract with CEAMSE 

extended to two more five-year contracts, but from its original 34 founding members 

UST has since taken on and trained another 59 coop members—mostly previously 

unemployed residents from surrounding barrios. It has also deeply involved itself in local 

community development projects, deciding in an assembly early on to redirect 25% of its 

revenues to initiatives such as helping build 100 affordable and dignified houses for its 

own workers and other neighbours in need, developing a youth-based community centre 

and sports complex for the residents o f the Villa Dominico and Wilde neighbourhoods
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that surround UST, spearheading a community health initiative and clinic, as well as 

founding a popular education high school, a waste recycling program, a community bank 

that gives out microcredit to local projects, and a multimedia centre, all organized as 

cooperatives within what has, in essence, become a multistakeholder cooperative with 

UST at the hub. In addition, the relatively new union for self-managed workers in 

Argentina, Asociacion Nacional de Trabajadores Autogestionados (National Association 

o f Self-Managed Workers, or ANTA), affiliated with Argentina’s more progressive trade 

union federation Central de Trabajadores de la Argentina (Argentine Workers’ Central, or 

CTA), was originally an initiative of UST’s workers. As such, UST also has a strong 

alliance with the more progressive factions of Argentina’s organized labour movement
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and its workers often mobilize in solidarity with other social movements and workplaces 

in conflict in the country.

Ultimately, the story of UST is rooted in worker-led responses to the most 

questionable of neoliberal practices; it begins with private sector workers contracted out 

to do public sector work reacting against the practices of job flexibilization and 

outsourcing. Unlike Chilavert and most other ERTs’ stories, which tend to be about 

struggles between labour and capital represented by owners of small-and-medium-sized 

private businesses and their employees at a microeconomic level, what makes UST’s 

story of workplace conflict and recuperation unique is that its workers’ struggles 

explicitly brushed up against major parts of the macroeconomic neoliberal plotline of 

1990s Argentina, touched on in detail in Chapter 3: the multinationalization and 

privatization o f public services, practices of outsourcing and job flexibilization, strategies 

of dividing workers’ solidarity, increasing competition between workers at the same firm 

by “entrepreneurializing” jobs, and the myriad practices deployed by management that 

pits worker against fellow worker by threading them into a web o f conflicting interests 

and fears.

And, yet again, UST’s story shows that, pushed to levels of extreme exploitation 

and abuse when the class compromise that usually holds together capitalist labour 

processes and contains class conflict in times o f economic stability and class peace 

ruptures, opportunities for self-organization for workers come to the fore in their minds 

as they seek alternatives to their exploitation and begin to see possibilities beyond 

working for a boss (Atzeni, 2010). During these times, in particular, as I will analyze 

further in Chapter 8, there is no stopping workers’ ingenuity and innovation for fighting
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for their own interests and self-managing their working lives. A statement from a UST 

promotional brochure captures the sentiments and desires o f many of the protagonists of 

the ERTs I have been to over the years, ultimately inspiring the titles o f this chapter and 

dissertation:

[What we have accomplished so far] fills us with pride, for it shows that 
we did our job well in the past, and makes us feel reassured that we can 
see the situation of our cooperative form a different angle. Because of all 
this, we say we are proud of our present and increasingly committed to our 
future, convinced that ‘we, the workers, can take our destiny in our own 
hands' (Cooperativa Union Solidaria de Trabajadores, 2007, p. 4, 
emphasis in original)

Cooperativa de Trabajo de la Salud Junm

“This isn yt just any business, it’s the business o f delivering health ”

“When we took over the clinic and decided to self-manage it,” Jose Lopez, 

former president, co-founder, and current member of Cooperativa de Trabajo de la 

Salud Junm, Ltda.147 tells me in my first interview with him in 2007, “we had no idea 

what we were getting ourselves into. You see,” he continues, eventually laughing at the 

thought,

147 Junm Health Care Worker Cooperative, Limited. 
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we had the particular complexity here—unlike at say a recuperated 
ceramics factory, say Zanon, or a recuperated textile firm like Brukman, or 
a car parts recuperada o f which there are several— of dealing with health 
care, people’s health. A sensitive issue, right? We hadn’t considered this 
little detail when we formed our cooperative and began to self-manage this 
clinic!

The specific word Jose uses—complexity—is very appropriate for describing the 

business that Junm is in. Indeed, the complexity o f the activities of the clinic is perhaps 

the main thing one notices when first walking in through its main doors.

Cooperativa de Salud Junm is situated on a short block between two major 

avenues on the busy and narrow downtown street of Dean Funes that runs through the 

heart o f Argentina’s second largest city, Cordoba. During certain peak hours, when one 

walks through the glass doors of the clinic and into the patient reception area, which 

takes up a good portion of the building’s first floor, one is immediately overwhelmed by 

the bevy of people rushing to and fro—some in white doctors’ overalls, others in light 

blue nurses’ uniforms, and many others in street clothes. Acting as a counterweight to 

the movement of people are the patients sitting or standing quietly, waiting to be 

attended to. When I walk into the clinic (almost always during peak hours it seems as I 

constantly need to reschedule interviews with the clinic’s members and extend my stay 

in Cordoba148) the television hanging from the ceiling of the long rectangular receiving

148 Rescheduling interviews at Junm happened often in my two years of visiting the clinic, much more so 
than at any other ERT 1 visited and conducted interviews at. As I have since analyzed, this was due to the 
feet that the clinic is a busy one and that the critical nature of the work its members are involved in meant 
that my less critical academic querying often got relegated to the sidelines. And interviewing during non
working hours more often than not wan’t an option since many of the nurses at Junin also work shifts at 
other private clinics or hospitals in the city. Initially, all of these false starts and reschedulings gave me a 
feir share of stress, especially during my first days at the clinic: “How am I ever going to interview 
someone here and conduct my observations?” I would sometimes think. At other times, I felt like I was in 
the way, obstructing the critical work that was being conducted at the clinic. The Junin workers, however, 
time and time again, made me feel welcomed and would apologize to me—“el investigador argentino pero 
que vive en Canada” (“the Argentine researchers who lives in Canada”) or simply “el chico canadiense”
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area in one of its far distant comers opposite the main doors is usually set to a news 

channel, often with the sound off unless there is some important breaking news o f some 

kind. To one’s left as one enters the receiving area, two women are always present 

behind the reception desk, often seeming to be juggling five things at once, each of 

them with a constant telephone receiver in one ear during these peak hours, while at

other times when the clinic is less busy they chat amicably with one of the nurses who 

has taken a pause from her busy day to converse and catch up on the latest event that 

has taken place at the clinic or in their personal lives. On the wall behind the reception

desk is a colourful placard in the red, white, and green colours of the cooperative that 

maps out the medical specialties and names o f the 60 plus doctors who contract out their

(“the Canadian kid”)—for what they often saw as neglecting me on their part. 
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services to the clinic for several hours a week: pediatric care, ophthalmology, 

psychiatry, psychology, internal medicine, hematology, neurology, dentistry, urology, 

immunology.. .it seems after first reading this impressive list on the wall that this is 

more o f a hospital than a clinic (indeed, many of the most important medical specialties 

seem to be represented here). To one’s immediate right, across the room from the 

reception desk, one sees another sign with the same colour theme that reads “Turnos 

Admision” (“Appointments Admissions”) above a carefully crafted opening in the wall 

with a desk on the other side of the opening and a row of medical files behind another 

two women admitting patients. In the middle of the reception area, several rows o f seats 

demarcate the patient waiting area; usually the seats are taken but at times there is a 

space for me to sit at and observe the comings and goings of the clinic’s first floor for at 

least a half-an-hour to an hour at a time, until the room gets full again and I stand up to 

let a waiting patient sit. Surrounding this reception and waiting area are several doors, 

usually left open, leading to various examination rooms and a blood laboratory. At the 

very back of the main floor there is an elevator that takes you to the next three floors, 

and next to the elevator a wide staircase that does the same. Doctors, nurses, and 

patients constantly come in and out of the rooms, or go up or come down the stairs, in 

what seems to be a choreographed cacophony of movement.

Indeed, after several visits to the Junin clinic between 2007 and 2009 I came to 

understand well what Jose initially meant when he differentiated the intricacies and 

complexities of self-managing a firm that is in the business of delivering front-line 

health care from other ERTs. By the time in late August of 2009 when I interview 

Alejandro Torres, another co-founder and the current treasurer of the coop, I am better
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equipped to comprehend the varied nuances o f the following straight forward but 

poignant claim he makes: “This isn’t just any business,” he asserts, leaning forward on 

his chair for emphasis from behind his paper-covered desk and computer monitor, “it’s 

the business o f delivering health, and with that comes infinite responsibility...you just 

can’t make a mistake here.”

Neoliberal reforms and the decline o f health care

The neoliberal rationalization of the Argentine economy o f the 1990s deeply 

affected the system of health care delivery, as well. Health care reforms in Argentina 

were, according to the official national government policy and economic discourses of 

the 1990s, motivated by the criteria of increasing the efficiency o f health care delivery 

and reducing the complex Argentine health system’s financial wastage and 

mismanagement. Supported by initiatives from the World Bank, they included increasing 

competition between private health service providers and insurers; promoting the growth 

of private sector, front-line health care providers to take care of prevention, medical 

examinations, and minor surgery; the opening up of the private health insurance sector to 

foreign investment (i.e., multinationals); and better regulating the union-controlled obras 

sociales (social security health system) which, as of 1999, delivered health care to almost 

9 million Argentine workers and their families (Belmartino, 2000; World Bank, 2003).149

149 The Argentine health care system is a complex three-tiered system that has been in place since the 
1940s, made up of a public health care delivery sector overseen by municipalities and the provinces, private 
clinics, and a large sector made up of obras sociales (social security) managed by Argentina’s trade unions. 
Throughout the 1990s Argentina’s health care system became increasingly privatized or its private 
insurance agencies multinationalized, meaning that the private health care secgtor grew exponentially at the 
expense of the public sector and obras sociales.
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In reality, the neoliberal reforms of the Argentine health system, passed by the 

Menem government via new labour, health, and social security legislation and various 

executive decrees, served to begin to decouple the national state from public health 

delivery, download the public health system that mostly attends to the poor and uninsured 

more and more to the provinces and even to municipalities, weaken the union-driven and 

mostly CGT-controlled obras sociales, and increase and further consolidate the 

privatization of health delivery. Moreover, after the 2001 crisis and the rise of 

unemployment and informal work throughout the country, hundreds of thousands of 

workers lost their obras sociales coverage (Ase, 2006; Burijovich & Pautassi, 2005).

In the province of Cordoba, these health system reforms hit hard, leading to the 

break-up of one of the strongest publicly funded provincial health systems in Argentina 

via the “municipalization”150 of most of its 512 once-provincially controlled hospitals and 

the privatization of most of its front-line neighbourhood health clinics (Burijovich & 

Pautassi, 2005, p. 19). As in the rest of the country, those who paid most for the decline 

of access to good and affordable public health care were, predictably, workers and 

marginalized sectors. In addition, those who still had formal jobs had to often top up their 

underfunded obras sociales coverage with private insurance while needing to 

increasingly look for front-line care at private clinics. In turn, private clinics were forced 

to, especially in the thick of the 2001-2003 crisis years, increase “efficiencies” 

themselves in order to keep competitive by cutting down on labour costs, reducing 

salaries, laying off nurses, and contracting less doctors per patient. In the middle of this

150 The Argentine term for downloading the management and financing of public hospitals and health care 
to cities and municipalities (Burijovich & Pautassi, 2005).
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dire situation, some of the owner conglomerates o f private clinics in the province—often 

made up o f doctors also affiliated to larger private hospitals and even mutual society 

hospitals that received funding from the state or obras sociales—also began to engage in, 

as in other economic sectors, shady vaciamientos, transferring medical equipment to 

other, more cheaply run clinics, or selling equipment at rebate prices while these owners 

abandoned their financially troubled private clinics. At the same time, worsening working 

conditions in the private and public hospital sectors meant declining health delivery 

standards in the province of Cordoba throughout the years spanning the turn o f the 

millennium (Ase, 2006).

Such was the conjuncture that the nurses, maintenance staff, and doctors at the 

private Clinica Junin found themselves living in and working through in 2001. As 

Alejandro explained to me when I interviewed him in August of 2009, just seven months 

after the coop secured permanent expropriation from the province of Cordoba after the 

workers’ seven-year struggle to ensure their legal control of the clinic:

This was once a prestigious private clinic here in Cordoba, started and 
managed for most of its existence by a group o f doctors since the 1940s.
At one point there were over 300 people working here. When I came here 
as a medical student in 2001 there were 64 of us left, and the owners at 
that time couldn’t administer the clinic. It was in shambles. 1 didn’t 
receive any salary for the first nine months that I worked here. The 
owners, a group of 10 doctors, were stealing money from this clinic, 
literally enriching themselves and not paying anybody else. So the clinic 
began to fall apart and fail, of course. This is the first job I’ve had 
administering a clinic, but I can see what had happened with the last 
owners, it is typical of what happened in many private clinics in Argentina 
especially during the 2001 crisis. Actually, the whole health care system 
was falling apart along with the country: At the time, we would also 
receive health insurance cheques later and later—60, 90, 120 days late.
The professionals,151 the workers, creditors, none of us were getting paid

151 At Salud Junin, as in other medical establishments in Argentina, the term “professionals” is used for
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and all of us were getting screwed. In the meantime, the owners, who were 
getting increasingly desperate or greedy—I don’t know—they started

1 S?gobbling up all the money that was left.

The disarticulation o f workplace unity

With this once thriving clinic located in the downtown core of the mostly working

1 c -5

class city of Cordoba in shambles, and as many older workers at the clinic were being

laid off or offered early retirement, a group of new workers, which included Alejandro,
«

were being hired to ostensibly reshape and “streamline” the clinic. In reality, the clinic’s 

owners were, as in the cases o f UST and Chilavert, disarticulating workplace unity, 

rupturing the collective memories of the workers, and generally engaging in dividing 

worker solidarity and union-busting tactics which, the workers would later find out, was 

all in preparation for the clinic’s final vaciamiento and dismemberment. Jose Lopez was 

also one o f these new workers hired in 2001 to reorganize the nursing services area o f the 

clinic, as he was led to believe at the time:

They hired me here as chief of nursing and to reorganize the nursing area 
in 2001 because it was very disorganized. But when I got here I found out 
that there was a huge backlog in salaries owed to the workers. Soon after I 
got here we started the struggle to save our jobs and reclaim our salaries. I 
fell right into the crisis here! And I quickly discovered that the problem 
wasn’t so much that the workers were disorganized. The problem was that 
the reorganization o f the nursing services required much more profound 
solutions because the problems I fell into here were rooted in deep issues 
between the staff and the owners.

differentiating the doctors and specialists that attend to patients from the nurses, administration, and
maintenance staff.
152 The actual word Alejandro used here was “morfando” which, in the Argentine slang called lunfardo and 
spoken often in everyday conversations across classes, means “to gobble up,” “devour,” or “eat 
voraciously.”

Cordoba is Argentina’s second largest city and an important industrial and university centre. It was also 
the centre of much working class and student discontent and protests in the late 1960s, most notably 
witnessed in el cordobazo of late May and early June of 1969 (see Chapter 3).
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The problems, as it turned out, were rooted in a combination o f a collapsing 

health sector that was being severely impacted by the deepening economic crises of 2001, 

and owners who found it easier to asset strip the firm and fire workers and, in the process, 

carve out an exit strategy for themselves rather than protect the livelihood and wellbeing 

of the clinic’s staff. At first during this period of acute crisis at the clinic’s point-of- 

service delivery, and as with the Chilavert workers (as in many workplaces across 

Argentina at the time), Junin’s employees were willing to help the owners save the clinic 

by, for example, working for IOU bonds instead of salaries, or even agreeing not to 

receive salaries or wages for a time. (This is, incidentally, part o f the reason why at Junin 

and Chilavert the workers continued to work for so long without receiving pay, a point I 

will pick up in Chapter 5 concerning part of the moral legitimacy workers have, the moral 

economy of work they take up, and the sympathy they received from the general 

Argentine public for taking over their firms.) But the Junin workers’ wrath—their moral 

economy o f work (see Introduction and Chapter 5}—was finally unleashed when they 

found that they had been lied to and abandoned by the clinic’s owners, and in light of 

what was occurring around them in the rest o f the country with the collapse of the 

economy and the intensification of social protests by the precariously employed, the 

unemployed, and neighbourhood residents. Explains Jose:

This period in Argentina wasn’t like other periods where your job was 
terminated and you go and find work elsewhere. No, there simply was no 
work to find; everything was shutting down. So we had to find another 
solution. Remember that this was a period in our history with historically 
high unemployment, firms were closing daily. So our lucha here began to 
deepen with the institutional crisis of the time until the owners left the 
clinic and we were left hanging, without knowing which way to turn. We 
were literally abandoned; one day we came here and there were no owners 
to be found. We didn’t know which way to turn at the time. And that is 
how we initiated the process o f recuperating this empresa.
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“The owners weren ’t coming back but we still needed to continue subsisting”

On December 18, 2001, the day before the December 19/20 social upheavals, the 

remaining Junin nurses and maintenance staff discovered, without prior warning, that 

their firm had been sold to a conglomerate of private clinic managers with the firm 

already half empty of equipment and with a skeletal staff of 45 that was a shadow of the 

300 or so doctors, nurses, and support personnel that had once been employed at the 

clinic. The new owners, another conglomerate of entrepreneur-doctors and health sector 

financiers operating in the private health care market, consisted o f the health management 

firm Primord and doctors from one of the largest hospitals handling obras sociales in 

Cordoba, the mutual association Hospital Italiano. They arrived with new promises of 

more secure jobs, new equipment, and the payment o f owed wages. In the five months 

that followed, and with the remaining staff pleading with the new owners to re-equip the 

clinic, the workers only saw a trickle of their owed salaries and continued to live out a 

precarious existence.

The workers responded by conducting the first wave o f work stoppages while 

appealing to the labour tribunal of the provincial labour ministry demanding they receive 

their owed wages. After favourable rulings by the tribunal on behalf of the workers, this 

second owner-conglomerate also abandoned the firm, selling it to what turned out to be a 

shell firm, or as Jose has put it to me, a “phantom firm,” called Frisas S.A., whose main 

“investor” ended up being (yet again) a doctor from the Hospital Italiano. After another 

round of hearings at the labour tribunal, this third owner also abandoned the firm in May 

of 2002 and took with him a group of Junin’s workers with the promise o f better jobs 

elsewhere (a promise that was never delivered to the exiting workers). By now the
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remaining Junin workers were armed with more knowledge of direct action tactics after 

various social movement organizations, ERT protagonists and their lawyers from the city 

of Buenos Aires, MNER, and the progressive and storied Cordoba branch of the national 

electrical union Luz y Fuerza (whose headquarters happens to be around the comer from 

the clinic), advised the workers to occupy the firm, fight for expropriation and the 

payment o f owed wages, sue the former owners for criminal abandonment and 

vaciamiento, and consider self-managing the clinic. Taking this advice seriously, the 

formal occupation of the firm by the remaining 30 odd workers formally began on May 

23, 2002.

The process of recuperating the clinic, as such, took several months for the 

workers to initiate. The idea gradually emerged with them as their collective ire rose with 

each group o f owners’ false promises. As Edith Allende, one of the coop’s nurses, a co

founder, and a long-time worker at the clinic explains:

The clinic started to slowly deteriorate in early 2001. The decline of this 
once thriving clinic happened slowly, and we weren’t prepared for the 
abandonment and owner juggling that was to follow. First pediatric care 
was shut down, then minor surgery, until you arrived one day and you 
didn’t know what was open still.

As with Chilavert and UST and dozens o f other ERTs, the Junin workers did not 

initially want to take over and self-manage the firm. By August of 2002, however, with 

the advice of their lawyers and after months of processing the possibility, they finally 

decided to form a cooperative, which they officially did on September 2, 2002. The 

occupation and resistance phase for the Junin workers, unlike Chilavert’s workers’ 

conscious occupation for the control of the print shop, emerged as a slow and steady 

escalation of actions; as the idea o f self-managing the clinic percolated collectively with
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the workers and as they debated what to do, they increasingly carried out more and more 

aggressive direct actions throughout 2002. In actuality, if one considers their original 

reasons for occupying the firm, the tactic of occupying and squatting the clinic backfired 

on the workers; the Junin workers had originally envisioned the occupation o f the clinic 

as a tactic to force the original owners to negotiate a deal with them in order to finally 

receive their owed salaries. Instead, they ended up eventually getting conrol of the clinic. 

Alejandro articulates their perspective at the time:

We didn’t want to stay with the clinic and self-manage it forever. In 
reality, the occupation of the firm was only a strategy on our part to 
generate an event that would get the original owners of the clinic to say:
‘No, no, look, they are taking our clinic, let’s go and negotiate with [the 
staff]’ and, we were hoping, then collect our salaries. But the days went on 
and on and they never appeared.

In a sense, then, the Junin workers fell into the direct action strategy of 

occupation and gradually warmed to the idea of self-managing their business; rather 

than preplanning it, they gradually learned how to occupy a firm in trouble and resist 

eviction from the situation at hand, from the advice of other ERT protagonists and 

social movements, and as a means of survival. As different owners came and went 

during the first semester of 2002 the Junin workers simply continued working, 

maintaining the building and caring for the few patients that would arrive the best way 

they could. “Throughout the first half o f 2002, in the middle of the socioeconomic 

meltdown that Argentina was suffering at the time,” explains Jose,

we stayed here taking care of the clinic, at first because we didn’t know 
where else to go. It was only eventually that we realized that we had to 
stay here and occupy the clinic in order to avoid the closure of the clinic 
and the loss o f our places o f work. By the time the third group of owners 
come and go—and the labour tribunal here is unable to help us because 
the group o f owners would always delay in paying us knowing full well
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that they were going to eventually abandon the clinic—we realize that our 
struggle had to be more than just a fight to recuperate our 11 months of 
unpaid wages. Rather our struggle gradually became one of defending and 
reactivating our source of work.... What also inspired us at the time were 
the dozens of other workplaces that were being reopened by workers and 
managed by their own hands, and so we eventually decided to embark on 
that path. So, its July, August, then September 2002, and we ask ourselves 
‘OK, what do we do?’ We started to realize that the owners weren’t 
coming back but we still needed to continue subsisting. So that’s when we 
decided to form a cooperative and fight for the control of the clinic.

A multidimensional strategy o f community support and political and legal 
struggles as paths out o f the crisis

“One thing that you need to understand was that this was a total vaciamiento,”

Jose emphatically told me in 2007, during my first interview with him. Unlike at

Chilavert and most other ERTs (see Chapter 5), “[tjhere was no official bankruptcy

here, no insolvency hearings. It was just a plain and simple vaciamiento and

abandonment of the firm by our former bosses.” This meant that, for the Junin workers,

their legal status was in limbo for much longer than say at Chilavert, where its workers

actually appealed to bankruptcy judges for the permission to begin production at the

firm in usufruct, or at UST, where workers did not need to pursue the long road of

expropriation because they had worked out a contract with the state-run firm CEAMSE

under the arbitration of the national Ministry of Labour. Junin’s legal limbo, on the

other hand, would become a constant worry and struggle for its workers over the

following six years. This limbo culminated in an eviction attempt by a group of

returning owners in early 2007, eventually seeing Junin’s lawyers take the case to the

Court of Appeals of the province o f Cordoba, which, fortunately for the workers,

rescinded the order after much public outcry and support. Moreover, this legal limbo

continued while the clinic was growing exponentially every year, especially when
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measured in the number of patients they were caring for, until December 2008 when the 

newly elected governor of the province, Juan Schiaretti, fulfilled his long-time promise 

to the workers when he was deputy governor in 2003 and ensured the expropriation of 

the firm on behalf of the workers.

The same community and political support that sustained the Junin workers 

during their years of legal limbo, and that began during their early days of struggle, was 

still evident seven years on in my interviews and informal conversations with many of 

clinic’s worker-members. “Many social organizations came to help us throughout our 

first days,” reminisced cooperative member, co-founder, member-at-large of the coop’s 

administrative council, and nurse Ana Maria Barrionuevo with tears in her eyes late one 

evening in 2009 when we talked at the clinic as her shift was ending:

And all of this community support was very important for us at the time.
We also conducted many marches on the streets of Cordoba soliciting 
support for our cause, once mobilizing 800 people. And that was during a 
weekday, which was an issue because everyone has to work, right? Many, 
many groups from the left, neighbours from the community, and folks 
from other ERTs came to help us during those days...it just takes my 
breath away still thinking about it!

This community support was particularly important for Junin’s mostly female 

nurses, Ana Maria emphasized, because many of them were also managing households 

with husbands that had been laid off or fired from their own jobs. “It was a very 

precarious time for us all,” she made a point of highlighting in our conversation, “and this 

also served to bring us together as a group, to look out for each other.” Not only did the 

community and their own collective support lift their morale, the outside community also 

helped financially, as well. “Another memory I have of this time,” she continued,
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was when we started our strike fund during our first days of occupation 
here in 2002. And this was nothing more than a shoe box that we would 
pass around on the streets o f Cordoba in shifts, when we sometimes 
blocked the inside lane of streets (so as to not prevent other workers from 
going to work!), or when we would set up a table at the University of 
Cordoba. When we took the clinic none of us had a single cent in our 
pockets. And suddenly, these young people from several left political 
parties, social movements, and from the university would come and help 
us with our strike fund. It was really not much money but, at the time it 
seemed like lots of money for us, do you know what I mean? From having 
nothing for more than a year to then having the community come in droves 
to help you out, to give you a hand, to give you a few pesos to help you 
out...no, no, really, it is what kept us going, what gave us the energy in 
those early days to keep on fighting for this.

It is not surprising that Ana Maria is still touched by this outpouring o f community of 

support. She had, for example, gone 10 months without receiving a paycheque in 2001, in 

addition to getting almost no pay until the end of 2002, throughout Junin’s year of 

occupation and transformation into a cooperative. Moreover, during this time Ana 

Maria’s marriage would end, in part due to the strains on the relationship because of her 

experiences at the clinic. During this time, on several occasions she had to resort to 

pawning her jewelry and other possessions to help her get by, while living for the first 

time in her life since her childhood with relatives and, for a while, in several rundown 

rented apartments. I heard similar stories of strained family relationships, failed 

marriages, and other physical stresses and psychological hardships on the path to self- 

managing firms in countless conversations with ERT protagonists throughout the years, 

bringing to light another outcome of the neoliberal assault on Argentina’s working class 

during this period: the precarization of workers’ everyday lives. Similar to the personal 

sufferings lived through by hundreds of thousand of Argentine workers during this 

period, Ana Maria would continue to recount to me the difficulties she lived though
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during this time which was, she emphasized, a particularly tough pill to swallow for her 

because, up to that point, she had considered herself an educated and trained professional 

immune from structural unemployment. She had, after all, been employed continuously 

in various clinics in Cordoba for more than 20 years, she underscored to me.

The community support received by Junin at the time, then, was a vital 

component o f their struggle in what was to eventually become a multidimensional 

strategy for securing the control of the clinic and the continuity o f their jobs. Another 

important dimension of their struggle was, as with Chilavert and UST, the direct action 

strategy of occupation and resistance. And, at yet another level of struggle, the Junin 

workers took on a three-pronged legal and political strategy. This three-pronged strategy 

adeptly used, to the ultimate benefit o f Junin’s workers, the legal tools and institutions 

most readily available to maneuver through the Cordoban legal system, political lobbying 

with the aim of the expropriation of the clinic by the Cordoban provincial legislature on 

behalf of the Junin workers, and the effective mobilization of public sentiment and the 

political legitimacy that radiated to their cause from the public support that they managed 

to gamer. Jose mapped out for me this three-pronged legal and political strategy as 

follows:

In reality when we establish our strategy of struggle it was at three levels:
One area of struggle that we embarked on strategically were the many 
labour hearings an arbitrations that we had initiated at the Ministry of 
Labour for the unpaid salaries we were owed, just like any worker that has 
not been paid his or her salary would do. Another thing we did was to start 
a criminal case against the former owners for vaciamiento, fraudulent 
administration, and abandonment of the firm, all illegal in Argentina 
(although you wouldn’t know it from how common this practice was at the 
time!) This criminal case, for various reasons, didn’t prosper for us, but it 
did keep our cause in the media. These were all legal attacks that we 
mobilized. And, a third area was more of a defensive strategy, defending 
ourselves against the constant threat of eviction until 2008. You see, when
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the former owners start their eviction case against us we knew there was a 
good chance we were going to lose it, because the system here in 
Argentina is rigged against workers in these cases. But, we knew that we 
could buy time by keeping our legal situation in the courts until we, from 
another angle, secured the expropriation of the building. In reality, there 
wasn’t a legal out for us, there was only a political out, in the legislature of 
Cordoba, with expropriation, which we eventually got.

You see, this was, after all, an entire process of permanent insistence, of 
consequences, o f going and knocking on doors, perseverance, marches, 
trips here and there, waiting, pacing back and forth, talking to everyone 
we could wherever we could and at all levels of politics and power, of 
strategies of softening members of the provincial legislature, lobbying 
every member, debating with them...an finally, [in 2007] we got 
temporary expropriation, and in December 2008, definitive expropriation!
The interesting thing about our ‘deal’ with the government in securing our 
expropriation is that in our case, unlike other cases of expropriation in the 
country where workers have to eventually pay off the cost of the 
expropriation (because, after all, it is the public’s money), we are partially 
paying back the expropriation by providing health services to state 
workers through their obra social, that is, we are paying back the state 
through the work that we do here.

In short, this multidimensional strategy o f legal and political struggle was to 

become, in the language of this dissertation, a major social innovation for ERTs. It is, as I 

address at the end of this chapter, ERTs’ first social innovation. At Salud Junin, this 

social innovation saw workers develop and deploy community support, direct action 

tactics, political organization, and legal elements for not only securing their jobs, but also 

for taking control of the their places of work.

“The most efficient and fastest growing front-line medical clinic in...Cordoba”

“The problems during the first days of our cooperative was that none o f us 

knew anything about managing a clinic or a business,” admits Jose. “And so,” he 

continues, “we started to invite doctors sympathetic to our cause to come and help us 

out.” Soon, after opening their doors as a cooperative clinic, they had 15 doctors
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assisting them in delivering front-line health care, at first on a volunteer basis and then 

for a minor “solidarity bond” fee. They also voted on and agreed collectively during 

these first days to reserve the cooperative’s membership only to the founding nurses and 

maintenance staff that remained and that had occupied the clinic and resisted, deciding 

to contract out the services of doctors and paying them a fee for their rounds at the 

clinic instead of making them members of the coop. As several of the clinic’s members 

I have interviewed have told me, this was a way of keeping things simple during the 

first days of the cooperative. It does, however, perhaps also reveal a still existent class 

division in the health care sector in Argentina between health care “professionals” (i.e., 

doctors) and nurses and support staff, highlighted in part by the vast differentials in 

salaries and prestige in Argentina between doctors and nurses when compared to the 

smaller gap in salary differentials and clout between medical professions in the global 

North (Ase, 2006). This organizational structure is still in place at Junin. For now at 

least, both Alejandro and Jose confirmed, the doctors who practice at the clinic for a 

few hours a week will not be included in the cooperative’s membership base and their 

services will be contracted out as they have been doing since September o f 2002.

Currently the cooperative has 35 members made up of nurses, support staff, and 

maintenance specialists. The roster of more than 60 doctors that conduct rounds at the 

clinic for several hours a week are paid a fee for their services on a per-patient basis. 

During the clinic’s first days they charged their first group of regular patients a minor 

“solidarity fee” of $3 pesos per visit. While the Junin workers initially thought of 

servicing Cordobans without health coverage from the most marginalized sectors, they 

quickly discovered that this group still mostly uses the services of the few remaining
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free public hospitals in the city. The group that eventually emerged to become the 

clinic’s primary patient group is made up o f employed (and unemployed) workers from 

Cordoba’s informalized sectors of the economy without employer- or union-funded 

health coverage, contract workers, and workers employed “e« negro’’’ (“in the black”; 

that is, those who do not work under a formal labour contract). Since the original 

“solidarity fee” o f $3 pesos per patient, the Junin workers innovated their own health 

insurance plan for their patients which, as o f mid 2009, was an affordable $35 pesos per 

family per month covering all basic services at the clinic, with an additional $15 pesos 

per hour for particular specialists’ care. The clinic also provides walk-in visits for $30 

pesos per visit for those patients who cannot afford or decide not to be a part o f the 

health insurance plan, while subsidizing at times the cost o f care for other patients who 

are more financially challenged. The clinic has proven extremely popular amongst its 

growing list of patients, expanding astronomically from a few dozen patients by the end 

of 2002 to well over 4000 patient visits per month by mid 2009 (Alejandro Torres,

2009, personal interview). Perhaps fittingly, Junin’s largest patient group is made up of 

working class Cordobans who suffered—and some who continue to suffer—from the 

same neoliberal policies that decreased the Junin workers’ own job security, brought 

increased precariousness to their lives, and motivated them to begin to self-manage their 

clinic.

Junin has over its life as a coop expanded to include four fully operational floors 

attending to all kinds of front-line health care needs and emergencies, an operation room 

for minor surgeries, an oncology clinic, and a palliative care sector made up o f 12 beds. 

Furthermore, since 2009, the clinic has opened up a cataract surgery centre on its fourth

Chapter 4 303



floor funded entirely by the Cuban government’s international ophthalmology project 

known as Operacion Milagro (Operation Miracle), which offers free cataract operations 

to Latin Americans in need in several countries. Telling o f the impact and diffusion that 

the ERT phenomenon has had within Latin America’s social justice movements and 

“new left” circles, it was specifically because Junin was an ERT that Operacion Milagro 

first approached Junin’s workers and offered to open the ophthalmology clinic there.

The Cuban program also invited a group o f Junin’s nurses to travel to Cuba to train for 

the cataract procedures, while also briging to Junin a Cuban delegation of specialists to 

help set up the clinic with state-of-the-art German eye surgery equipment donated by 

the Cuban government.

Echoing the words o f UST’s Pablo Rolandi and Chilavert’s Candido Gonzalez, 

Alejandro makes sure that I leave the interview with him with the understanding that 

ERT workers are indeed capable of innovating their labour processes and efficiently and 

effectively self-managing their workplaces and jobs. In this spirit, Alejandro concluded 

our talk in August of 2009, with much evident pride, by underscoring to me that “the 

clinic, if measured by how our patient list has expanded over the years, has grown by an 

astounding 80% per year under our management. We have shown that we have what it 

takes to take this project forward, unlike the previous owners.” When a health sector 

consultant visited the clinic in 2008, Alejandro continues,

she tells us that Cooperativa Junin is the most efficient and fastest growing 
front-line medical clinic in the province o f Cordoba! I don’t know what 
other proof there is that we are more than capable o f self-managing our 
business here.

To make sure I left with a clear idea of the cooperative members’ capacities for
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administering their clinic and innovating in the delivery of health care, he ended the 

interview with the following statement:

If  you leave here with one idea, I would like it to be this: We managed to 
transform this place from the bottom up. I ’m talking about everything 
here. In what we produce—affordable health care delivery. In how we 
deliver health to those without obras sociales or private health insurance.
In how we re-capitalized this clinic with our own revenues. In how we 
fixed it up aesthetically to look the way it does today.... Right from the 
first days when we recuperated this clinic we have been innovating here. 
Before, this was a clinic literally in ruins, and we turned it around 
completely. If we look back it is incredible to see how we have grown. It 
fills us with pride, especially with everything that happened after that. The 
clinic did not end in oblivion. We recuperated salaries for all the workers, 
we provide good quality health care, and at the same time the clinic 
continues to grow. For example: our affordable health plan. We don’t 
overcharge for coming to our clinic. A lot o f people think that because you 
pay more you get better service. This is not correct. Charging more and 
privatizing health is really about making a profit, it is not really about
caring for patients We have shown that you can offer health service at
an economic rate, an accessible rate, and that everybody has a right to 
health. You understand?

ERTs’ first social innovation: Mobilizing direct action strategies

In this chapter I have introduced in some detail this study’s three illustrative case 

studies and have tried, as much as space allows, to appeal to the words of their actual 

workers. Their own stories as told to me in formal interviews and informal conversations 

vividly map out for us their unique situations of workplace conflict and how they lived 

through macroeconomic and macropolitical crises at the point-of-production and in their 

personal lives. They bring together for us their motivations for collaboratively resisting 

situations of heightened exploitation at the labour process and outright abuses that saw 

their former employers explicitly violate labour contracts. Moreover, their words and 

retellings lucidly put the nuances of their lived experiences and reasons for the 

occupations of their workplaces into relief. In doing so, the chapter has laid out the key
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themes that will be explored in more detail in Chapters 5 to 7: the varied dimensions of 

ERTs’ strategies and tactics of occupy, resist, and produce; the tensions and challenges of 

converting troubled private firms into coops and self-managing them; the transformations 

and innovations of the labour processes at an ERT forged by workers; how they learn 

direct action tactics and cooperative values and practices; and how and why these firms 

open up their workplaces to the communities that surround them. At the same time, the 

case studies presented here allude to, implicitly, what exactly ERT workers recuperate 

when taking over and self-managing their firms, bridging the critical theoretical 

discussion o f Chapter 2 with the analytical work I will engage in in subsequent chapters. 

In sum, in presenting my case studies here I begin to lay out the particular nuances of the 

struggles their workers have had to face with recalcitrant Or returning owners, the state, 

and even their unions on the road to taking over their firms and converting them to 

worker cooperatives. On the whole, we saw in this chapter that in their very actions of 

occupations and in their multifaceted and emergent resistances to the multidimensional 

onslaughts o f a temporarily crumbling neoliberal production regime, ERT workers tap 

into the solidarity previously forged on shop-floors and strengthened by the very 

struggles and exploitations they collectively experienced. As Marx’s third thesis on 

Feurbach foreshadows, and as I first addressed in the Introduction, these workers 

gradually transform themselves and reinvent their working lives under the rubrics of their 

own self-determination and autogestion as they collectively struggle to change their 

circumstances; that is, they transform from managed employees to self-managed workers 

as they immanently endeavour to change their working lives.
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As such, we come to ERTs 'first social innovation, a social innovation that 

highlights the processes o f recuperating workers’ own self-activity and their labour- 

power via workers’ own, bottom-up and direct actions, unmediated, on the whole, by 

political vanguardism, organized labour, or the state:

The mobilization o f  direct action strategies and the re-forging o f  
workplace solidarity within each ERT in order fo r  workers to keep their 
jobs and safeguard their places o f  work via the occupation o f  the firms 
that had been employing them and their subsequent pursuit o f  self
managed production.

This first social innovation leads us to ERT protagonists’ particular experiences with the 

three-staged process of occupation, resistance, and subsequent production that I will 

explore in more detail in the next chapter. In the following chapter I return to a broader, 

macro-perspective by looking at general trends in the ERT phenomenon as a whole. 

There I will also compare and contrast ERTs as worker cooperatives with Argentina’s 

traditional cooperatives and new worker coops that have begun to emerge in the last few 

years as part of the national government’s work-for-welfare programs, returning to the 

theme o f cooperativism in Argentina that I first introduced in Chapter 2. Subsequent 

chapters delve deeper into the particularities of ERTs’ labour processes, linking the three 

case studies to the broader literature on ERTs and the theories of autogestion, 

cooperativism, and working class self-activity.
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Chapter 5 
‘‘Occupy, Resist, Produce”: Commonalities in the Lived 
Experiences of Recuperating Workplaces in Argentina

“This path that we have begun to travel on together is an historic 
challenge. We need to take up this challenge with the best that we have in 
order to strengthen over time the idea that we workers are indeed capable 
of forging a future where a social economy is the considered reality, yet 
always keeping in mind that we came from a dark night where egoism, 
fear, and ignorance marked [the other] path towards the abyss. Since the 
beginning of time rebels have emerged, rebels ready to search out other 
destinies and change directions so that fraternity and reason mold the soul 
of the new person.”

~ Hugo Cabrera & Gabriel Rojas, “Prologue” to the 
Red Grafica Cooperativa’s Curso basico sobre 

cooperativas de trabajo,154 n.d., p. 1

The case studies presented in Chapter 4 serve to touch on some of the ways the 

crisis of the neoliberal model in Argentina was lived and fe lt existentially by workers 

within specific workplaces, how this macroeconomic crisis heightened exploitation on 

shop-floors, and how these shared experiences motivated and catalyzed workers in some 

failing small- and medium-sized firms in particular regions o f the country and in different 

market settings to takeover and self-manage their workplaces, especially during the ERT 

phenomenon’s “first era.”155 Chapter 5 now strives to contextualize these three case 

studies by bringing together some o f the most common characteristics of these workplace 

conflicts and connecting them to broader trends in ERTs’ founding struggles that have

154 Basic Course on Worker Cooperatives.
155 For more on the ERT phenomenon’s “first” and “second” eras, see Chapter 1.
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been identified in the research literature. The first part of the chapter sketches out the 

most common motivators that compel ERTs’ founding members to engage in their initial 

actions of seizing the troubled firms they work in and occupying them—sometimes for 

lengthy periods o f time and under threat of violent evictions and repression, as the 

previous chapter made clear. These motivators are, this chapter underlines, intimately 

connected to how the difficult macroeconomic realities of Argentina’s recent neoliberal 

political economy resonated at the point-of-production or point-of-service delivery. These 

resonances helped mobilize the self-directed actions o f some employees involved in 

microeconomic conflicts to take over their economically troubled places o f work. 

Eventually, as shop-floor struggles against employers unfold and as they begin to embark 

on their projects of autogestion, workers convert these firms into worker cooperatives 

and struggle against the established legal and political system to recognize their coop.

The second part of this chapter then returns to a broader, macro-level analysis by looking 

at general trends in the initial processes of workplace conflicts within the ERT 

phenomenon as a whole, linking my case studies with the three-staged process of 

recuperating workplaces in Argentina as encapsulated in the slogan embraced by many 

ERT protagonists: “occupy, resist, produce.”

From Workplace Conflicts to Autogestion

The lived experiences initially motivating workplace occupations

As Salud Junin’s Jose Lopez, Alejandro Torres, and Ana Maria Barrionuevo, and 

Chilaverf s Placido Penarrieta and Candido Gonzalez articulated for us in Chapter 4, one 

major experience that stands out from the three case studies is that workers’ initial acts of
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workplace occupations—called ocupaciones or tomas (takes) by ERT workers in 

Argentina—were not initially about taking over a factory, clinic, or shop for good; 

owning the firm’s property; or even kicking out abusive bosses. And in none of the three 

cases— again, initially—did the collective of workers premeditate their tomas as initiating 

projects of self-management or workers’ control o f their places of employment. Rather, 

as was made clear in the case studies, the tomas and recuperaciones o f troubled 

workplaces in Argentina by a group o f its employees tended to always primarily be 

about—again, at least at the beginning of each struggle—securing the salaries each 

worker was due in backpay, saving their jobs in light of the absence of work elsewhere, 

or guaranteeing fair severance packages. Recall what Alejandro Torres, for example, said 

of Salud Junin’s worker collective’s initial reasons for occupying the failing clinic during 

the height of their struggle with their fleeing bosses:

We didn’t want to stay with the clinic and self-manage it forever. In 
reality, the occupation of the firm was only a strategy on our part to 
generate an event that would get the original owners o f the clinic to 
[negotiate with us] and, we were hoping, then collect our salaries.

Indeed, according to Argentine economic anthropologist and ERT researcher Andres 

Ruggeri (2006, personal interview), this has been the case in most workplace 

recuperations to date in Argentina:

It is significant that, among other things, the surge o f ERTs at the height of 
the socioeconomic crisis in Argentina, especially within say 1999 and 
2002 [within ERTs’ “first era”] is directly connected to the massive 
closure of industries and the consequent unemployment o f millions of 
workers. Within these conditions, the first ERTs— and for many worker 
collectives still who are thinking about occupying a firm—were usually 
desperate reactions by workers that were, first and foremost, looking to 
conserve their places of work via whatever means that would permit them 
to escape the social marginality and rising unemployment that had become 
very real possibilities for their own future.
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Also discemable from the stories of ERT protagonists in Chapter 4, the initial 

motivators for a group o f employees taking over troubled firms tend to also be rooted in 

their collectively shared experiences and feelings of fear, deception, and loss o f dignity 

due to the mistreatment and abuses that they have suffered at the hands o f managers and 

bosses, as well as in the indifference or outright hostility of the state or their unions to 

their plight. Additionally, these collective experiences of suffering at specific workplaces 

during the years of macroeconomic crises at the turn of the millennium, as some of the 

key informants of Chapter 4 make clear, began to get processed by workers within an 

admixture of what they were also seeing occurring at the time in the work situations of 

their family members, friends, and neighbours who where also suffering abuses at work 

or facing unemployment or poverty. These collective experiences were also being 

reflected in the daily media images they were consuming that constantly depicted street 

protests by the country’s marginalized and other factory occupations, reported on 

continuing corruption within the ruling establishment, and related in vivid details the 

collapsing social order around them. Moreover, the abuses suffered by workers on shop- 

floors that would eventually become ERTs—or, in Marxian terms, the increased rate of 

exploitation at the labour process to unbearable levels—were most often related to 

outright violations of their labour contracts and thus put the exploitative nature of the 

relationship between capital and labour into sharp relief for them, perhaps for the first 

time in their lives. This emergent and growing realization, grounded in intensifying forms 

of exploitation and shared moments of heightened work uncertainty, I will argue more 

fully in later chapters (especially Chapters 7 and 8), are intimately tied to Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty’s and E.R Thompson’s conceptions of a “class-in-the-making” and an
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emergent working class consciousness that I first presented in the Introduction and began 

theorizing in Chapter 2.

Most ERT protagonists that risk the eventual takeover of their workplaces and all 

o f the struggles this decision entails, then, are initially motivated to do so by the 

commonly fe lt  and lived experiences o f fear, deception, and foreboding shared with their 

workmates—Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) “synchronized” experiences within a “common lot” 

(p. 444), as I discussed in the Introduction. These lived experiences of fear were 

especially common on shop-floors throughout Argentina during ERTs’ first era. These 

collectively lived and “synchronized” motivators for ERT protagonists’ direct action 

tactics specifically include: increased job precariousness and heightened life uncertainty 

within a sociopolitical and socioeconomic system perceived to be unfair, the unjust 

treatment workers felt they received from their managers or bosses, and the widespread 

fear o f imminent unemployment experienced in common with others from their 

immediate and broader social networks.

One can palpably sense some of the nuances o f these intersubjectively shared 

lived experiences of fear and insecurity and the worker solidarity these experiences 

eventually fostered in some of the interview excerpts from Chapter 4. These experiences 

eventually serve to solidify ERT workers’ projects of autogestion, as I will further show 

in Chapter 7. Recall, for example, when Salud Junin’s Jose Lopez recounts the worker 

collective’s shared feelings of uncertainty in their future at the clinic, the common 

precarious life situations that brought them together, and the tenuousness o f their 

collective actions during the workers’ first weeks and months of occupation: “[W]e 

stayed here taking care of the clinic, at first because we didn 't know where else to go ,”
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related Jose, “[i]t was only eventually that we realized that we had to stay here and 

occupy the clinic in order to avoid [its closure].” Salud Junin’s Ana Maria Barrionuevo 

underscores how this shared sense o f precariousness served to bring the collective 

together when she stated that: “[i]t was a very precarious time fo r  us all and this also 

served to bring us together as a group, to look out for each other.” Many other ERT 

workers I spoke with in other ERTs also underscored for me the importance o f these 

interesubjectively lived experiences o f microeconomic crises and solidarity-building 

moments for the worker collective’s eventual projects of autogestion. Javier De Pascuale, 

for example, former president and current Content Director of the worker-recuperated 

newspaper Comercio y Justicia Editores Cooperativa de Trabajo in the city of 

Cordoba,156 connected for me the importance of these commonly lived experiences for 

the coop members’ eventual “compromiso” (“commitment”) to the cooperative project, to 

the past political and community work that some members draw on for strengthening 

their solidarity, as well as to the continued sense of “esto es de todos” (“this belongs to all 

o f us”) and of struggling for “<?/ otro” (“the other”) that the members need to have in 

order for their self-management project to last and prosper:

I believe that what one incorporates from a past of social and political 
activism and shared struggles are values and methodologies o f working 
together, democratic participation, and so on. Most importantly, I think, is

5 Comercio y Justicia, a worker-recuperated business and judicial sector newspaper that now also 
includes a multi-purpose print shop in the city of Cordoba was founded as an ERT in 2001 after its 
Brazilian owners abandoned the plant just before Argentina’s default on its debt. It was the first newspaper 
to be recuperated in Argentina (there are currently two others) and was the first case of an ERT where the 
workers managed to buy back the firm from bankruptcy, rather than seek expropriation of the firm (see 
Chapter 6). It was also recuperated without much conflict as the highly knowledgeable and skilled 
journalist workers negotiated their own workplace conversion to worker management with the local 
bankruptcy courts (see Chapter 7). It currently has around 60 socios, many of them younger journalists and 
print shop workers who joined the firm after it was converted to a worker coop.
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I S7that one incorporates un compromiso, a sense o f ethics, una lucha por el 
otro.m  One doesn’t learn to be a cooperator until one lives it because, in a 
sense, one’s level o f commitment in a cooperative [to a common project 
and to the other] is maximum, not like the commitment you have when 
you are an activist, which is temporary or for a little while. In a 
cooperative you live it daily and you are a compahero for life.... Your 
destiny is linked to the other, not on a temporary basis to, say, fight for a 
better society with someone you meet on the street, but rather your very 
existence, your destiny, is linked to the other all the time in a cooperative, 
it’s a kind of 24 hour militancy, right?

A number of my key ERT informants, including interviewees at all three case 

studies, also used the word “compromiso” and phrases such as ‘7a lucha por el otro” 

when describing the heightened sense o f “responsabilidad’’’ (“responsibility”) (another 

commonly used word in my interviews) needed by an ERT’s worker collective in order to 

make the cooperative work and prosper. Javier’s quote also alludes to the value o f “esto 

es de todos” that infuse, either implicitly or explicitly, all o f my interviewees’ discussions 

of their collectives’ past struggles, the events that mobilized their direct actions, and what 

is needed to ensure the ongoing unity and continued stability of their self-management 

project (see Chapter 7). Moreover, my key informants often linked these values of 

togetherness, solidarity, and shared commitment and responsibility (1) to stories of how 

the worker collective had to surmount various challenges in the process of securing the 

firm; (2) to how shared struggles of occupying the firm, resisting repression, and starting 

to self-manage an ERT helped gel the worker collective; (3) to individual members’ 

histories o f militancy, community, or political work; and (4) to how the collective’s 

challenges often brought an ERT’s members closer together later on during the self

157 “[A] [high level of] commitment.”
158 “[A] struggle for the other.”
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management phases of the ERT, as Javier suggests. Indeed, these shared values and 

commitments that emerge immanently from intersubjective experiences of struggle and 

that are necessary for solidifying the subsequent self-management project of the ERT and 

its members’ investment in cooperative values make up some o f my dissertation’s most 

important findings. I analyze these findings further in Chapters 7 and 8.

In sum, all of these commonly shared lived experiences—experiences of common 

struggles and challenges, of common sufferings at work from the abuses of bosses and 

managers and at home from the indifference of a callous neoliberal system that had shed 

itself o f much of the costs of labour protections and social safety nets—served to 

heighten the collective anger of workers and entrench the solidarity among them during 

the height of the microeconomic moments of crisis on shop-floors. These commonly 

shared and intersubjectively lived experiences that are evident in the three ERT case 

studies in Chapter 4 subsequently serve to catalyze a troubled firm’s worker collective 

into carrying out the direct action tactics that characterize the Argentine ERT 

phenomenon. In turn, these struggles in common deeply infuse the motivating factors— 

or, as I suggested in this dissertation’s Introduction, the “mobilizing grievances” 

(Dahrendorf, 1959; Snow & Soule, 2010), or their moral economy of work—of the 

remaining group o f workers at some troubled firms in Argentina to take over and self- 

manage them.159 In Chapter 8 ,1 analyze this experiential dimension in more detail in light

159 In light of the widespread nature of microeconomic crises on shop-floors during these years in 
Argentina, the question remains then as to why there weren’t more cases of ERTs. This question has been 
under-researched by the ERT literature to date. Some answers may be that not all unions were 
unsympathetic to the plight of workers in failing firms and so received more support from them, 
subsequently seeing workers able to move to other firms. The metalworkers union in the city of Quilmes is 
one such example that I already mentioned in Chapter 3. In addition, not all workplaces that were in trouble 
closed during these years; many SMEs did manage to stay open during this era, either because managers
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of the critical theories that frame this dissertation.

The five main reasons motivating workplace takeovers in Argentina

Figure 5-1 shows the five main reasons initially motivating workers to takeover 

their places of work, as self-reported by ERT workers themselves. These include: 

workers’ perceived sense of the inevitability of the firm’s vaciemiento (asset stripping, or 

literally “emptying”) of the plant by its owners; the impending or already declared 

bankruptcy of the firm; not having been paid salaries, wages, benefits, social security 

contributions, overtime, etc.; the actual laying off o f fellow workers; and other related 

factors such as experiences of mistreatment at the hands o f their managers or bosses, the 

anticipation of future conflict at the firm, and so on. As Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero 

(2005) assert, these self-reported motivators for workplace takeovers by “those [workers] 

that were victims o f ’ Argentina’s neoliberal collapse during ERT’s first era, were 

“consistent with the [socioeconomic] context o f the loss o f productive entities that 

characterized the decade of the 1990s and the process o f deindustrialization [in 

Argentina], coming to a head in the crisis of 2001” (p. 66).160 In other words, here we see 

the tight connections between macroeconomic crisis and the responses to this crisis by 

Argentine workers in some troubled firms that surged in the first years of the 21st century.

and owners were more sympathetic to the broader social consequences of closing, because they had 
adequate capital reserves to ride out these years, or because the crisis did not hit certain sectors as hard as 
other sectors. Moreover, many other workers took buy out packages, retired, or found work elsewhere in 
other firms or in the growing informal sector that rose exponentially during the neoliberal years. Lastly, 
some workplaces, for myriad reasons, had workers that were not as radicalized as in others that would 
eventually become ERTs and saw their fired workers disperse into the growing ranks of the unemployed or 
find work elsewhere.
160 For a clear picture of the “loss of productive entities” in the 1990s, see Figure 1-1 and the related 
discussion of this period in Argentine history in Chapters 1 and 3.
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Other reasons (e.g., 
anticipated future 
conflict, perceived 

mistreatment of 
workers, etc.)

21%

Bankruptcy 
27%

Illegal "emptying" of 
workplace by owner 

(vaciamiento, or asset 
stripping)

28%

Laying off of workers 
3%

Not paid salaries, 
wages, or benefits 

21%

Figure 5-1: Perceived reasons for workplace takeovers by ERT workers 
(N=72 ERTs) (Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero, 2005, p. 66)

These five self-reported motivators can be synthesized into the following two 

overarching experiential motives guiding workers’ direct action tactics o f occupying their 

workplaces and their subsequent resistance against state power and owner repression, 

contributing to one of the major distinguishing characteristics of ERTs explored further in 

Chapter 8: Workers’ initial actions involving the seizure of deteriorating, bankrupted, or 

failed companies from former owners, the occupation of them for weeks or months, and 

their desire to put them into operation once again under autogestion, arise immanently 

out of (1) their anger or indignation at suffering maltreatment from bosses and managers, 

and out of (2) deep worries about becoming structurally unemployed, a life situation that 

Argentine workers term “muerte en vida" (“death in life”) (Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009, p.
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202).161 That is, ERTs originate first as direct and immanent responses to their worker- 

protagonists’ lived experiences of deep conflict on shop-floors and their emerging 

precarious life situations in light of the paucity of other alternatives for work or for 

organized labour resistance. Ruggeri (2006, personal interivew) explained this to me as 

follows in a long conversation I had with him in 2006:

The precarious conditions o f life for the unemployed served as visible 
threats for those workers that still had jobs. This motivated them to 
develop new labour survival strategies that could replace old union 
methods that didn’t seem to be useful any longer. Remember that 
traditional unions [during the height of the crisis of the neoliberal model in 
Argentina] had lost most of their abilities to apply pressure to business. In 
addition, workers faced a situation where there was a massive demand for 
work but little supply. Our society was one where jobs became a scarce 
commodity for an enormous army of reserve labour.

Theorizing these micropolitical, microeconomic, and experiential motivators, 

Argentine labour sociologist Hector Palomino (2003) identifies three stages in the 

emergence of an ERT: (1) A worker collective’s recognition and genesis o f  conflict with 

former bosses and/or the state; (2) the transformation o f  workers’ perceptions o f  their 

capacity to change their situation and shift the terrain o f  conflict from their workspaces 

onto the streets and the houses of power,162 and (3) the struggle to regulate and normalize 

their work once again as self-managed firms. Eduardo Murua (2005b, personal 

interview), former president of the now disarticulated MNER,163 has called the tactics of 

physically occupying workplaces, coupled by street mobilizations and public protests

161 These worries are further heightened by the fact that most ERT workers, as I expand on in the following 
chapter, are around 40 years-of-age or more and that finding a new job or work elsewhere for anyone over 
35 or 40 in Argentina is a challenge in its ageist job market in the best of times
162 Particularly as they seek legal recognition and protections for their self-management projects from the 
state. See my discussion of the strategy of expropriation, for example, later on in this chapter.
163 For more on MNER and other ERT second-tier cooperatives, umbrella lobby groups, and political 
organizations, see Chapter 3.
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that, as the case studies in the last chapter illustrated, often see hundreds of community 

and social movement sympathizers mobilizing for the cause o f an emerging ERT, “the 

war o f bodies.” MNER evocatively captured ERTs’ three-staged struggle towards 

autogestion in the following slogan borrowed from Brazil’s landless worker and peasant 

movements and still used by many ERT protagonists to poignantly and efficiently 

communicate the different stages of their struggles to themselves, to new ERTs, and to 

others: “ocupar, resistir, producir’’’ (“occupy, resist, produce”). Complementing 

Ruggeri’s quote above, Eduardo Murua (2005a, personal interview) explained the 

meaning behind this slogan to me as follows:

This new form of struggle—or, let’s say, the necessity for a new form of 
struggle—now appears; a new method of workers’ struggle. It marked a 
new form of struggle that no longer is limited to the common type of 
union demands for increased wages or for better work conditions. Rather, 
it was a struggle to occupy the factory in order to operate it ourselves—as 
a response to the neoliberal model. This was, in the beginning, a defensive 
struggle. This [was the case] when the first recuperations start appearing, 
and this is also when IMPA is recuperated.164

It was then that we made solidarity our central theme. We began our 
practice of rallying around our companeros in conflict, and we [adopted] a 
slogan that communicated what we wanted to do: ocupar, resistir, 
producir. It has to do with occupation as a founding practice. When we

164 IMPA, Industria Metalurgica y Plastica Argentina, was one of the first ERTs, recuperated in 1997-1998. 
Still existing as an ERT, this large aluminum processing plant is located on the border of the central Buenos 
Aires barrios of Caballito and Almagro. Already a cooperative by the time it was taken over by a group of 
its worker-members (IMPA had been nationalized by Juan Peron, and then turned into a cooperative in 
1961), IMPA became an ERT in 1998 when this group of socios took it over from the old cooperative’s 
administrative council when it declared bankruptcy and threatened to close the plant. Eduardo Murua had 
been one of the shop stewards at the plant and, together with another early MNER activist, Guillermo 
Robledo, led the takeover of IMPA. Since then, IMPA has become one of the most emblematic ERTs. It 
was, for instance, one of the first ERTs to open up its space to community projects. Moreover, since its 
reopening as an ERT cooperative, IMPA has dedicated a large part of its space to an art school, silkscreen 
shop, theatre, cultural centre, free medical clinic, and for popular education programs under a project called 
La Fabrica Abierta (The Open Factory) (see Chapter 7). And finally, in the early days of IMPA, Eduardo 
Murua continued his union and workers’ rights activism and consolidated his organizing work by co
founding MNER at this ERT.
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spoke with our companeros who were engaged in conflict, the first thing 
we would say was: ‘Occupy the factory and do not leave!’ Then we would 
say: ‘Resist,’ because it was after occupation that the law would arrive.
While the workers are being swindled, left out on the streets, and not 
getting paid, the ‘law’—and I say this in scare quotes— fails to show up.
The reason for the word ‘resist’ is because what the justice system orders 
is the clearing out of the plant in order to liquidate it. It is then that we 
have to resist with our bodies, and with the solidarity of our people, so that 
the police cannot move on the juridical decision [to close the plant and 
evict the resisting workers]. It is this resistance that [eventually] convinces 
judges or politicians to seek a solution that will put the factory back into 
operation. 65

Pragmatically, then, the slogan “occupy, resist, produce” serves to concisely 

capture the three distinctive stages most ERT worker collectives must go through on their 

way towards autogestion. Some of the nuances of the principle struggles that tend to 

preoccupy workers in the first two stages of an emergent ERT—“occupy” and “resist”— 

were particularly illustrated in the three case studies in Chapter 4.166 In the remaining 

pages of this chapter I highlight the most common experiences in an ERT’s first two 

stages and the initial reasons for forming a worker cooperative in the third stage. I leave a 

deeper analysis of the intricacies that production takes with the worker cooperative 

organizational model practiced by ERTs, and return to the lived experiences of 

autogestion that I have been focusing on thus far in this chapter, for the dissertation’s 

final three chapters.

“Occupy,...”

As Figure 0-1 depicts in the Introduction, almost 50% of existing ERTs emerged

165 This quote first appeared in Toronto School of Creativity and Inquiry (2007).
166 Avi Lewis and Naomi Klein’s film The Take (2004), Isaac Isitan’s The Women o f Brukman (2007), and 
Dario Doria and Luis Camardella’s Grissinopoli: El pals de los grisines (2005) also vividly capture ERTs’ 
early stages of occupation, resistance, the initial legal battles faced by ERTs, and their workers’ struggles to 
restart production runs under self-management.
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during the years 2002 to 2004 as the macroeconomic and macropolitical conjuncture of 

crisis during ERTs’ first era reverberated onto shop-floors across Argentina.167 Indeed, 

the three case studies presented in Chapter 4 all emerged during these years and, as 

Michael Burawoy (1985) helped articulate for us in Chapter 2, reflect some of the ways 

that Argentina’s neoliberal-infused “production regime”— i.e., the “regimes of regulation 

[impacting] the point-of-production” (p. 17)—ruptured on the shop-floors of many SMEs 

across the country at the time.

To be clear, the regime of production that guided Argentina’s economic, political, 

and ideological arrangements o f capitalist production (Burawoy, 1985, pp. 83-86) and 

that had steered the compulsion of Argentine workers to produce surplus-value for capital 

during the neoliberal era, as I mapped out in Chapters 2 and 3, only temporarily came 

apart on many shop-floors across the country during the neoliberal model’s brief collapse 

at the turn of the millennium. Moreover, this was a gradual unravelling that occurred 

throughout the last years of the 1990s and that came to ahead in the “Argentine 

December” of 2001 and the immediate years subsequent to it, reflected in the surge of 

business closures, unemployment numbers, indigence rates, and the growth in informal 

work, as well as in the number o f new ERTs that emerged during this period (see Chapter 

3). As reflected in the drop in new ERTs by 2005 in Figures 0-1 and 1-1, and the upswing 

in all macroeconomic indicators in Figure 1-1 around 2004 (see Introduction and Chapter 

1), a somewhat new—or, better, newly tinkered—regime of production emerged in 

Argentina after 2004. This was underscored by a resurgent national economy, new labour

167 I discuss this period of time and the implications of the findings by Ruggeri et al. (2010) represented in 
Figures 0-1 and 1-1 in more detail in Chapters 1 and 3 respectively.
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law reforms brought in by Nestor Kirchner’s administration in 2004, and increases in 

labour militancy and the national rate of strike days as organized labour reconsolidated 

and returned to organizing around basic bread and butter issues such as wage increases, 

new sector-wide collective agreements, and raises in unemployment insurance (a sign of 

the new vitality in organized labour after the downturn in traditional organized labour 

actions throughout the 1990s) (Eckstein, 2006; Etchemendy & Collier, 2007; Levitsky, 

2003; Wylde, 2011). These post 2004 indicators and political economic realities, taken 

together, point to a new, post-crisis regime of production in Argentina that has seen in 

recent years the relative recomposition of shop-floor labour processes within a new class 

compromise that, when compared to the starkly anti-labour and pro-business climate of 

the Menem years, developed within a more heterodox political economic and policy 

climate throughout the first two Kirchner administrations (Nestor Kirchner between 2003 

and 2007 and Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner between 2007 and 2011). In other words, as 

the neoliberal version of the production regime of regulation that kept workers producing 

value for capital in the 1990s—i.e., that kept workers working throughout the 1990s 

despite the drop in labour protections and relative wages—reached crisis point, the 

regime of production would ultimately rupture in countless workplaces across the country 

during the years of the collapse of the neoliberal model. In turn, this macroeconomic 

tearing echoed in the heightened microeconomic conflicts between capital and labour at 

the micro level o f shop-floor labour processes. These re-emergent forms of non- 

traditional labour mobilizations, such as the rise o f the ERTs, intermingled with the rise 

of other new and re-emergent labour actions outside of the supervision of the CGT 

(temporarily debilitated and questioned by a growing number of workers throughout the
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1990s with Menem’s co-optation of many of its leaders), such as the increasing protests 

and road blockages of the unemployed (los piqueteros)] the rise o f and organizing o f the 

cartonero workers and other informalized workers; an increase in mobilizations around 

living conditions, affordable housing, and human rights issues; and the emergence o f the 

Central de Trabajadores de la Argentina (Argentine Workers Central, or CTA ) 

progressive union central and the Movimiento de Trabajadores Argentinos (Movement of 

Argentine Workers, or MTA), which had broken away from the CGT (see Chapter 3).

Within this conjuncture of the rupturing legitimacy of the extant neoliberal 

production regime and the rise of new and reappropriated forms o f bottom-up labour 

militancy we also see the final motivational pushes that lead to worker takeovers and 

occupations o f the privately owned firms had been employing them. At times these are 

desperate responses to the likelihood of or the actual vaciamiento of a near-bankrupt 

firm’s machinery and assets, as we saw with Chilavert and Salud Junin. At other times 

they occur with the imminence of mass firings, job flexibilization, or plant closures, as 

with UST. Often, as we also saw in the case studies, the “occupy” stage of ERTs see 

workers facing down either returning owners wishing to reclaim their abandoned firms 

with the assistance of mafia-like cronies, or even unions colluding with business owners, 

as was the case with UST, or, as with Chilavert, confronting police batons and assault 

vehicles as local bankruptcy or commercial court judges deem the worker occupation of 

the firm to be illegal and preside over eviction orders which at times become violent. As 

was also the case with Chilavert, as well as many other ERTs in the phenomenon’s first 

era, such as with the Global/La Nueva Esperanza balloon factory and the Brukman textile
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plant168 in the city of Buenos Aires, or with the ceramics factory Zanon/FaSinPat in the 

province of Neuquen, vaciamiento attempts or forced evictions occur under the stealth of 

night and are usually surrounded by onerous circumstances. As such, with the very real 

possibility o f the disappearance of machinery and inventory—and, thus, jobs—workers 

first mobilize either by; (1) occupying the firm, as is most frequently the case according 

to Ruggeri, Polti, Antivero, Clark, Mendez Marichal, Elena, et al. (2010), with around 

74% of ERTs having gone through periods of workplace occupations; (2) camping 

outside o f the doors o f the firm when locked out, as was the case in around 30% of cases; 

or (3) other types of mobilizations such as worker and community street protests or street 

blockages, lobbying local courts or legislatures, or other public acts of protest, the reality 

of around 15% of all ERTs (p. 16).169

With the overwhelming need for these workers to take on such drastic direct 

action tactics, then, it is perhaps not surprising to learn that a high percentage of new 

ERT cases, particularly during ERTs’ highly volatile and politicized first era, experienced 

repressive situations.170 O f the 205 ERTs that were in existence in 2009, 50% reported

168 As with Chilavert, UST, and Salud Junin, Brukman’s mostly female textile workers also originally took 
the factory—ominously, as with Salud Junin, on December 18, 2001, the day before the massive social 
protests of December 19/20—as a tactic to force the owners to give the workers a travel allowance and for 
them to keep their jobs. The fleeing owners failed to acquiesce to the demands and the Brukman workers 
began to start production again as a cooperatively run firm, eventually resisting several violent eviction 
orders as thousands of community groups and ERT workers from across the country, such as the 
Zanan/FaSinPat workers, would come over the next two years to offer support. Brukman has since been the 
topic of several documentaries and has, as with Zanon, Chilavert, IMPA, and the Hotel BAUEN, become 
one of the most emblematic and well-known ERTs (see, for example, Grupo de Boedo Films & 
Kino/Nuestra Lucha, 2002; Isitan, 2007).
169 The total responses equaled more than 100% because surveyed ERTs provided multiple responses. For 
example, in some cases, such as Chilavert or with the worker-recuperated bakery Grissinopoli in the city of 
Buenos Aires, the workers had set up camps outside of the firm before the firm was occupied inside.
170 State-sanctioned repression as both an act of social control and as a weapon used by capital-state 
alliances to control working class resistance has a long history in Argentina, as I mapped out in Chapter 3. 
As early as the mid 19th century, with the first signs of industrialization in Argentina in the meatpacking
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having experienced “repression or orders of forced eviction” from the state, usually 

during the worker collective’s first days, weeks, or months o f occupation (Ruggeri et al., 

2010, p. 17). This is why the support of the community, universities, and social 

movement groups in affinity with the plight o f ERT workers, as Chapter 4 ’s case studies 

showed, prove to be vital in the first stages o f occupation for the collective of workers 

during an ERT’s first days, and especially for the ensuing “war of bodies.” As Chilavert’s 

Fermin Gonzalez clearly put it to me in 2005:

During the days when Chilavert was under siege by police and our 
moments of occupation, the community support we received was key for 
us. We couldn’t have kept this place open or resisted repression without 
the community, without the support we received from the ERT movement, 
from the neighbourhood assemblies, from students, from our families.
Their support in so many ways—bringing us food, helping us stand off 
against police, coming to visit us, making this place relevant—is one of 
the most important parts of our history.

sector, capital used repressive tactics to entrench itself in a dominative position over the growing working 
class as either a way of re-establishing “social order” when workers protested against unfair treatment (as 
witnessed most vividly in the Semana Tragica of 1919 or the Patagonia Rebelde episode of the early 
1920s), or as the state’s usual response to general strikes and factory takeovers, as, for example, in the 
Frigorifico Lisandro de la Torre incidents of 1959 (Petit, 2009). The last half of the 20th century witnessed 
an Argentine state increasingly turn to violence and repression for reformulating or restoring the country’s 
class compromise, as I discussed in Chapter 3 (Smith, 1991). More brutally and notoriously, of course, 
were the strategies and tactics of the last military dictatorship’s National Process of Reorganization (1976- 
1983) which unleashed a massive wave of fear, human rights violations, systematic killings and 
disappearances of mostly workers and union leaders in order to introduce neoliberalism and forcefully 
phase out the import substitution industrialization (ISI) model that had predominated the Argentine political 
economy in the previous four decades (Smith, 1991). State-sanctioned repression was also present 
throughout the 1990s and especially during the crisis years of 1999-2003, remembered by most for the 
killings of more than two dozen protesters during the December 19/20 mass protests and Eduardo 
Duhalde’s government’s involvement in the killing of two youngpiqueteros, Maximiliano Kosteki and 
Dario Santillan, on June 26, 2002. In sum, strategies and tactics of repression have been central to the 
modus operandi of the Argentine state towards social protests or labour unrest. They certainly did not go 
unused in dealing with new ERTs, especially during the phenomenon’s first era. Indeed, while state 
repression was not unheard of even during the two Kirchner presidencies, the governments of Nestor 
Kirchner and his predecessor, Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, have distinguished themselves from 
previous governments by, at least in their policies and in their public discourses, distancing themselves 
from state violence and campaigning on platforms of human rights, social justice, and workers’ rights.
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Figure 5-2: Support received by ERTs during the recuperation process 
(N=85 ERTs, multiple answers permitted) (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 20)

Indeed, as Figure 5-2 explicitly shows, almost 70% of ERTs self-report having received

support from ERT umbrella organizations such as MNER or MNFRT, from other ERTs,

or from other cooperatives during the recuperation process. More than 40% received

support from neighbours, the community, or family members during this time. Thirty-

three percent received support from their unions, and almost 20% of ERTs were

supported by political parties or other social movements during the recuperation process.

That almost 65% of ERTs existing in 2009 claimed to have experienced support 

from the state (municipal, provincial, or federal governments and related ministries) is a 

reflection of the state’s change in attitude towards ERTs since 2004. This new, more 

supportive attitude towards ERTs from the state, due in no small part from the lobbying
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efforts of ERT umbrella organizations and activists, is, for example, witnessed in the 

increased institutionalization o f the processes o f converting workplaces in trouble into 

worker cooperatives throughout ERTs’ second era (see next section and Chapters 1, 3, 

and 6), together with the concurrent rise in ERT-specific state subsidies available in 

recent years, which has expanded from less than 5% of ERTs receiving state assistance in 

2001, to 10% by 2005, to more than 21% of ERTs claiming to have received some form 

of state subsidy in 2009 (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 75).171 What needs to be underscored 

here, however, “reading between the bars” o f Figure 5-2 as it were, is that the bulk of 

support for ERTs during the recuperation stage comes from other ERTs, supportive social 

movements, neighbours and community groups, and some unions. The Argentine state, as 

I will make clear in the next section and in Chapter 6, still has a long way to go in order 

to more thoroughly facilitate the conversion o f failing firms into cooperatives, for 

assisting in meeting the social security needs o f ERT workers, and for helping meet the 

sundry challenges of self-managing once depleted firms.

Community involvement, then, is vitally important for an emerging ERT during 

its “occupy” stage, in particular, not only for offering moral support to workers squatting 

a plant, but also pragmatically in order to protect the ERT against possible repression— 

again, within what Murua already described for us as the “war o f bodies.” National and 

regional governments and local judges, soon recognizing the bad publicity they were

171 This new, more pro-ERT attitude that has gradually been embraced by the two Kirchner administrations 
(as of 2011) and various provincial and municipal governments across Argentina in the past eight years or 
so, for example, can be grasped when we compare these 2009 figures to 2005 figures that had 59% of ERTs 
existing at that time claiming to have received some form of state support for the recuperation of the ERT 
from either the national government (11 %), the provincial government (11 %), or municipalities (27%). 
Moreover, there has been a growing awareness and support for ERTs from unions when compared to 2005 
numbers when only 19% of ERTs claimed to have received support from them (Ruggeri, Martinez, & 
Trinchero, 2005, p. 62).
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receiving in light of the chronically high rates o f unemployment stagnating the country 

throughout ERTs’ first era and into the first years of its second era, have since, on the 

whole, ceased to use draconian measures with more recent cases of worker

172occupations.

Moreover, as the process of recuperating a failing firm by workers has become 

more institutionalized within Argentina’s jurisprudential and policy spheres, and as the 

practice has become more widespread and received continued media coverage well into 

ERTs’ second era, the average number of days needed by ERT protagonists to occupy the 

firm, as Figure 5-3 shows, have decreased from 249 days before 2001 when the processes 

of workers taking over a firm in crisis was still being worked out and exceptional, to 174 

days between 2002 and 2004, and down to 149 days after 2007. Concurrently, as can be 

seen in Figure 5-4, the percentage of occupations that see workers suffer repression has 

also dramatically decreased for the same reasons, from 60% of all ERTs that emerged 

between 2002 and 2004 suffering repressive moments during their occupation phase, to 

38% of ERTs that emerged after 2007 having suffered repressions during this phase. 

Another telling sociopolitical reality of the time implicitly suggested by reading Figures 

5-3 and 5-4 together is the ambiguous if not perplexed position of the state with regard to 

worker takeovers of private firms during the height of the neoliberal crises years: While 

the paucity of legal options available to ERTs at the time, together with the bottlenecked 

situation of their cases in bankruptcy courts for workers that were occupying their plants

172 It is important to note that while the state repression that tended to follow factory seizures in the early 
days of the ERT phenomenon has mostly abated with newer cases of ERTs, acts of state repression do still 
occur. As of 2009, for example, new ERTs such as Textil Quilmes, the print shop Indugraf, the chocolate 
manufacturer Arufat, and the current struggles of the Hotel BAUEN have all included threats of forced 
eviction and acts of potential or outright repression by the state.
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before 2001, is reflected in the extensive number of average days they would need to 

occupy a plant before securing its control (Figure 5-3), the state would often fail to see 

the connection between its desire to promote more business activity during the lows of 

Argentina’s economic downturn between the late 1990s and 2004 (see Figure 1-1) and 

the opportunity the ERT model offered for the preservation o f jobs in the midst of 

massive rates of unemployment at the time. Thus befuddled, the state would, more often 

than not during 2002 to 2004, the most acute years of socioeconomic crisis, mistakenly 

believe that they were supporting business growth by privileging property rights over the 

right to work, carrying out forced evictions against a majority o f ERTs during these years 

(Figure 5-4).

300

250 249
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Figure 5-3: Average duration of occupations, in days (N=53 ERTs) 
(Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 19)

Chapter 5 329



70%

60%

50%

43%
40%

38%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Before 2001 During 2001 Between 2002- Between 2005- After 2007

2004 2007

Figure 5-4: Percentage of occupations where workers suffered repression, by 
year of commencement of ERT (N=53 ERTs) (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 18)

“...Resist,...”

After the turmoil of the initial microeconomic crisis period on shop-floors, the 

realization by a firm’s employees that their jobs are at risk, and the subsequent 

occupation o f these troubled firms, the collective of workers that have decided to 

continue the struggle enter into the “resist” phase of an ERT. The occupation phase, 

lasting anywhere between a few days to a year or more, as the case studies in Chapter 4 

illustrate and as Figure 5-3 graphically shows, blends into the “resist” phase, when 

workers ensure that they are present within the shop at all times or, if  they have been 

locked out, camp outside of it on an ongoing basis in shifts, often with the solidarity of 

neighbours and compaheros from other ERTs who bring them food, bedding, and other
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supplies. In some cases during this time, as was the case with Chilavert and Salud Jimin, 

the occupying workers begin to run machines, produce in small batches, or deliver some 

services, as the case may be, sometimes even using the help of supportive neighbours or 

other community groups to bring their products to market, as we saw with Chilavert. In 

most cases, substantial production runs must wait until the resisting worker collective’s 

numerous legal issues are resolved, which can take months or years, as we saw with the 

Salud Junin and UST cases in particular.

The resistance phase of the struggle is, thus, extremely exhausting for the already 

psychologically battered and emotionally drained ERT workers who, after having 

experienced the traumas of working life during the last months o f employment for their 

former bosses and the initial takeover of the plant, more often than not now have to tackle 

yet another precarious stage of their lives that is characterized by little or no income and 

the constant threat of forced eviction. As the Salud Junin and Chilavert cases made clear, 

and with little or no state support, ERTs’ only sources of income during the “resist” phase 

tend to come from community solidarity funds, financial support from family, strike 

funds from unions that decide to support ERT workers, or whatever money they can 

manage to secure from initial sales o f goods or services or from recycling or pawning off 

remaining inventory or raw materials on hand. It is for these reasons, in part, that the 

resistance stage can last up to a year or more.

The challenges of the resistance stage are compounded by ERTs’ situation of 

legal limbo and inconsistent state support that would go a long way towards easing 

workers’ struggles during these periods, as well as speeding up their re-entry into product 

or service markets. Moreover, unlike similar situations that see ERTs emerging in
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Venezuela, Brazil, and Uruguay, for example, where ERTs enjoy wide support from the 

state and from union centrals (see Chapters 3 and 6), in Argentina the state does not, to 

date, have—more than almost 20 years after the first ERTs appeared—comprehensive or 

consistent national policies in place for assassinating a firm becoming an ERT, preferring 

to deal with each new worker recuperated firm on a case-by-case basis. As I will discuss 

further in Chapter 6, the Nestor Kirchner and Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner 

presidencies and some provincial and municipal governments, however, have taken up a 

much more sympathetic treatment o f ERTs in recent years. New assistance programs for 

ERTs from the state in recent years (again, instigated in no small way because of the 

lobbying efforts of ERT political umbrella organizations) have included some technical 

renovation programs, start-up grants, and subsidies from the national Labour, Social 

Development, and Economy ministries and provincial ministries such as the province of 

Buenos Aires’s Ministry o f Production. On the whole, however, as I will expand on in 

Chapter 6, throughout the past two decades, national cooperative, labour, and (until June 

20 l l 173) bankruptcy laws have remained unclear or counterproductive with regard to the 

legal status and production needs of an ERT. Most extant laws affecting ERTs, for 

example, do not detail the exact legal and bureaucratic steps needed to transition a firm in 

trouble from private ownership to cooperative management; do not adequately address 

the continued social security needs o f workers who lose, for instance, pension 

contributions and workers’ compensation benefits since they are considered—again,

173 As I will discuss shortly, a promising new reform of Argentina’s bankruptcy law, ratified during this 
writing in May and June of 2011 by Argentina’s Senate and Chamber of Deputies, is intended to facilitate 
the transition of a firm in financial trouble to its employees when they form into a worker cooperative 
(Feser & Lazarini, 2011; CNCT, 2011).
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inadequately—“autonomous” or “self-employed” workers under Argentine business law; 

and do not consider more favourable cooperative tax exemptions. Nor are there sufficient 

nation-wide grants and subsidies for the ongoing capitalization needs o f self-managed 

firms.'74

One of the consequences of this lack of a comprehensive legal definition or state 

policies towards ERTs is that each new ERT case is subject to the legal interpretations of 

bankruptcy court judges or the whims of court trustees appointed by these judges to 

oversee the administration of the troubled firm. While I address all of these challenges 

and the proposals to ameliorate them that have been tabled and championed by ERT 

workers and their legal and political supporters in Chapter 6 ,1 mention some o f the initial 

legal challenges faced by ERTs next to underscore some o f the reasons why the 

“resistance” stage often turns into some o f the most precarious days for an ERT’s 

collective o f workers.

ERTs’ moral and legal legitimacy during the “resist” stage

With most new ERTs, self-managed production can only begin when the resisting 

worker collective has secured certain legal recognitions and guarantees concerning their 

rights to use the firm’s assets and control the business. Such legal assurances can bring 

considerable stability and protections from otherwise countless eviction orders (and 

perhaps repressive actions by the state), creditors’ claims on the firm, or future legal 

challenges from former or returning owners. In short, the legal issues that ERT workers

174 For a more thorough discussion of these challenges, and the ways that ERT protagonists have been at 
the forefront of reforming and, as it were, “recuperating” these laws, which are vital for ERTs, see Chapter
6.
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have had to deal with and address during the “resist” stage of the recuperation process 

include: (1) how private property laws are interpreted by the legal system, (2) the process 

of transferring control of the firm from previous owners or creditors to the worker 

collective, (3) how outstanding debts from the days when the firm was under owner- 

control are to be handled, and (4) the legal business entity the worker controlled firm is to 

take (Fajn, 2003; Magnani, 2003; Palomino, 2003; Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009; Ruggeri 

et al., 2010).

And, as a social phenomenon, ERT protagonists including workers, ERT lawyers, 

and ERTs’ political organizations such as MNER, MNFRT, FACTA, ANTA, and the 

CNCT,175 have had to be innovative in adapting or, to transpose Andrew Feenberg’s 

(1995, 1999) term from his critical theory of technology to the legal-political realm, 

“creatively appropriating” already existing constitutional, commercial, and bankruptcy 

laws to argue in courts and regional legislatures for the moral and legal legitimacy of 

workers taking over private businesses. As journalist, author, and ERT specialist Esteban 

Magnani (2003) writes:

[Wjithin the existing system, [ERTs’] lawyers try to find the path that will 
permit them to reach their objective in the best way possible, although 
they recognize that this might not be necessarily the best path imaginable.
The result is that, up till now, [ERT protagonists have taken on] an 
adaptive politics that take into account the legal resources at their disposal.
(p. 92, emphasis added)

These “adaptive politics” that appropriate “legal resources at their disposal” are 

most fundamentally rooted in a set of consistent moral arguments that ERT advocates 

have been bringing to the legal and political table over the past decade or more, which

175 For more on these organizations, see Chapter 3. 
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generally unfolds within the following logic: These workers were justified in taking over 

their firms because they

(1) experienced clear violations o f their labour contracts while working for 
their former employers,

(2) were not properly remunerated for the work they had completed (often 
for lengthy periods of time),

(3) are thus legitimate creditors o f the failing firm, and

(4) in light of the high rates of business closures, under- and 
unemployment, and poverty in Argentina (especially during the crisis 
years of the neoliberal system), and

(5) in light of the fact that they initially merely wanted to stay employed 
and that they are now keenly interested and able to keep the firm afloat 
and thus save jobs, the remaining worker collective thus

(6) merits the administrative control of recuperated workplaces and the 
legal right to self-manage the firm, have access to credit at favourable 
rates, government grants or subsidies, and privileged access to state 
contracts

(7) in order to start production as quickly as possible.

Grounded in what I have been calling “the moral economy of work,” these moral 

arguments put forward by ERT advocates in bankruptcy courts, local legislatures, and in 

the public sphere via the media essentially address two major political and jurisprudential 

areas ERT protagonists believe could facilitate the founding of an ERT and have its 

workers begin production as soon as possible: (1) the moral legitimacy of the direct 

action tactics deployed by ERT workers and (2) the need for new legal and political 

reforms that should be taking place in Argentina (at best), or new interpretations that

Chapter 5 335



judges, politicians, and bureaucrats need to be making to existing business and property 

laws (at minimum).

There is no doubt, as I argue in different places throughout this dissertation, that 

the strategies and tactics of occupation, resistance, and self-managed production of once 

privately-owned firms within a capitalist market system are progressive in praxis, perhaps 

revolutionary in potential, and prefigurative o f another socioeconomic reality.176 Indeed, 

there is an implicit challenge to the current system’s privileging o f capital over labour 

and property over the rights of workers when Mario Barrios, president o f UST, 

emphatically told me in a 2009 interview that “our struggles and our practices of 

autogestion, given Argentina’s current legal, economic, and political system, forces us to 

emerge from and work in illegality.” But the “legal weapons,” as Magnani (2003, p. 91) 

terms it, that ERT workers have been creatively appropriating and arming themselves 

with from within extant Argentine legislation has also been legitimizing and gradually 

institutionalizing their otherwise illegal actions. ERTs’ legitimizing force is not only 

suggested by the gradual changes taking place in the normative dimensions o f labour 

relations in Argentina, it is also witnessed, via ERT protagonists’ now well-known 

processes o f autogestion on shop-floors and through their political lobbying efforts, the 

literal transformation and reform o f labour and business laws. Recalling labour 

sociologist Hector Palomino’s (2003) claim, mentioned earlier in this dissertation, that 

ERTs are fundamentally showing “new institutional relations” for Argentina and its 

workers (p. 71), the jurisprudential and macropolitical spheres are two key areas where 

the ERT phenomenon has been punching above its weight. Suggesting the sociopolitical

176 For my justification of these claims, see this dissertation’s Introduction and Chapters 2 and 8.
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reach o f ERT protagonists’ moral economy of work that extends well beyond their 

conflicts with bosses at the point-of-production, Gabriel Fajn (2003) articulates the key 

debate that the mere presence of ERTs has been engendering in Argentina:

The debate generated from out o f the conflicts unlocked by [ERT] workers 
poses a confrontation between the concepts o f legality and legitimacy. The 
occupation o f firms directly challenges the right to property but, at the 
same time, demands within the framework o f legitimacy, the right to 
work. (p. 100)

For Magnani (2003), there is a pragmatic side to these debates and a material 

necessity for ERT workers to first seek out legitimacy within existing legal frameworks 

in order to provide an ERT the initial stability it needs to get the firm producing as 

quickly as possible and meet the first desire of its workers: to earn a living. At the same 

time, however, this legitimacy is also grounded in the moral logic that 1 laid out above, 

within ERTs’ moral economy o f work. That is, the struggles for legal recognition during 

the “resist” stage o f an ERT is one that is both infused with a moral legitimacy that 

pushes Argentine commercial, labour, and property law to reconsider certain foundational 

tenets while, at the same time, challenging ERT workers to think pragmatically and use 

these laws to secure their livelihoods and the self-management o f their places o f work. As 

Magnani explains:

The challenge [for ERTs] is not only the creation of a force for physical 
resistance.... It is also necessary [for ERTs] to find a legal framework that 
can permit them to function not only within a position of moral 
legitimacy, but also from one o f legal legitimacy that can allow workers to 
throw their energies [, especially in the first months of autogestion,] into 
production rather than having to dedicate them all to resistance.... (p. 91)

In this light, ERT protagonists’ legitimizing forces can be seen as emerging, at 

one level, from what Marx (1967) called the clash of “rights” in the struggle between “the
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class o f capitalists, and collective labour” over concrete issues such as the length o f “the 

working day” (p. 235) or, in the case o f ERTs, the right to “just” remuneration, a job, and 

the legal recognition of their self-management projects. From out of this battle of 

normative values, as such, ERTs, as I will expand on in the following chapter, are 

pragmatically influencing the real transformations o f existing labour, commercial, 

cooperative, and bankruptcy laws. But, as I argued in Chapter 2 and expand on in Chapter 

8, these debates and struggles over legitimacy and the rights of property versus work are 

actually and more fundamentally rooted in the contradictions inherent within the 

capitalist labour process and its relation to the rupture of the production regime that had 

held sway in Argentina up until the neoliberal years. As such, and from another more 

critical theoretical angle, “the driving motive” (Marx, 1976, p. 449) of ERTs’ moral 

economy of work is rooted in the clash between the “self-valorization of capital to the 

greatest possible extent, i.e., the greatest possible production o f surplus-value, hence the 

greatest possible exploitation o f labor power by the capitalist” (p. 449) and the already- 

always present desires of the living labourer to not only resist this exploitation, but also 

struggle for his or her own self-determination, self-development and self-valorization 

(Atzeni, 2010; Cleaver, 1992; Dyer-Witheford, 1999; Lebowitz, 2003; Pusey, 2010). 1 

return to these theoretical themes related to what ERTs recuperate for workers in Chapter 

8. For now, however, the following sections focus on the pragmatic side to the pursuit 

and appropriation of the “legal weapons” that ERT protagonists discovered were already 

at-hand for securing their self-management projects.

ERTs’ legal struggles: Reappropriating Argentine laws

As Figure 5-6 shows, and as was the case in the three case studies presented in 
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Chapter 4, the vast majority of ERTs reconstitute themselves within the organizational 

framework of a worker cooperative at some point during the stage of resistance for the 

legal and pragmatic reasons that I will explain in more detail shortly. After constituting 

the cooperative, the next matter that an ERT’s members must tackle during their stage of 

resistance is the issue of how to transfer the rights to use the business installations, 

machinery, trademarks, and property to the newly formed worker cooperative— 

especially given that, for some observers, judges, and politicians, the occupation of a 

business by its workers is potentially a criminal act o f “usurpation” of private property 

(Magnani, 2003). The conversion of a troubled private firm into a worker cooperative is 

intimately related to Argentine bankruptcy law and, as ERT protagonists have 

innovatively shown, its national and regional laws o f expropriation.

Reappropriating Argentina’s bankruptcy law

One major contribution by protagonists o f the ERT phenomenon in impacting 

Argentina’s commercial jurisprudence has been in the manner its legal representatives 

have not only creatively adopted contemporary bankruptcy law but also reappropriated 

and transformed it.

According to Argentina’s national bankruptcy law, Ley Nacional de Concursos y 

Quiebras, Numero 24.522 (National Law o f Creditor’s Meetings and Bankruptcy, 

Number 24,522), a firm that cannot meet its debt obligations must first arrange a debt 

repayment plan or, if needed, engage in business restructuring proceedings. In Argentina 

this initial phase before bankruptcy is declared is called concurso preventivo de 

acrededores (preventive hearing o f creditors), the phase equivalent to the US’s Chapter 

11 or Canada’s creditors’ meeting. Ley 24.522 stipulates that a concurso preventivo de



acrededores must be carried out before a firm officially declares quiebra (bankruptcy). 

Made up of insolvency hearings and creditors’ meetings with the bankruptcy court in 

order to re-organize debt repayments before a firm declares bankruptcy, either the 

business’s owner(s) or the collective of creditors can seek to enter the concurso 

preventivo de acreedores (Magnani, 2003). One of the first legal areas where ERT 

workers’ lawyers begin to justify the practice of taking over the firm by workers in order 

to continue the “productive activity” of the business entity is in this section of Ley 24.522 

because, these lawyers have been pointing out, the first responsibility for the concurso 

preventivo, according to the legislation, is to attempt to save the firm in order to preserve 

the jobs therein. Only if there is no possibility for the firm to remain open is the 

proceeding to seek ways o f selling off the firm’s assets and pay back creditors. Moreover, 

since the workers were, these lawyers argue, amongst the firm’s first creditors due to 

their unpaid wages and benefits, the concurso preventivo judge has an obligation to cede 

control of the plant to the workers (Fajn, 2003; Magnani, 2003).

But the concurso preventivo phase also poses a challenge for ERT workers. This 

phase includes the appointment of a court trustee, known as a sindico in Argentina. 

Usually an accountant, the sindico’’ s main job is to administer the firm during the 

concurso. As was the case with Chilavert, the appointment of a sindico tends to be a 

weak point in Argentine bankruptcy proceedings because of the degree of control o f the 

firm this legal representative is given during the concurso preventivo stage. Indeed, many 

of the fraudulent bankruptcy schemes that plagued Argentina during its neoliberal years 

occurred with the appointment of the sindico during the concurso preventivo, especially 

when the trustee would engage in under the table deals with the firm’s owner or creditors,
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again as the Chilavert case made clear. One common practice often concocted between a 

sindico and a business’s owner, occurring in countless firms in Argentina over the past 

three decades or so according to Gabriel Fajn (2003), is related to the practice of the 

vaciamiento o f the firm, which often includes illegally selling a firm’s assets during the 

concurso preventivo, giving a cut o f the sales to the sindico, and then not showing these 

fraudulently sold assets in the final inventory list presented by the sindico to the 

bankruptcy court for calculating the fiscal value of the firm. This is exactly what 

happened at Chilavert. Another weak point with the sindico’s appointment is that he or 

she only gets compensated from a percentage of the fiscal value o f the firm once its assets 

are auctioned off or from initial revenues if the firm reopens again (Fajn, 2003). Because 

it is more likely that the sindico will get paid and paid more quickly with the auctioning 

off o f the firm, the sindico, as such, has a vested interest in seeing the firm shut down and 

sold off. Moreover, as happened in many bankruptcies in Argentina in recent decades, a 

firm might finally declare bankruptcy when the sindico demands his or her fee, 

compounding the financial difficulties of an already depleted firm. As Fajn (2003) 

explains, clearly articulating what occurred at Chilavert and countless other firms that 

eventually would become ERTs, and underscoring the extent o f fraudulent bankruptcies 

in Argentina during its last neoliberal era:

In Argentina, fraudulent bankruptcies are not few, as the numerous 
lawyers we have consulted have told us. Indeed, there exist ‘manuals’ for 
how to realize this type o f operation that often include the active 
participation of sindicos. On the whole, the final steps o f [the concursos 
preventivos de acrededores] will often see [sindicos] cutting deals with 
fleeing owners. One of the lawyers we interviewed figured that in the last 
25 years 90% of Argentina’s bankruptcies were fraudulent [in this 
manner], (p. 102)

Chapter 5 341



But some more progressive bankruptcy judges during the first era o f ERTs, 

encouraged by the legal arguments o f savvy ERT lawyers who were well aware of the 

fraudulent activities occurring, began to counter these fraudulent bankruptcy practices 

and rule in favour o f ceding the plant not to court trustees but, rather, to its remaining 

employees (Fajn, 2003; Magnani, 2003). Eventually, these “activist” judges, again 

encouraged by the arguments of ERT lawyers, began to find sufficient loopholes in 

Argentina’s bankruptcy law in favour of the remaining workers, or began interpreting 

sections of Ley 24.522 in ways that would allow workers who could prove the financial 

viability of the firm and their capacity to manage it to either be “caretakers” of the 

business as its legal status and debts were being negotiated, or were authorized by these 

judges to begin to work at the firm in question in usufruct while the courts controlled the 

firm legally (see Figure 5-5).177 Indeed, the proof of ERT workers’ capacities to take care 

o f the firm was amply available as they began to show time and time again that they were 

more than able to revive the firm and keep it afloat, especially when compared to 

previous owners who were, on the other hand, too eager to abandon the firm or corruptly 

sell it off or give it away in shady auctions or to bribed court trustees.

Article 189 of the Ley Nacional de Concursos y Quiebras, sanctioned originally 

during then-president Carlos Menem’s labour and commercial law reforms of 1995, 

already spoke to the possibility of the “continuity” of production in a failing business if  it 

was (not surprisingly, given the neoliberal stripes o f the Menem years) deemed

177 There are sections of Ley 24.522 that permits the presiding judge to override the appointment of a 
sindico or the administrative decisions of the sindico and appoint another party to administer the firm as 
caretaker during the concurso preventivo (Fajn, 2003).
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favourable to creditors.178 But this “continuity” was to be at the discretion of the sindico 

administering the firm during the concurso preventivo, a discretion that was also often 

used for the countless aforementioned fraudulent bankruptcies plaguing the last quarter of 

the 20th century. A vital reform of the Ley Nacional de Concursos y Quiebras was 

spearheaded by ERT protagonists in early 2002, taking their case to the legislative sphere 

and acting as important consultants that helped to rewrite numerous articles in the law so 

as to facilitate the conversion o f financially troubled firms into cooperatives. The political 

arguments they used at the time was that such a reform would counteract the soaring 

unemployment and bankruptcy rates that were plaguing the country in the months 

following December 2001, during the height o f the socioeconomic crisis. The reform of 

Article 190 of Ley 24.522 was subsequently passed into law on May 15, 2002 as part of 

larger reforms of the Ley de Concursos y Quiebras at the time.179 One of the reforms was 

to further clarify how the “continuity” of a financially troubled business could unfold. 

Article 190 now facilitates the transfer o f the management of a firm in the midst of a 

concurso preventivo to a group of two-thirds or more of the remaining employees that 

reorganize into a worker cooperative (Caro, 2004; Concursos y Quiebras, n.d.; Ley No. 

24.522, n .d.).180 This vital reform was spearheaded, amongst others, by Victor Turquet, a 

founding member o f one of the first ERTs, the meatpacking plant Yaguane in the greater

178 Article 189 reads: “Immediate Continuity. The trustee can, without delay, continue the exploitation of 
the enterprise or its establishments, except when the continuity of the firm could result in grave damages 
against the interests of the creditors or the conservation of the patrimony (Ministerio de Economia y
Production, 2007).
179 These reforms are officially known as Ley Numero 25.589 (Concursos y Quiebras, n.d.).
180 Article 190 of Argentina’s national bankruptcy law now stipulates the following concerning employee 
ownership of a failed firm: “[T]he continuity of the enterprise [in the case of bankruptcy] will consider the 
formal requests of its employees in their relation of dependency that represent two thirds of active 
personnel, or from labour creditors, who must act in the subsequent period of continuity under the form of a 
worker cooperative” (Ley No. 24.522, n.d., Articulo 190).
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Buenos Aires municipality o f La Matanza, and who since the early 2000s has been the 

specialist on ERTs for the Institute Nacional de Asociativismo y Economia Social 

(National Institute for Asociativism and the Social Economy, or INAES), Argentina’s 

cooperative regulating body within the national Ministry of Social Development in 

charge of overseeing the registration of coops throughout the country (Magnani, 2003). 

Picked up in more detail in Chapter 6, the continued work of individuals such as Turquet, 

ERT lawyers, political lobby groups, and umbrella organizations such as MNFRT,

CNCT, and ANT A over the past five years, working closely with national legislators and 

senators within presidents Nestor Kirchner (2003-2007) and Cristina Fernandez de 

Kirchner’s (2007-present) political blocs in the upper and lower houses of Congress, 

added further significant reforms to Argentina’s bankruptcy law in March 2006 (“Nueva 

ley de quiebras,” 2006) and May and June o f 2011 (“CFK promulgo,” 2011; CNCT,

2011; Feser & Lazarini, 2011). These reforms add new articles to Argentina’s national 

bankruptcy law in order to continue to benefit and facilitate the conversion of failing 

firms into worker cooperatives by, for example, easing the transference of control of a 

financially troubled firm to workers before the firm enters the concurso preventivo stage 

and formally delinking previous credit accumulated by former owners to the new worker 

coop (CNCT 2011; Feser & Lazarini, 2011).

Reappropriating Argentina’s law of expropriation

Another savvy and pragmatic legal strategy developed early on in the ERT 

phenomenon by some of its first leaders—who were more than capable o f arguing for and 

articulating the moral and legal legitimacy of ERTs in the Argentine public sphere during 

the height o f the neoliberal crisis—was to turn to constitutional law. After forming the



cooperative and securing the temporary control of the plant under usufruct from the 

presiding bankruptcy judge, some early ERTs began to seek and lobby for the 

expropriation of the firm by the state on behalf of the cooperative as a “public good.” 

Forming an important part of what Jose Lopez, former president of Salud Junin called in 

Chapter 4 their worker collective’s salidapolitico (political solution) during their “resist” 

stage, appealing to local legislatures to expropriate the firm on behalf of workers is 

another example o f the creative appropriation o f Argentine law by ERT protagonists.

Seeking expropriation of the plant introduces the worker cooperative into the 

legislative sphere of politics because, according to Argentine constitutional law, 

expropriating private property as a public good is the jurisdiction o f national or regional 

legislatures (i.e., provincial governments or the government o f the Autonomous City of 

Buenos Aires), or, in some instances, can and has been deployed by the national or 

provincial executive branches o f power as decrees in the case of regional or national 

emergencies. Nationally, expropriations fall under Ley de Expropiacion, Numero 21.499 

(Law of Expropriation, Number 21,499), which was signed into law during Juan Peron’s 

presidency in 1948 and used at the time to begin building Argentina’s national road 

system and for nationalizing particular businesses and economic sectors. At the same 

time, each provincial jurisdiction and the city of Buenos Aires also have their own 

version of this law (Magnani, 2003).

Application of Argentina’s expropriation laws with regard to ERTs began early in 

the phenomenon and was innovated by MNER leaders such as Jose Abelli and Eduardo 

Murua and their lawyers at the time, in particular Diego Kravetz, Vanesa Castro Borda 

and Luis Caro (who, the reader will recall, was part of MNER in the early 2000s before
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branching off to form MNFRT in 2003) (Florido, 2009; Magnani, 2003; Ruggeri, 2006, 

personal interview).181 ERT lobby groups and lawyers, spearheaded by the public debates 

mobilized by MNER during the “first era” of ERTs, ground their legal and political 

arguments in support of the expropriation of ERTs for its worker cooperatives in Articles 

14 and 17 of the Argentine constitution of 1994. Article 14—the right to work—is 

guaranteed constitutionally, they argue, even in economically difficult times, and 

especially if those difficulties were brought on by the bad social and economic policies of 

representative governments, they further add. They then use the second part o f Article 

17—the expropriation o f private property—-to argue that ERTs are of considerable 

necessity to the communities in which they are located, especially given high 

unemployment and poverty rates and the social and economic value that ERTs’ 

contribute to their localities’ economic security and development. Finally, these ERT 

advocates add, the very act of self-managing these firms that would otherwise be closed 

means that the state is spared from having to take on the entire financial costs of 

bankruptcy and the social costs of taking care of even more unemployed workers.

The appropriation o f this law by ERT protagonists and lawyers has subsequently 

become a vitally important tool on a worker cooperative’s path o f securing the control of

181 So important was the pursuit of expropriation and other public policies for ERTs’ political 
organizations that by 2003 Eduardo Murua and Diego Kravetz decided to run for legislative seats, Murua as 
a left Peronist candidate representing the province of Buenos Aires in the national Chamber of Deputies 
(Vales, 2003), and Kravetz for a seat in the city of Buenos Aires’s municipal legislature as a candidate for 
the Kirchnerista-Peronist block Frente para la Victoria. Moreover, MNFRT president, Luis Caro, would run 
for mayor of Avellaneda as part of a right wing bloc of the Peronist party, and in the city of Buenos Aires 
elections 10 other ERT protagonists would run for various political blocs, mostly on the left (Rebon, 2007). 
While Murua, Caro, and the other ERT candidates would lose their campaigns, Kravetz ended up winning 
in the city of Buenos Aires and was instrumental in pushing for and drafting the first two expropriation 
laws for ERTs in the city of Buenos Aires for Chilavert and Ghelco in 2003, and in 2004 in drafting and 
pushing for the passage of Law 1529 that has seen 17 ERTs permanently expropriated in the city of Buenos 
Aires to date (Ciudad Autonoma de Buenos Aires, 2011).
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a failing business because it puts closure to further bankruptcy proceedings, legally 

eradicates the possibility of forced eviction and the auctioning off of the recuperated 

company’s assets, and gives the worker coop complete control of the plant, including its 

machinery, inventory, trademarks, buildings, and client base. Seeking and lobbying for 

expropriating failing firms on behalf of workers, although still a bumpy political road to 

negotiate for ERT workers, has become common practice if we see from the data in 

Figure 5-5 that 71% of currently existing ERTs have either been either expropriated for a 

limited time or permanently (63%) or are seeking expropriation (8%).

Seeking the expropriation of the cooperative was a particularly difficult and 

unpaved political road during ERTs’ first era when ERT lawyers and lobbyists were still 

trying to figure out how to mobilize these laws, while elected officials and their 

constitutional advisors were baffled by not only the legality of applying laws of 

expropriation to a troubled firm but also by the political implications of seizing private 

property and ceding it to workers as a “bien comun...material' (“a material public 

good”), as Article 1 of Argentina’s expropriation law dictates (quoted in Magnani, 2003, 

p. 99). Because the decision to cede a failing firm to its employees as a good to the 

general public was to be considered on a case by case basis by elected officials 

(complicated further by Argentina’s constitutional right to possess private property), ERT 

workers soon found themselves immersed in the task of attempting to sway and lobby 

political blocs and specific politicians in regional legislatures who had to present their 

case as a unique legislative bill. To prove the case that, indeed, their firm is a public good 

and their coop’s recuperation o f it is in the public’s interest, ERT workers have needed to 

expend much physical and mental energy lobbying politicians and garnering media
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attention in order to ablandar (soften) politicians or political blocs within regional 

legislatures to their cause. This is what Palomino (2003) meant earlier on in this chapter 

when he points out that the second “terrain of conflict” for ERT workers after 

recuperating their firm tends to be the streets and the houses of power.182

Expropriation 
being sought 

8%

Bought in auction 
by workers after 

bankruptcy declared 
2%

Rented from owners 
or other parties

8%

Other arrangements 
12%

Occupied
5%

<4

Workers authorized 
j by the courts to work 
L. during bankrutcy 

proceedings 
2%

Expropriated in 
favour of cooperative 
(either temporary or 

permanent)
63%

Figure 5-5: Legal situation of ERTs, as of late 2009 
(N=85 ERTs) (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 24)

182 Why many regional legislatures and their political blocs still refuse to definitively expropriate ERTs is 
witness to how completely the neoliberal experiment that seemingly collapsed in 2001-2002 still continues 
to radiate its effects, fracturing and polarizing Argentine political and economic life. Local governments 
vacillate on granting permanent expropriations to these fledgling worker cooperatives because elected 
officials find themselves caught in a web of conflicting interests between workers’ right to work and the 
rights of private property owners; even those legislators that are sympathetic to the plight of ERT workers 
find themselves tom between the push and pull of sundry lobby groups advocating for business owners or 
workers, the debates between political blocs in the regional legislatures, and perceived voters’ interests. 
Moreover, both property rights and the right to work are guaranteed in the Argentine constitution, adding to 
the legal confusion. These constitutional guarantees, perhaps complementary in economically stable times, 
have proven to be paradoxical since the transformation of the neoliberal experiment of the 1990s for ERTs.
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The tactic of the “war of bodies” now takes on new spatiality, extending 

workplace-specific conflicts out onto another political terrain within the community as 

ERT workers and supporters must attend countless parliamentary debates or, at times, 

even physically occupy legislative buildings in order to force politicians (ablandar los 

politicos) to present their cases as bills of expropriation in local legislatures. Additionally, 

the must often take their cause out onto city streets by blocking roads, conducting public 

rallies, or participating in sit-ins in front of legislative or other government buildings in 

order to gain media attention and make their cases to the public sphere. This extended 

political terrain again mobilizes the community, now outside o f the factory, shop, or 

clinic, in order to persuade elected officials by swaying their voting constituents. 

Chilavert’s Candido Gonzalez underscored the importance of this tactic in a radio 

interview I attended with him in Buenos Aires in 2005:

Looking back at our days o f struggle, three years on, one thing that we did 
right, without knowing it at the time—and that worked coincidently in our 
favour—was to move our conflict to the streets. That move gave us lots of 
results. What we tell many of our compaheros when we go and support 
them in another workers’ conflict is that the first thing they have to do is 
to take their conflict to the streets. Let the neighbours know, let all the 
community organizations know about your struggle because those that 
will first come to support you [when you need it most] will be the people 
from the neighbourhood.

Other less common legal structures

While most newly constituted worker cooperatives that wish to takeover the 

failing firms that had been employing them do not seek to negotiate with owners or the 

old management, who more often than not have lost all legitimacy with the resisting 

workers, some chose to do so. As Figure 5-5 also shows, in order to begin production as
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soon as possible or avoid getting into drawn out court cases or political lobbying efforts, 

some ERT cooperatives (8% of cases) decide early on to sacrifice some aspect of full 

control o f the firm by renting or leasing back the property and facilities from previous 

owners or new landlords as, for example, with the snack foods manufacturer Malvinas 

Argentinas located in the city of Buenos Aires and the shipyard Navales Unidos in the 

Buenos Aires suburb of Dock Sud (Lavaca, 2004, p. 125). One ERT, the already 

introduced recuperated newspaper, Comercio y Justicia, decided to avoid the long 

political road of seeking expropriation when its members voted early on to buy the firm 

outright. They did so after securing first-rights to bidding for the bankrupt firm in the 

subsequent bankruptcy auction, negotiating with the judge to pay for half of the business 

via a mortgage secured on the personal assets of the coop’s founding members and the 

other half via a deal with the province of Cordoba to recognized the workers’ owed 

salaries as down payment on the mortgage.183 Other firms, such as the tractor 

manufacturer Tractores PAUNY in the town of La Varillas, Cordoba, managed to 

overcome bankruptcy proceedings by seeing its worker cooperative strike a co-ownership 

arrangement with the plant’s former managers, suppliers, and the municipality. In the 

case o f PAUNY, the worker cooperative (formed by the blue-collar production line 

workers) controls 33% of the enterprise, their former managers and administrators control 

another 33% of the firm, a group of parts providers another 33%, and the municipality of 

Las Varillas the remaining 1%.184 Other co-ownership schemes, for example, can involve

183 This is the only case of this kind in Argentina. I touch the reasons why these workers were able to 
negotiate this unique legal solution in Chapter 7.

The makeup of the administrative council of the firm parallels this co-ownership scenario with the 
worker cooperative, in turn, having its own council and holding its own assemblies for specific issues
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co-management arrangements with local unions, such as with the worker-recuperated 

supermarket and community centre Trabajadores en Lucha/ex Supermercado Tigre in the 

city of Rosario, or co-ownership schemes with the firm’s original owners via the issuing 

of shares for owed salaries, as Chilavert’s workers initially proposed to their former boss.

“...Produce”

In general, if all goes well with ERTs’ first two stages of occupation and 

resistance and the first years o f temporary expropriation or some other form of legal 

guarantee or shared-control of the ERT (and there is, o f course, no guarantees that things 

will go well), the goal of the third stage o f a worker-recuperated firm is to begin self

managed production as an official, worker cooperative, fully controlled by its workers 

under the perpetual protection of, it is hoped, a permanent law of expropriation. And, 

again, as with the overlap between the “occupy” and “resist” stages, there is no clear 

demarcation between the “resist” and “produce” stages. Indeed, beginning production as 

soon as possible after taking over the plant, as the Chilavert case study showed, is often 

an important part of an ERT collective’s resistance phase.

Because of the financial and legal tenuousness o f the first years of autogestion, it 

is important for young ERTs to begin production runs as soon as possible in order to hold 

on to as many customers and as much market share as they can.185 There are other

affecting the cooperative.
185 Workers often continue to struggle for the first years after the worker coop has been granted temporary 
expropriation of the firm due in large part to the precarious financial situations many ERTs find themselves 
in from the start. This is in no small part usually due to the degenerated conditions the firm was already in 
when it was taken over by its workers due to owner mismanagement or sector wide economic downturns.
In some unfortunate cases, as I have already suggested, some ERT worker collectives have been forced to 
take on some of the debt of the previous owner as a conditions they strike with bankruptcy courts. This was 
the case with the publishing house Cefomar in the city of Buenos Aires, for example, and the meat packing
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pragmatic, legal, and symbolic reasons for beginning production runs as soon as possible: 

ERT workers feel that they must prove to themselves, the community at large, customers, 

judges, politicians, and Argentine society as a whole the viability of their ERT as well as 

the legitimacy o f the notion of autogestion more broadly. This is further heightened by 

the fact that there is also a legal and pragmatic need to separate the newly formed worker 

cooperative from the disreputable business practices and the debts of previous owners as 

quickly as possible. Finally, there are many psychological benefits for ERT workers 

when they begin to self-sustain themselves. As such, the broad goal driving most ERTs 

during the first months of self-management, as the key informants of my case studies 

related, is not necessarily ownership of the firm’s assets but rather to be able to control 

and secure their jobs, the machines and tools of their trade, and, ultimately their means of 

production free from the threats of closure, eviction, or repression. This is why the right 

to control the plant as soon as possible is an important guarantee that would be secured 

with the creation of a new national law o f expropriation specifically geared to ERTs and 

other self-managed enterprises, many ERT protagonists feel.186

Why ERTs become worker cooperatives

As Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero reported in 2005, and as I graphically lay out

plant Yaguane in the Buenos Aires suburb of La Matanza (Lavaca, 2004).|
For example, as Zanon/FaSinPat’s Raul Godoy stated in 2004, reflecting the views of many ERT 

leaders: “Today we have initiated a different phase which seeks to put our struggle in the national spotlight 
in a much stronger way.... We are now seeking a concrete response from the National Chamber of 
Deputies and the national government, and so we are demanding the topic of not only the definitive 
expropriation of this factory by law, but also demanding for our companeros in other recuperated 
enterprises the definitive expropriation of all of these factories taken by their workers and reopened in the 
service of their communities. This is our project, it is the proposal we are making today and, well, it is the 
fight we are opening up today here in Buenos Aires in a much stronger way” (quoted in El Militante, 2005). 
For similar findings, see Palomino (2003).
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in Figure 5-6, 94% of ERTs were self-organized under the organizational and legal 

framework of a worker cooperative. Formally constituting the worker coopertive usually 

occurs during or just after the embattled workers choose to regroup and occupy the firm 

(p. 67).187 By 2009, the total number o f ERTs that were worker cooperatives had risen 

slightly to include just over 95% of all ERTs (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 22).188 What is 

astounding in these consistently high numbers is that, while some ERT workers have had 

previous experience in union organizing or community politics, most workers just 

starting an ERT have had no experience in any form of cooperativism (Fajn, 2003; Marti, 

Bertullo, Soria, Barrios, Silveira, et al., 2004; Olmedo & Murray, 2002; Rebon, 2007).

The many challenges these workers face in self-managing their firms increases, 

then, due to the fact that not only do they have to self-organize depleted workspaces and 

reinsert themselves into competitive markets, they also have to learn the intricacies of 

forming and running a cooperative and self-managing a firm. If  learning how to become 

cooperators compounds the challenges ERTs face early on, then why is it that their 

workers overwhelmingly turn to the legal rubric of a worker cooperative without having 

had any previous experience with the organizational form?

187 Similarly, Fajn (2003) found that 93% of ERTs were worker cooperatives (p. 105).
188 As Ruggeri et al. (2010) point out regards the inquests they conducted in 2005 and 2009, and expanding 
on Figure 5-6, those ERTs that were not yet worker cooperatives either desired to become worker coops but 
had not done so yet, or had chosen other business organization models for pragmatic reasons. The teacher- 
recuperated kindergarten and primary school Escuela Fishbach, for example, converted into a service 
cooperative recently when it sought funding from city of Buenos Aires’s Direction General de Education 
Privada (General Directorate for Private Education, or DGP). Graficos Grupos y Proyectos ERT became a 
sociedad de responsabilidad limitada (limited liability company, or SLR) in an agreement its workers 
forged with its only corporate client (p. 23). Finally, Clinica Medrano, has proven to be to date the only 
ERT to have been nationalized with its workers becoming municipal employees of the city of Buenos 
Aires’s Ministerio de Salud (Ministry of Health) (p. 22).
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Figure 5-6: Organizational makeup of ERTs, as of 2005 
(N=84 ERTs) (Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero, 2005, p. 67)

One answer is to be found in the public debates that were, in the early years o f the 

ERT phenomenon, preoccupying workers, social economy and social movement activists, 

academics working with ERTs, and the phenomenon’s first political leaders. One o f these 

crucial early debates was held in front of the then occupied Brukman textile factory on 

September 7, 2002, in the thick of the socioeconomic crisis. In attendance at this meeting, 

called “La Segunda Asamblea de Empresas Recuperadas” (“The Second Assembly of 

Recuperated Enterprises”) (the first was held several months earlier), were key ERT 

figures at the time such as MNER’s Eduardo Murua, the laywer Luis Caro (who was then

Chapter 5 354



still a member o f MNER), Victor Turquet from Yaguane and INAES, Zanon/FaSinPat’s 

Raul Godoy, other workers from many of the earliest ERTs such as Chilavert, Salud 

Junin, Supermercado Tigre from Rosario, Renacer from the province of Usuahia, and 

other key figures from piquetero groups such as Coordinadora Anibal Veron, Corriente 

Clasista y Combativa (Classist and Combative Current, or CCC), supportive left parties, 

activist media groups such as Indymedia, university research teams, and various other 

key players (“Algunos por la autonomia,” 2002). One of the major issues on the table at 

this early and critical debate was the legal and administrative framework that ERTs were 

to take: nationalization under workers’ control, as the Zanon and Brukman workers had 

been seeking, or worker cooperativism (“Algunos por la autonomia,” 2002; Fajn, 2003, 

pp. 105-106; Ruggeri et al., 2005, p. 67). While nationalization under workers’ control 

was theoretically and historically plausible in Argentina (see Petras & Veltmeyer, 2003), 

most early ERT protagonists eventually scrapped the option when it became clear that the 

Argentine state was refusing to go along with the proposal (Fajn, 2003, p. 60; Marti et al., 

2004). The only practical and legally sound alternative for ERTs, it was decided in these 

debates, was, out of “convenience,” to turn to the already viable and long-established 

cooperative model of workspace organizing, especially in light of a state that could not, 

because o f its strong commitments to capitalist enterprise, set the precedent of 

nationalizing once-proprietary firms.189

189 The importance of these early debates in establishing la salida cooperativa (the cooperative out or 
solution) for ERT protagonists—both in formal, public debates in numerous encuentros and roundtables 
that were held at the turn of the millennium in Argentina, and in informal debates among ERT protagonists, 
academics, and supportive social movements—is without question. Many worker protagonists and other 
participants such as the University of Buenos Aires’s Andres Ruggeri, Cooperativa Chilavert’s Candido 
Gonzalez, MNER’s Eduardo Murua, the workers at the Hotel BAUEN, and UST’s Mario Barrios, among 
others, have personally commented to me the importance of these early debates in establishing the worker
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At first, then, these workers reopen their firms as cooperatives for pragmatic 

reasons: in order to as quickly as possible re-establish the business as a formal productive 

entity legally recognized by the state, the financial system, markets, and its customer- 

base. As Murua (2006) articulated in an interview I was involved in organizing and 

translating:

In the beginning I have to say that we didn’t set out to study the question 
of autogestion. Rather, we began by defining what juridical form would 
serve us best during that historical moment and in order to ensure that the 
factory would be able to continue to function. We thus decided that the 
cooperative form of organization would be best because it would permit 
workers to self-manage their enterprise, enable decisions to be made 
within an assembly, and ensure that revenues would be distributed 
equitably.

At the same time, becoming a worker cooperative rather than another form of entity (such 

as a partnership) protects the worker-members from the seizure of their personal property 

should the coop fail, offering a form of limited liability under Argentine cooperative law. 

Additionally, the cooperative model ensures that the ERT does not have to pay taxes on 

revenues. Argentine cooperative law, reformed somewhat in recent years by the efforts of 

ERT advocates such as the already mentioned Victor Turquet from within INAES, also 

guarantees that the state consider the members of a worker-recuperated plant under the 

control of a worker coop a new business separate from the previous private firm, thus 

protecting the ERT coop from assuming most of the debts incurred by the previous 

owner-controlled firm (also see Fajn, 2003, p. 106).190 And, as already mentioned in the

coop model as the most viable legal solution for restarting failing plants as ERTs. There is no doubt that for
most ERT workers this is the reason why they initially adopt the coop model.
190 There have been cases, as with the recuperated editorial house Cefomar and as with Chilavert, that 
outstanding utility bills from the previous firm get billed to the cooperative. This is because utility 
providers are not legally bound to recognize and ERT as a new entity. Additionally, Argentine coops still
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previous section, Argentine bankruptcy law’s 2002, 2006, and 2011 reforms further 

facilitate the continuity of a firm under the administration o f a worker cooperative formed 

by a group of the firm’s former employees during the concurso preventivo phase of 

bankruptcy (again, because o f the lobbying efforts of ERT protagonists).

ERT workers also take on the identity of cooperative practitioners pragmatically, 

associating more, as I will elaborate on in Chapter 7, with their working class roots as 

laburantes (workers) rather than cooperativistas. As Matias Perralta, a UST worker and 

member, told me in 2009, summarizing the view of a majority of the ERT workers I 

interviewed:

We became cooperativistas out of obligation, not because we wanted to be 
cooper ativistas. First we are laburantes, then cooperativistas. We formed 
cooperatives as an alternative for the continuity o f our jobs, in order for us 
to keep on working. From there, from that starting point, we begin to work 
as a cooperative. I formed into a cooperativista from inside, from here, in 
the process of working here. I don’t know if  I am a complete 
cooperativista yet! I don’t think this is either good nor bad, it’s just the 
way it is.

Julian Rebon (2007) also found this ambivalence or, perhaps better, pragmatism, towards 

cooperativism in his study of ERTs where one of the workers he interviews comments: 

“We are a cooperative because it was the only legal form of being able to hold on to our 

jobs.... The form we took happened to be a cooperative because.. .we were told that that 

would be how we would be able to [take advantage of] expropriation” (quoted in Rebon, 

2007, p. 184). But despite these pragmatic beginnings, most ERT workers I interviewed,

must pay the value added tax when purchasing supplies and other production inputs. One of the current 
struggles of ERT political lobby groups such as CNCT and FACTA is to reform Argentina cooperative law 
to better reflect the particularities of ERTs in order to, among other things, ease the tax burdens of ERTs 
and remove the possibility of taking on all previous debts incurred by the old firm’s administration. For 
more on these proposed reforms, see Chapter 6.
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as I will clarify in Chapter 7, have also told me that they do eventually come to realize 

that the worker cooperative model is indeed the most robust organizational form from 

which to restructure their decision-making, production, and remuneration processes 

within the more transparent work structures they eventually seek.

This brings us to another major distinguishing characteristic o f ERTs that I will 

elaborate on more in Chapter 8: Most ERTs reorganize their self-management projects 

within the legal rubric o f a worker cooperative—and usually after many weeks if not 

months of struggle—not because the recuperated firm’s workers come to the struggle 

with a vision of becoming cooperatators, nor because they possess presupposed political 

ambitions, were pushed into cooperativism by leftists political parties or radical unions, 

or because they had connections with Argentina’s more traditional cooperative sector. 

Rather, workers turn to cooperativism as a legally viable and pragmatically defensive 

strategy that emerged in the early years of the ERT phenomenon by its political 

movements’ leaders, and that becomes known to the struggling worker collective only 

during or after their fight to occupy and seize their workplaces.

The worker coop model, in sum, essentially serves to eventually give procedural 

shape to their autogestion projects, helps to organize their newly associated labour 

processes and socialized production, and organizationally expresses the desires of ERT 

workers for solidifying their values of companerismo (camaraderie or solidarity) (see 

Chapter 7). Moreover, an ERT collective comes to the realization that the legal 

framework of a worker cooperative symbolically serves to remind them of and counteract 

the managerial excesses they faced when they worked for a boss. There are other 

psychological and practical benefits to forming a cooperative for their new socialized
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production model: becoming a legally recognized entity legitimates the ERT in the minds 

of returning or potential customers, other firms within their market sector, and in the 

minds of workers themselves; facilitates access to government technical assistance 

programs and subsidies; and, as I already mentioned, together with expropriation, makes 

it infinitely easier for an ERT to seek legal protection from outstanding claims by the 

previous firm’s creditors or returning owners wanting to reclaim their business.

The effects o f neoliberalism on Argentina’s cooperative movement

On the other hand, it is perhaps no surprise that the early ERT debates that settled 

on the worker coop model emerged in a country with a long past in cooperativism. With 

its first cooperative society founded in 1875, Argentine cooperativism is linked to the 

country’s long history o f European economic influence and the waves o f immigrants 

from all comers of Europe who arrived beginning in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century with new ideas o f how to organize working life (Montes & Ressel, 2003; Shaffer, 

1999). Indeed, Argentine cooperativism was the “first to begin in a country outside the 

industrialized countries of Europe, Australia, Canada, Japan, and the United States” 

(Shaffer, 1999, p. 139). But in the past three decades, Argentina’s cooperative sector 

passed through fairly profound economic changes due to the country’s sharp turn to 

neoliberalism in the 1990s, as with other sectors of the economy.

1985 4,204 10,592,359

1991 8,142 9,103,269

2002 16,008 6,874,064
Table 5-1: Number of cooperatives and cooperators in Argentina, 1985-2002 

(Montes & Ressel, 2003, pp. 18-19; Shaffer, 1999, p. 149)
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For instance, as Table 5-1 shows, there was, on the one hand, a marked increase 

in the number of cooperatives between 1985 and 2002. In the former year, there were a 

total of 4,204 cooperatives in Argentina, jumping to 8,142 by 1991 and 16,008 by 2002. 

While this represents almost a threefold increase in the number of registered cooperatives 

in Argentina in less than two decades, combined membership in cooperatives, on the 

other hand, dropped almost twofold in the same 17-year period: In 1985 there were over 

10 million cooperative members in the country; in 1991, just less than 9 million. And by 

2002, the number of total cooperators in the country had fallen to just over 6.8 million 

members (Montes & Ressel, 2003). Recent studies hypothesize that this paradoxical 

inversion of growth in the number of coops with a concomitant decline in membership 

had to do with the rise o f neoliberalist policies, especially the establishment of an 

unregulated free market system and the entrenchment of a globalized marketplace in 

Argentina which intensified competition, destroyed established national networks of 

production and distribution, and subordinated much of the country’s economic 

development to the whims of international financial capital (Basanes, 1999). While this 

truculent neoliberal model was strengthening its hold on the Argentine economy 

throughout the 1990s, labour flexibilization and privatization schemes were also exerting 

strong blows to cooperatives, especially on those that operated within sectors most 

affected by Menem’s unregulated free market policies, such as the agriculture, 

transportation, public services, and natural resources sectors. As Alberto Munoz (2005) 

has recently written: “In the privatization process of the mid 1990s, the cooperative 

movement was not only denied the possibility of participating as an alternative, it was 

effectively excluded” (p. 107).
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Some have theorized that this inverse growth relationship between coops and the 

drop in members might have to do with the rise in what in Argentina are called “false 

cooperatives”—coops that were formed by the outsourced workers of larger firms and 

multinationals that were downsizing during the 1990s in order for these corporations to 

unburden themselves o f “high labour costs” (similar to what happened to UST’s workers 

before they became and ERT, as I discused in Chapter 4). Assisting former workers and 

entire workspaces to become “cooperatives” that the same downsizing firms were then 

ostensibly to do business with were, in reality, practices o f labour flexibilization and 

union busting. Fundamentally, the practice served to deaden the inevitable reactions by 

organized labour to what in essence were job cuts. As Mario Mittelman (2005) suggests, 

these downsizing businesses facilitated the creation of “false cooperatives” in order to 

appear to be supporting an “alternative to the loss of jobs;” for Mittelman, these practices 

were counters to a “problem that presents itself periodically” in Argentina—labour strife 

in the midst of dowrt-tuming economies and rising unemployment (par. 7).

Indeed, the rise in worker cooperatives in Argentina, from 25% of total 

cooperatives in 1991 to over 40% by 2002, while the number of cooperators dropped 

almost twofold over the same period, can in part be explained by the surge in these “false 

cooperatives.” The rise in the number of ERTs and cooperativized microenterprises in 

recent years, plus the state’s subsidization of new coops as a method of outsourcing the 

delivery of public services that it had privatized in the 1990s (see Chapter 6), have also 

contributed to the surge in worker productive coops throughout the country, and to the 

increase in cooperative members again more broadly since 2005 (“El sector de 

cooperativas,” 2007; Roggi, 2001; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009).
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Agriculture 1,282 31.5% 1,305 17.3% 1,921 15.6% 2,190 13.7% 1,064 6.3%
Consumer 209 5.1% 106 1.4% 206 1.7% 243 1.5% 95 0.6%

Credit 287 7.0% 200 2.6% 375 3.0% 311 1.9% 259 1.5%
Provisioning 342 8.4% 631 8.3% 1,106 9.0% 1512 9.4% 1,265 7.5%

Insurance 57 1.4% 55 0.7% 105 0.9% 50 0.3% 17 0.1%
Public svcs. 1,100 27.1% 1,270 16.8% 1,800 14.6% 1,868 11.7% 1,019 9.0%

Worker coops 404 9.9% 2632 34.8% 4,264 34.7% 6,549 41.0% 11,371 67.4%
Housing/Cons

truction 392 9.6% 1,365 18.1% 2,526 20.5% 2,966 18.5% 1,607 9.5%
Others 319 2.0% 172 1.0%

Table 5-2: Cooperatives per sector in Argentina, 1984-2008 
(INAES, 2008; Levin & Verbeke, 1997; Montes & Ressel, 2003; Shaffer, 1999)

Perhaps with the exception of Italy, Spain, France, and most recently, Venezuela, 

where worker coops have a long history or have benefited from healthy state funding and 

support (Caddock & Kennedy, 2006; Pineiro Hamecker, 2008), Argentina currently 

witnesses an exceptionally large amount of worker coops when compared to cooperative 

movements in the global North (Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 2009, p. 64). In Canada, 

for example, in 2005 there were 345 worker cooperatives making up 6% of the country’s 

non-financial coops (Co-operative Secretariat, 2009). The UK’s 403 worker cooperatives 

make up 8.3% of its universe of cooperatives (CooperativesUK, 2009). While in the US, 

a mere 0.63% (or around 300) of its 48,000 coops were worker cooperatives (Curl, 2009, 

p. 2). And recall from Chapter 2 that in Venezuela there were 158,917 coops as of 2006, 

many of them worker or producer coops. In Argentina, however, ERTs make up a small 

fraction of its total universe o f worker cooperatives? Why so? Again, the economic 

policies of neoliberalism, this time in regard to the downloading of social assistance 

programs delivered through hastily organized worker coops, has much to do with the 

meteoric growth in worker coops in the country over the past three decades.
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For instance, as Table 5-2 shows, while in 1984 there were only 404 worker coops 

in Argentina accounting for 9.9% of all coops in the country, by 1994 there were 2,632 

worker coops accounting for 34.8% of all coops, by 1997,4,264 making up 34.7% of all 

coops, by 2002 and the beginning o f the first post-crisis and state-sanctioned make-work 

worker cooperatives, there were 6,549 (41%), and by 2008 a full 67.4% of all coops in 

Argentina (or 11,371 coops) were worker cooperatives. But the representation of ERTs 

within this figure by 2008 continued to remain small: the 200 or so ERTs that existed in 

2008 represented around 1.8% of all worker cooperatives in the country. To put it another 

way, slightly more than 98% of Argentina’s worker coops that existed in 2008 did not 

originate from workers’ taking over failed capitalist firms in which members did not have 

any previous experience in cooperativism. The great majority o f worker coops in 

existence in Argentina today are, rather, either cooperatives that were already formed 

before the surge of ERTs (i.e., pre 1997),191 or are part of recent make-work, welfare 

delivery programs of the Argentine government.192

Hence, another reason why there has been such a large surge of worker coops in 

the past 20 years or so in Argentina has much to do with the national government’s make- 

work and “social containment” initiatives for the surging population of unemployed and

191 As Table 5-2 indicates, a large number of Argentina’s traditional cooperatives (59%) belong to the 
rural, housing, insurance, consumer, public services, and credit sectors, rather than to the economic sectors 
where most ERTs are to be found. To date, most ERTs have come from urban economic sectors most 
affected by the implosion of the neoliberal model of the 1990s, which include urban industrial sectors or 
service sectors that deal with intermediary production (i.e., graphics, metal works, food processing, etc.) or
final consumption (i.e., editorial houses, schools, hotels, etc.).
192 Additionally, workers from the traditional coop sector have many advantages regarding their production 
levels and organizational stability that ERT workers do not have. For instance, coops that are not ERTs did 
not have to pass through the traumatic circumstances of taking over plants from deteriorating owner-run 
firms, and are usually staffed by more experienced cooperators working within better economic conditions, 
with better machinery, and with more stable productive capacities.
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underemployed that began to be implemented during the recessionary and crisis years of 

1997-2001 (e.g., Plan Jefes y Jefas de Hogar193), as well as with the affordable housing 

and municipal infrastructure construction programs linked to national policies of social 

assistance spearheaded by the administration of the Kirchners (e.g., Manos a la Obra,

Plan Agua Mas Trabajo, and the recent Plan Argentina Trabajar194) (INAES, 2009) (also 

see Chapter 6). These welfare and make-work programs included the formation of worker 

cooperatives as employment generating mechanisms. These assistentialist initiatives 

account for much of the stratospheric surge in worker coops in Argentina over the past 

two decades. Some have called coops emerging from these plans “false cooperatives,” as 

well, because they are, they argue, in reality work-for-welfare programs delivered by the 

downsizing neoliberal state organizing local groups of under- and unemployed social 

assistance recipients using the worker coop model as an excuse to dole out welfare 

without further training recipients in the intricacies of self-management or coopertaive 

values (Dinerstein, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009). ERTs also emerged 

within this general wave of worker cooperativism, although they are different from the 

state-sponsored version in that, as I have already indicated, they are not on the whole 

supported by the state or other top-down organizations and did not emerge within or as a 

by-product of programs of social assistance or work-for-welfare. Rather, ERTs have 

been, to a great extent, the outcomes of working class struggles, workers’ self-activity 

and self-determination, and the bottom-up initiatives of workers at risk of entering the 

ranks of the unemployed.

The Heads of Households Plan.
194 Respectively: Hands to Work, Water Plus Work Plan, Argentina Works Plan.
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Rather than Argentina’s traditional cooperative movement, then, and as I have 

been suggesting thus far, ERT workers’ strongest roots lie not in cooperativism but in a 

history grounded in bottom-up workers’ strugglesand the new and re-emergent forms of 

social protest emerging against neoliberalism at the end o f the 1990s and throughout the 

early 2000s. And it is the political tools that they have learned from these sources, and 

not the traditional cooperative movement, that guide thousands of Argentine workers to 

begin to subsequently experiment with horizontalized and self-managed workplaces.

ERTs’ second social innovation: Reappropriating relevant laws, 
deploying cooperative values

In sum, the micropolitical and microeconomic strategies and tactics of occupation, 

resistance, and self-managed production of a once troubled privately owned firm, now 

under the legal framework of a worker cooperative, have not only become important 

defensive outlets for workers in Argentina in the past two decades, but also new strategic 

tools in labour’s arsenal. Indeed, ERT protagonists have paved the way for the 

recuperation of proactive strategies and tactics of struggle and working class self-activity. 

These strategies and tactics that are immersed in the “moral economy of work” suggest, 

as Murua (2005, personal interview) has already stated for us, “a new form of 

struggle... no longer limited to the common type of union demands for increased wages 

or for better work.” These new forms o f struggle being spearheaded by Argentina’s ERTs 

both directly challenge the roadblocks put up by Argentina’s intractable capitalist 

establishment and its neoliberal model in recent decades, and returns a powerful form of 

militant working class agency and self-activity to Argentina’s working class. The return 

of this form of direct action-based working class self-activity spearheaded by ERT



workers—a form of working class self-activity that had once been widespread in 

Argentina in other eras, as I argued in Chapter 3, and that to some degree had been 

withering away under the neoliberal production regime and its seductions of 

consumerism and individualism in recent decades—is specifically reconnecting 

workplaces, as I will show in the remaining chapters, to the neighbourhoods and 

communities that surround them. Moreover, ERT protagonists mobilize moral arguments 

to appropriate legal recognition from extent laws, slowly transforming Argentina’s laws 

and norms concerning businesses and institutionalizing worker’ demands for the self- 

control and self-direction of economic and social life. In short, ERT protagonists are 

beginning to recompose aspects of an Argentine working class “for itself’ (Cleaver, 

2000b, par. 6).

From out of the case studies presented in Chapter 4 and the analysis o f the most 

common worker experiences in the stages of “occupy, resist, produce” laid out in this 

chapter, we arrive at the second social innovation being forged by Argentina’s ERTs:

The ongoing lobbying o f  the political and legal establishments, the 
reappropriation and reform o f  laws, and the application o f  cooperative 
values in order to reconstitute their work and begin to consolidate their 
self-management projects.

On the whole, the subsequent restructuring of once privately owned workplaces as 

self-managed firms most immediately arises from out o f the convergence of: (1) workers’ 

lived experiences of macroeconomic and microeconomic crises, (2) the realities that these 

crises reproduced at the micropolitical level on shop-floors, (3) ERT protagonists’ 

lobbying efforts that helped to transform and reappropriate national business and 

cooperative laws and policies, (4) the coming together and strengthening of the solidarity
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of the worker collective that undergirds their direct action tactics, and (5) their shared 

overcoming of the many challenges they must subsequently face in restarting self

managed production. As I will explore in more detail in the next remaining chapters, 

these macroeconomic and micropolitical convergences, experiences, crises, and 

challenges intimately shape the labour processes, divisions of labour, and solidarity 

economies being innovated by ERT protagonists.
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Chapter 6 
The Challenges of Autogestion in Argentina

“Our challenges? They are very big. Anxieties accompany us along the 
path toward lifting ourselves out of the difficulties we faced.... Lifting 
yourself out of the void is hard, and you already know that in this country 
there are, or 1 should say, there aren 't regulatory frameworks in place that 
permit [empresas recuperadas]—for various political reasons—to have 
access to the means of slowly emerging out of [our] difficulties, to walk 
along the path of production, grow, build more jobs.... So then, [we] fall 
out o f the system, [we] aren’t a subject o f credit, [we] don’t have access to 
working capital (no one gives it to you), [we]'can’t access credits or funds 
allocated to small- and medium-sized businesses because we are a 
formerly bankrupted enterprise, and as a bankrupted enterprise now 
managed by its workers, we are not [completely] recognized in this 
system.” 195

~ Edith Oviedo, founding member of Cooperativa 
Cefomar, personal interview, August 2005

Despite the tenacity of ERT workers in recuperating their places o f work and self- 

managing them, the surprising longevity of the phenomenon, and their protagonists’ 

successes in taking their plight to the streets and Argentina’s houses of political power, 

many difficulties continue to plague individual ERTs. To some degree, these challenges 

can be seen as the result of chronic micro- and macroeconomic hardships that linger from 

the worst days of the firm under private ownership and carryovers of the long days of 

lucha during the occupation and resistance stages. While ERTs’ struggles are uniquely 

nuanced within their particular microeconomic conjunctures, commonly shared 

challenges have been identified by ERT protagonists and researchers (Fajn & Rebon,

195 This quote first appeared in Toronto School of Creativity & Inquiry (2007). 
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2005; Rebon, 2007; Wyczykier, 2009a, b). Simply put, the challenges that these myriad 

projects of autogestion face in Argentina tend to broadly encompass chronic under

production and the continued precarious life conditions o f  workers. They are rooted in 

various economic, political, and legal factors that I began to illustrate in the previous two 

chapters. Indeed, these two overarching challenges tend to dominate the everyday 

concerns o f many ERT workers and shape how their projects of autogestion unfold 

within each ERT (Atzeni & Ghigliani, 2007; Rebon, 2007; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009; Vieta, 

2010).

In this chapter I endeavour to more explicitly map out the details and analyze 

some of the potential causes of these two major challenges and their undergirding effects 

on the lives of ERT workers. These challenges were particularly heightened during the 

“first era” of ERTs when government support programs and access to bank loans were 

virtually non-existent for these firms, and when the processes of converting troubled 

private firms into worker cooperatives were still being worked out. In this chapter I also 

aim to explore how these two principle challenges and their underlying causes have 

changed and shifted between ERT’s “first” and “second” eras. Combining secondary 

quantitative survey data with my own qualitative findings,196 in the following pages I 

particularly show how ERTs’ two overarching challenges are exacerbated by seven 

factors:

196 The quantitative data I mostly rely on here is provided by the two most recent surveys conducted by the 
Facultad Abierta’s research team out of the University of Buenos Aires’s Faculty of Philosophy and Letters 
(Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero, 2005; Ruggeri, Polti, Antivero, Clark, Mendez Marichal, Elena, et al., 
2010). As I have already mentioned in Chapter 1 ,1 have been working closely with this research team since 
2006, translating some of their research into English, organizing international conferences on self
management with them, and conducting much of my archival work at the ERT Documentation Centre, 
which they manage. I rely heavily on the Facultad Abierta’s survey work in this chapter because the team 
offers the most complete and up-to-date data and the only longitudinal study of ERTs to date.
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(1) the depleted conditions that most o f these firms emerge from, and the 
depreciated conditions of their technological infrastructure when starting 
out;

(2) the continued pressures these firms face within competitive markets;

(3) the steep learning curves for its workers as they have to learn the ins 
and outs of running a cooperative;

(4) the political and legal quagmires they must wade through to make a go 
o f autogestion;

(5) the lack of consistent national and regional government policies for 
assisting ERTs;

(6) the paucity of favourable bankruptcy, expropriation, or specific worker 
cooperative legislation that recognizes the particularities o f these firms; 
and

(7) the state’s general indifference towards these self-managed firms.

In the chapter I also discuss how some of these challenges have changed or have 

begun to be overcome during ERTs’ second era as worker-recuperated firms, like other 

self-managed projects in Argentina, have been gaining political, legal, and even 

economic legitimacy in recent years, which has much to do with the intense political 

work, lobbying efforts, and organizational strategies of some politically mobilized ERT 

protagonists, leaders, and the phenomenon’s various representative organizations. These 

recent efforts have been struggles mostly at the national and regional political levels in 

order to reform business, labour, and cooperative laws and policies in order to better 

favour self-managed workers. Ultimately, ERTs’ coordinated responses to their 

challenges, though still incipient perhaps, nevertheless point to the empresas 

recuperadas’ third social innovation, underscoring how their workers’ are recuperating 

not only their self-activity and self-organization on shop-floors, as I will articulate further



in Chapter 7, but also their capacities to organize between ERTs in order to begin to 

collectively respond to their production, financial, and legal challenges.

Production Challenges

When one considers ERT protagonists’ long periods of struggle, their political 

and structural barriers to capital funds, the technical limitations they face, and weak 

governmental and union support they receive, it is not surprising that most ERTs still 

currently produce at levels much lower than their original production runs during the 

most economically stable days of the firm under private ownership. For example, 

according to the self-reported testimony o f ERT workers, only 24.5% of all ERTs in 

2004-2005 were producing at more than 60% of their installed productive capacity.197 

While this was a jump from 2002 numbers when only 17.5% of all ERTs existing at that 

time were producing at more than 60% capacity, by 2009-2010 not much had changed 

from 2004-2005 productivity estimates; by 2009-2010, 25% of ERTs were producing at 

more than 60% of their potential productive capacity. Modest improvements in 

production capacity, however, can be noticed between ERTs in operation in 2004-2005

197 “Productive capacity” here generally refers to the collective capacities of a firm’s workers, the installed 
machinery, and the technical infrastructure to produce the firm’s products or deliver services, as well as the 
physical space that is used for this production. Marx calls this the “organic composition of capital.” In more 
contemporary liberal economic terms, this could be calculated as the “total factor productivity” of a firm, 
which “divides output [which might be measured as total revenue] by a weighted sum of all inputs, taking 
account of each input’s share in total cost” (Dow, 2003, p. 180). Of course, this measure, despite the 
assertions of liberal economists, is not exact, particularly for a self-managed firm. For example, how does 
an accountant or economist measure the effects of workers’ self-governance of a firm on productivity 
when, as some authors suggest, self-governance positively affects the efforts self-managed workers (pp. 
180-181; also see Craig, 1993; Kruse & Blasi, 1995; Wadhwani & Wall, 1990). While the question of 
productivity that I discuss here was open to the interpretation and judgment of workers answering the 
surveys (see previous footnote), it does, however, offer general approximations of the productive state of 
these firms, informing us how they now compare to the previous firm’s productivity under private 
ownership from the first-hand accounts of ERTs’ most well-positioned and well-informed experts: the 
workers themselves.
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and today when we consider that 59% of ERTs in 2009-2010 were operating at between 

20-60% of their installed capacity when compared to 46% of them operating at these 

levels in 2004-2005. In 2002, only 29% were producing at these levels. The greatest 

improvement in production capacity over the past decade can be gauged in the drop in 

ERTs that were not producing at all or producing at less than 20% capacity since 2002: In 

2002, 43% of all ERTs were either not producing or producing at less than 20% of 

installed capacity. By 2004-2005, this number had dropped to 24%; and by 2009-2010, 

only 14% of ERTs were producing at less that 20% capacity or not producing at all 

(Ruggeri, Polti, Antivero, Clark, Mendez Marichal, et al., 2010, p. 29).

Metallurgy 33 33 28 6 0

Printing and publishing 33 17 33 0 17

Textile 17 33 33 0 17

Gastronomy 25 75 0 0 0

Glassware 0 50 50 0 0

Chemical 25 0 75 0 0

Plastics 33 33 33 0 0

Meatpacking 33 33 0 33 0
Shipbuilding 0 0 0 100 0

Foodstuffs 33 33 17 0 17
Ceramics, tiles, and 
brickworks 0 50 50 0 0
Tannery and leather 0 100 0 0 0

Health198 0 0 0 75 25
Education 50 50 0 0 0

Hotel and tourism 0 0 100 0 0

Wood products 0 50 50 0 0

Hydrocarbons and fuel 0 0 0 100 0

Pulp and paper 100 0 0 0 0
Table 6-1: Level of ERT production by sector, as of 2004-2005

(Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinehero, 2005, p. 72) 199

198 Note that Salud Juni'n (one of this dissertation’s case studies), which was offering health services in
2004-2005, was most likely within the 25% of ERTs in this category that did not answer.
199 More recent data measuring productivity levels per sector amongst ERTs do not exist, hence my 
reliance here on 2004-2005 data.
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Moreover, as we can begin to gauge from Table 6-1, rough comparative trends in 

production levels between ERTs in different economic sectors can be deduced. For 

example, ERTs in certain sectors that depend on smaller machines operated by one or 

two operators or that do business in service sectors with less technical infrastructure 

requirements200 tend to be producing at higher capacity rates than those in heavier 

industries or in businesses that require more sophisticated technology, larger 

infrastructures, or more complex production processes.201 Because the latter, more 

capital-intensive sectors require higher levels of automation or adequate infrastructure 

using more sophisticated machinery or more complex production or service delivery 

cycles, ongoing operational necessities such as machine repairs and technological 

renewal tend to be generally hard to come by without access to regular and reliable funds 

for capital investments or, as 1 will outline below, sufficient start-up or infrastructure 

renewal subsidies or grants from the state. In the former, less capital-intensive sectors, the 

tendency is for worker-operators themselves to repair their own machines or, as I will 

detail in Chapter 7, to mediate structural barriers to production by engaging in just-in- 

time and small-batch production practices, as is the case now at Chilavert and other 

smaller ERTs.

Some sectors or particular ERTs, of course, do go against these rough trends due 

to their historical or actual conjunctural specificities. Recall the case of the PAUNY 

tractor manufacturer in Chapter 5, for example. That firm has managed to keep producing

200
For example enterprises in the printing and publishing sector; smaller metal shops; or those ERTs

dedicated to textiles, gastronomy, glassware, meatpacking, ceramics, education, and carpentry.
201 This is the case of larger metal-based manufacturers or ERTs in shipbuilding, pulp and paper, 
hydrocarbons, meat packing, some plastic manufacturers, and recuperated hotels, which depend on much 
larger, more expensive, or more complex machinery or service delivery infrastructures.



and producing at high levels comparable to the best days of production under the 

previous owners due to the unique co-management arrangement its worker cooperative 

managed to strike with the firm’s administrators, suppliers, and the municipality of Las 

Varillas, as well as to the fact that the firm did not experience a situation of vaciamiento 

(Buffa, Roitman, & Martinez, 2009; Palomino, Bleynat, Garro, & Giacomuzzi, 2010). 

Similarly, the recuperated newspaper Comercio y Justicia, also introduced in Chapter 5, 

managed to not only increase its flagship newspaper’s subscription rates substantially 

when compared to the previous private firm, it has also managed to expand its production 

considerably by printing newspapers and printed products for other newspapers and 

clients, managing moreover to upgrade its printing machines and technology and 

purchase new computers and a computer-to-print (CPT) system o f publishing. Indeed, its 

worker cooperative now owns its business outright without its workers needing to pursue 

the long road to expropriation due, in part, to the willingness and ability of its journalists 

and print shop worker-members to take on personal mortgages in order to buy out the 

firm from the bankruptcy auction (Javier De Pascuale, 2009, personal interview, 2009; 

Mario Rodriquez, 2009, personal interview; Buffa et al., 2009).

But these two cases are exceptions rather than the norm in the universe o f ERTs. 

In the next chapter I compare the state of the labour processes and the compromises that 

ERTs such as these two exceptional cases have had to make in their cooperative business 

structures with the more common, crisis-riddled case studies I presented in Chapter 4, 

particularly making connections and comparisons to how the legal and organizational
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structures of an ERT and their past histories of high or low conflictivity and market 

situation relate to their new labour processes’s as self-managed firms.

ERT workers’ self-reported reasons for under-production

ERTs’ under-production issues, it is vital to point out, are not related to something 

intrinsic in the “nature” of a worker-controlled, cooperative, or labour-managed firm 

(LMF). Nor to their workers’ lack of motivation or capacities to self-administer their 

work, and certainly not due to something inherent in their particular skills for managing 

their businesses on their own. On the contrary, as has been asserted by LMF economists 

such as Jaroslav Vanek (1977) and Gregory Dow (2003); self-management and 

cooperative theorists such as John Craig (1993), Hans Miinkner (1995), and Michael 

Howard (2000); and labour-supply economist and historian of capitalism Stephen 

Marglin (1974, 1984, 1991), the labour-managed firm, considered from a more liberal 

economic paradigm, can be as productive and “efficient”—if not more so—than the 

capital-managed firm.203 Rather, as with other “abrupt transitions to workers’ control

202 One more point related to how ERTs respond to production difficulties deserves mention here: The
ongoing structural, financial, and operational difficulties faced by most ERTs also suggest why firms from
within the ERT phenomena in Argentina participate almost exclusively within Argentine national markets
(Ruggeri, 2009, 2010; Rebon, 2007). Under such chronically volatile conditions, accessing international
markets proves to be extremely difficult. Hence, few Argentine ERTs that I am aware of as of this writing
were exporting to foreign markets (also see Fajn, 2003; Rebon, 2007; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009). Three
exceptions here are the Yaguane meatpacking plant, the ceramics manufacturer Zanon/FaSinPat, and the
PAUN Y tractor manufacturer who are actively involved in exporting their products. These three firms
were, however, it must be pointed out, already exporting when under private management. Other, much
smaller export arrangements have been organized in recent years by the Working World NGO (Working
World, 2011) (see Chapter 7).
203 Indeed, recall my analysis of the reasons for the formation of the capitalist labour process, production 
regimes, and the private ownership of the means of production in the Introduction and Chapter 2.
According to Marx (1967) and Burawoy (1985), the capitalist divisions of labour and labour process are 
primarily about the control of workers in as much as it “secures and obscures” the extraction of surplus 
value from workers in order to maximize profits. This is in contrast to the often-assumed liberal mantra that 
posits capitalist divisions of labour as the most efficient way of producing better products, or as the most
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[involving] a firm that is in financial distress” in other conjunctures (Dow, 2003, p. 213), 

ERTs’ tendencies to under-produce are directly related to their disproportionate 

emergence from “the ashes of failed capitalist firms” (p. 213) and their lack of financing 

for capitalization issues when compared to the more stable situation o f capital-managed 

competitors who have not gone through similar traumatic experiences or have more ready 

access to loans or equity capital financing (for similar findings, see Fajn, 2003; Ruggeri 

at al., 2010; Rebon, 2007; Wyczykier, 2009b). As Dow (2003) points out via countless 

examples and economic arguments that primarily focus on work incentive and workplace 

control criteria, “LMFs have no evident problem with respect to labour productivity” (p. 

240). To underline the point, drawing on examples of LMFs in the global North, Dow 

cites Avner Ben-Ner’s (1988) data comparing transitions to LMFs in several European 

countries and Quarter & Brown’s (1992) data for conversions of 39 worker buy-outs in 

Canada in 1990. In all of these examples, Dow points out, difficulties in production were 

primarily due to the depleted nature and financial precariousness o f these firms. Howard 

(2000) arrives at similar conclusions from his review o f the literature assessing 

productivity at worker-owned and -controlled firms: “Economists have examined the 

relative efficiency of [LMFs], capitalist, and state-managed enterprises,” he writes, “and 

the evidence on that score clearly supports workplace democracy” (p. 3).204 Indeed, in 

what can be seen as extending Peter Kropotkin’s (1989) historical arguments for the 

primacy of “mutual aid” and cooperation over individualism, competition, and private

effective way of facilitating and maximizing the inventive ingenuity of the capitalist (on these themes,
especially see Marglin, 1974; Noble, 1984).
204 For similar findings from a pro-market socialist perspective similar to Howard’s, see David 
Schweickart’s Against Capitalism (1996).
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property, cooperative theorists Robert Oakeshott (1990) and David Erdal (2000) have 

both concluded, in separate studies o f numerous worker-owned and cooperatives firms 

and the socioeconomic conditions o f the communities where these firms are located in, 

that “people thrive in a social environment characterised by employee ownership” (Erdal, 

2000, p. 1) which, among other social and economic indicators they looked at, such as 

health, sick days, absentee rates, etc., is also reflected in robust rates o f workplace 

productivity and efficiency and worker happiness (for similar findings, also see 

Becchetti, Castriota, & Depedri, 2010).205

These findings were suggested throughout my interviews, especially Oakeshott’s 

and Erdal’s correlations between worker happiness and self-reported productivity levels. 

Chilaverf s Manuel Basualdo, for example, gave me a response similar to what other 

workers in other ERTs responded when I asked them to compare working at the ERT 

with working for a boss:

No, no, I like working here now much better! Things are much calmer 
now. There’s no comparison with what this place used to be like. Before 
you couldn’t even drink a mate206 during work hours. Now we’re all so 
much more relaxed! ... But when we have to work, when we’re on a 
deadline, we work hard too. ... No, it is so much better now. Even if  there

205 Jaroslav Vanek (1977) had similar claims for the potential productivity of LMFs at the level of a 
national economy such as Yugoslavia, which was predominated by worker-controlled firms. Such firms 
would, at minimum, produce as efficiently as KMF (or capital-managed) firms, Vanek found, if all 
technological levels are equal: “We make the observation that when all firms of an industry use the same 
technology and free entry is guaranteed, the labour-managed economy will be Pareto optimal. In other 
words, just like its ideal capitalistic counterpart, the labour-managed economy will be producing the 
maximum producible output from given resources, and the maximum social satisfaction for a prescribed 
distribution of income. These conclusions follow from the fact that the competitive labour-managed firms 
equalize factor marginal products to factor returns for all factors including labor, from competition in 
nonlabor factor markets, free entry of firms and identical technologies” (p. 17). For similar arguments 1 
make from a more explicitly Marxist perspective regarding the viability and ethical place of cooperatives 
and associated labour for a socialize economy, see Chapters 2 and 8.
206 The bitter green tea sipped through a metal straw out of a gourd and consumed throughout South 
America’s Southern Cone region. For more on the role of the mate and the change of the pace of work in 
ERTs, see Chapter 7.
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wasn’t any work to do the manager would insist that we grab a broom and 
sweep the floor, we had to always be doing something, picking up a piece 
of paper, whatever,... we couldn’t be seen doing nothing. You just work in 
a calmer way now, with a much lighter spirit. Now you definitely still 
know that you have to do a good job. But with a manager or owner things 
are so different. Sometimes he didn’t even care if it was a job well done as 
long as we were seen to be producing. Now, we do very good work all the 
time, I would say.... (Manuel Basualdo, 2005, personal interview)207

In short, with ERTs—most vividly witnessed in their average-to-low failure rates 

when compared to other LMFs in other conjunctures,208 ERT workers’ commitments to 

keeping their firms afloat throughout economic downturns, and the extension o f their 

productive endeavours to include community, cultural, and social development projects 

(see Chapters 4 and 7)—under-production and other related challenges, especially during 

their first years of operation, have little if anything to do with their workers lack of 

capacities, skills, or motivation. Rather, under-production, under-capitalization, and 

worker precariousness are most directly related to the depleted conditions inherited from 

the previous capitalist firm and the lack of consistent state support for ERTs given these 

conditions, placing Argentina’s empresas recuperadas at a competitive disadvantage with

207 There is a caveat that I need to make here given Manuel’s response to my question of where he 
preferred to work. I am not suggesting here that all ERT workers are always happier working at an ERT. In 
fact, as I will discuss in Chapter 7, two ERT workers I interviewed said to me quite clearly that when 
working for a paycheque under a boss things were “all much easier then,” as one of them told me, because 
they had “less responsibility” and that they never wanted to self-manage a business or be their own boss in 
the first place. Moreover, in contrast to the question I asked Manuel that led to his answer above, when I 
would ask this question in a different way—whether they feel “freer” or “more liberated” now working as a 
self-managed worker when compared to working for a boss and for a wage—the answers were nuanced in a 
different way; almost to a person they would answer: “No, we have much more responsibility now than 
before.” But, they would continue, they nevertheless “would not go back to working for a boss” even if 
they got paid more. I specifically delve deeper into the tension between the concepts of “freedom” vs.
“responsibility” in self-managed work at ERTs in Chapter 7.
208 Dow (2003) again cites Ben-Ner’s (1988) data to show that, whether from “conversion into KMFs [or] 
out-right dissolution,” the annual death rates of European LMFs in the 1970s and 1980s were: 6.9% for 
French LMFs, 28.6% for Dutch LMFs, 9.3% for Italian LMFs, UK LMFs were at 6.3%, and Swedish 
LMFs were at 29.5% (p. 208). In comparison, only 20 ERTs that were around during Ruggeri et al.’s 
(2005) 2004-2005 survey did not exist by the team’s 2009-2010 survey, suggesting roughly, in 2009-2010 
numbers, a 9.75% death rate or non-survival rate among ERTs (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 39).
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their capital-managed competitors from the get go (for similar findings, also see 

Palomino, 2003; Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009; Ruggeri, et al., 2010; Wyczykier, 2009b).

Figure 6-1 sketches out ERTs’ main self-reported causes of under-production and 

the main changes that occurred to these causes between ERTs’ first and second eras. 

During ERTs’ first era, production challenges tended to be mostly related to a lack of 

prime materials for production inputs, out-of-date or inadequate machinery and the need 

for funds to buy new machines or repair old ones, the lack o f labour capital due to a 

reduced workers’ roster (see below), and difficulties in accessing new customers and 

markets for selling their goods or services. These problems are not surprising given that, 

as I showed in Chapter 4, ERTs that emerged during this period were amongst the most 

crisis-riddled at the point-of-production and had gone thorough intense situations of 

vaciamiento and business depletion. By ERTs’ second era, with a more stable national 

economy and with greater familiarization of the processes o f converting failing privately- 

owned firms into worker coops by the legal and political establishments, unions, and 

workers (as I laid out in Chapter 5), the main causes of under-production had changed.

As Figure 6-1 also shows, ERT workers’ current reasons for under-production are not 

attributed as much now during the phenomenon’s second era to the bad conditions of 

their technological infrastructure, lack of workers, nor, most dramatically, the lack of 

prime materials but, rather, to “difficulties in accessing markets.” Indeed, in a separate 

but related question asked by Andres Ruggeri’s Facultad Abierta research team, over 

70% of ERTs surveyed in 2009-2010 claimed that their technological installations were 

in “good condition,” with just over 26% saying that some of their machines were
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“obsolete” and 11% saying that they needed more machines (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 

32).209

40%
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25%
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0%
Lack of prime Machine Lack of Lack o f labour Legal status Difficulties in Other 

materials inadequacy specialized capital accessing challenges
workers markets

Figure 6-1: Main causes of under-production, comparing the ERT phenomenon’s “first” 
and “second eras” (2004-2005 N=72 ERTs, 2009-2010 N=68 ERTs, multiple answers 

permitted) (Ruggeri et al., 2005, p. 74; Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 31)210

These more recent findings need some qualifications. As I personally witnessed in

the ERTs that I have visited over the years, and especially in the three case studies in

Chapter 4, having machines in “good condition” or, similarly, deeming machines to be

“adequate,” to link the point to Figure 6-1, does not mean that these firms necessarily

have the latest technology, that all the technology they have is being used, or even that all

of their technology is operational. What workers mean here is that the technology that

they can or do use is in the best operational condition possible to meet the current

production needs or desires of the cooperative. This is because ERT workers in recent

years have either learned to adapt the depreciated machinery that they inherited to their

209 Multiple answers were permitted for this question.
210 Note that the question regarding the “legal status” of the firm in relation to its challenges was not asked 
in 2004-2005.

*  2004-2005 
■ 2009-2010

mm mm i  -i
B I Bi B B I

Chapter 6 380



new conditions of self-management (as was the case at Chilavert where they still use the 

two two-colour printers originally bought in the 1980s by the former owner), have 

accepted (reluctantly or by choice) the reduced production outputs that these old 

machines and their reduced labour force have conditioned (again, as is the case with 

Chilavert), bought some new machines (as with Chilavert, UST, and Salud Junin), fixed 

old ones from the capitalization of their revenues (the case at Chilavert and Salud Junin), 

managed to secure some technological upgrading funding from provincial or national 

government programs (Chilavert, UST, and Junin) or from foreign NGOs (as with Junin’s 

new ophthalmology machines from Cuba’s Operation Milagro), or some combination of 

the above scenarios (see Chapter 4). It seems that now, in ERTs’ second era, the causes 

of under-production for ERT workers are not so much related by them to their concerns 

with their firms’ technological capacity as they were during their first era. Now, it 

appears, ERT workers have learned to adapt to their technological realities and, instead, 

are, in the majority, more concerned with their abilities to gain back the market share 

their old private firm lost and their workers’ expectations for expanding into new markets 

or otherwise grow their customer-base. These, on the whole, are concerns that any 

expanding and viable firm operating within competitive markets would have.

Surprisingly, Ruggeri et al. (2010) also found in their 2009-2010 survey that 60% 

of ERTs claimed that they have either purchased new machines or fixed old ones from 

the capitalization of the cooperative’s own revenues rather than from loans or state 

subsidies, 20% claimed to have done so from a combination of their own capitalization
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and state subsidies, and 10% from state funding alone (p. 33).211 This is a marked 

improvement in ERTs’ level o f self-capitalization from the research team’s 2004-2005 

survey if one takes revenue capitalization as a major marker of the success o f these firms. 

Moreover, further achievements in production capacity can be gauged amongst ERTs 

over the last six years of the first decade of the 2000s if we were to layer in the data from 

Figure 6-1 where we see that, in 2004-2005, a combined number of 63% of ERTs either 

claimed to be experiencing “machine inadequacy,” “lack of labour capital,” or “lack of 

prime materials,” while by 2009-2010 only around 41% of ERTs claimed to be 

experiencing these difficulties. Moreover, when we take into account that 55% of ERTs 

claimed to be producing at between 20-60% of their installed technological capacity as of 

2009-2010 (again, an improvement from 2004-2005 numbers o f 30% of ERTs claiming 

to be producing at 20-60% capacity) (pp. 29-30), we can safely say that, on the whole, 

ERTs have been testimony the resilience and innovative capabilities of their workers to 

make the best of less-than-perfect business scenarios.

Currently, the main production issue for ERTs during their second era—the desire 

for more market penetration or market growth— is likely a combination o f three factors: 

the logical next step for ERT businesses that are in growth mode, the intensification of 

competition with most markets in expansion in Argentina since at least 2005 (Forcinito & 

Basualdo, 2008; Kraul, 2011), and ERTs’ continued relative disadvantaged condition 

given that they are producing within competitive markets populated mainly by private 

enterprises that have easier access to loans and capital and that have no qualms about 

extracting surplus-value from employees, hiring and firing at will, and rationalizing the

211 The other 10% of firms surveyed did not provide an answer to this question. 
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labour process when needed. In short, in capital-managed firms—where “capital hires 

labour”—managers do not have to concern themselves with same social issues demanded 

of members of worker cooperatives where “labour hires capital.” As Ruggeri et al. (2010) 

put it:

[T]he numbers [we have been gathering over the years with regard to 
ERTs’ production capacities] show the enormous difficulties [their 
workers have had] in capitalizing firms that have had to get going, in 
general, with a complete lack o f start-up investment necessary for 
beginning production runs...[,] and under conditions of work that would 
not be tolerated in private enterprises.... The determinant question for 
these firms now is the problem of market insertion.... Most evidently, 
there is a relation between the capitalization o f ERTs and how they 
manage to cope in a market reality that has as its main rule competition 
and where the concepts delineating self-managed work are absolutely 
foreign to its logics, (p. 31)

In sum, Figure 6-1 illustrates implicitly that, from the perspective of 

microeconomic growth and stability, ERTs have, in general, shown clear improvements 

in productivity and business stability over the past six years or so. They have done so 

primarily because o f an admixture o f a more stable national economic climate and, in 

particular, ERT workers’ own ingenuity, creativity, cooperation, and innovations, as I am 

implicitly and explicitly arguing throughout this dissertation. On the other hand, and 

again on purely microeconomic terms (and not foreseeing the socialization, or “un

commodification,” of Argentina’s national economy anytime soon), sustaining an ERT’s 

growth by reaching new markets and producing more products or delivering services to 

more clients or customers, ensuring the low mortality rates of ERTs as a whole continue, 

and securing the phenomenon’s overall long-term robustness will depend much on how 

effectively each ERT can compete with private firms in their respective markets and how 

they will tackle ongoing challenges in production that continue to place them within
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situations o f competitive disadvantage. The flip side to these production challenges, as I 

will analyze further in Chapter 7, is that many ERT workers are constantly developing 

new skills and capacities that remained untapped when the firm was in private hands, 

showing that these workers can indeed add much potential value to not only the worker 

cooperative model in Argentina, but also to Argentina’s national levels o f productivity in 

general.

Productivist discourses or “dual realities ”?

These ongoing microeconomic issues have continued to bring with them, as 

Figure 6-1 implies, new challenges and tensions that extend beyond the merely economic. 

Seen from another angle—the social—demands for greater production or, at minimum, 

more stable output levels, as well as workers’ desires for economic growth requiring 

direct competition with capital-managed firms, could be seen as putting ERTs’ 

community-focused cooperative model at risk if  ERT protagonists continue to 

concentrate on keeping up with the competition, rationalizing the firm, and, as a 

consequence, perhaps diminishing or setting aside the community projects some of them 

take on and the social values of solidarity most of them were founded on. In the words of 

J.K Gibson-Graham (2006), another kind o f “economic imaginary” (pp. 6-21)—a more 

socialized, member-driven, and community-oriented one—is perhaps being compromised 

in such economistic pursuits led mostly by business growth aspirations, market demand, 

and competitive drive. Indeed, some o f the ERT workers I have had conversations with 

over the years have used, in describing in particular what they measure their ERTs’ 

success against, what some social theorists and critical economists have called 

“productivist assumptions” (Weeks, 2005, p. 110; also see Baudrillard, 1975; Gibson-



Graham, 2006; Giddens, 1994). Such discourses privilege economic growth over other 

social values and practices such as solidarity and cooperative economics, community- 

focused development, and social inclusion that have also been championed by many 

ERTs (see this dissertation’s Introduction and Chapters 3, 4 and 7).

But these at times contradictory values—economic growth and competition 

versus cooperation, solidarity, and social aims—were, in almost all interviews with ERT 

workers I conducted as well as in informal conversations I have had with countless ERT 

protagonists over the years, constantly in tension. That is, ERT workers both recognize 

the need for taking care of each other and taking care o f the communities that surround 

them (see Chapter 7) while also recognizing, almost in the same breath and at times as if 

apologetically added on, their cooperative’s need to stay competitive, upgrade their 

technologies, or keep growing economically. This discourse o f economic growth is also a 

discourse of pride for these workers (e.g., that they can actually run a business on their 

own). Moreover, this discourse takes up how they in part measure success (e.g., ERT 

workers comparisons o f their productive output or current economic stability to the 

private firm from which they emerged from), and evidences some o f the benchmarks 

ERT workers use regards what they have managed to accomplish since taking over their 

firms. Recall, for example, what UST’s Pablo Rolandi expressed in Chapter 4: “Showing 

that you can indeed self-manage your business—and actually doing it—is a matter o f 

survival for us.” Or Salud Junin’s Alejandro Torres’s comment: “If  we look back it is 

incredible to see how we have grown. It fills us with pride.” In the same interview, a few 

minutes earlier, Alejandro qualified this sentiment suggesting that the clinic’s growth is 

not only necessary for the coop’s own survival, but also necessary to “prove to



others”—the community, their market, the state, themselves even—that ERTs are viable, 

productive entities that matter both for social and economic reasons:

As treasurer I try and take to the workers’ assembly proof that we are 
growing. We have to eat and live, this is one major responsibility [we have 
as a cooperative], but this project also has to grow. I am of the idea that 
the clinic has to show growth in order for people to say that ‘Yes, las 
empresas recuperadas function.’ If  we divvy up amongst ourselves 
everything we make, then this thing will all fall apart. We have to put 
some of our earnings back into the firm, right? We have to grow so 
people—society, our patients, the state, our competitors—won’t doubt the 
ERTs. So, as ERTs we have to always take two things into account: One, 
are your compaheros satisfied with what they take home as salary? And, 
two, is your enterprise growing? (Alejandro Torres, 2009, personal 
interview)

The former president of Comercio y Justicia, Javier De Pascuale, articulated this 

tension between solidarity and economic growth in perhaps starker terms when I asked 

him how his firm measures success. Notice, in particular, how he first starts out by telling 

me about how strong their internal solidarity is at the coop and then quickly turns to 

discussing how the democratic decision-making structures of the coop slow down 

productivity:

I think our major success has been at the human level here. As an 
[economic] organization, however, I think we have a long road ahead of us.
At the human level, we have great solidarity, and with minimal conflicts.
At the organizational level we have great challenges, I think. We have to 
analyze the time it takes, first of all, to resolve internal issues between us.
After that, we have challenges at the organizational level that have to do 
with bettering our products, making decisions to introduce new and 
improved quality standards for our newspaper’s layout, for example, and 
improving our production processes and even standards for our internal 
competition so that we produce the best product possible. You see, we 
have issues, I would say, with our times. That is, the time it takes for us to 
turn around ideas into products, because we always have to consult things 
with the membership. Then we have challenges in the area o f technical 
innovation, for example in creating and introducing new products, investing

Chapter 6 386



more than the 8% a year that we now do from our revenues for 
technological upgrading. (Javier De Pascuale, 2009, personal interview)

While there were similar tensions between values o f solidarity and productivity in 

the discourses o f workers at UST, Chilavert, and the other ERTs I visited throughout the 

years, one can sense how unavoidable these tensions are given the insertion of almost all 

ERTs within competitive markets out o f  necessity rather than by choice. With little or no 

effective ongoing state assistance, with no favourable consideration for provisioning 

products to the state, a paucity of subsidies, a need for more beneficial tax treatment, and 

so on, ERTs are mostly left to fend for themselves against other private firms entrenched 

in the interests o f profit above all else and that, unlike ERT coops, have no social 

missions to “encumber” their most immediate sales objectives.

In a sense, then, ERTs live dual realities'. On the one hand, out o f a sheer need for 

survival, they must attempt to maximize production and revenues as much as they can 

within competitive markets. On the other hand, they must also take into account the 

social and solidarity objectives and values of the cooperative, which include keeping its 

members working and making a living and, with some ERTs, redistributing portions of 

revenues to community projects. This, of course, is a situation not uncommon to worker 

and producer cooperatives generally, especially those existing within capitalist national 

economies where these LMFs must, at the same time, compete with capital-managed 

firms while being further tasked with needing to live by the dictates of the International 

Cooperative Alliance’s seven cooperative principles (Craig, 1993; Melnyk, 1985) (see 

Chapter 2). Given the continued depleted conditions of ERTs’ technical infrastructure, 

the lack of consistent and meaningful state support, and their highly conflictive origins,
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the burdens layered onto an ERT cooperative is perhaps even greater than what would 

normally be seen with other worker coops that have their start in perhaps better economic 

circumstances or within national conjunctures that offer more robust support structures 

for coops. As such, I believe levelling the “productivist” critique at these firms might be 

an unfair and “unproductive” endeavour indeed given the lack o f other clear choices for 

these workers who have had to, first and foremost, secure their jobs and make a living.

This dual reality also necessarily means that ERT workers must always carefully 

consider how they will reinvest funds that are hard to come by back into the firm. As I 

address in more detail in Chapter 7, it also means that how the second and third 

cooperative principles unfold at an ERT—“democratic member control” and “member 

economic participation”— is constantly debated within each particular firm. Furthermore, 

this dual reality means that ERT workers are faced with the need to constantly reassess 

and even redesign the organization o f their production to most effectively meet customer 

orders and market demands while also taking into account workers’ internal democratic 

and egalitarian obligations and the coop’s external community commitments and social 

missions. Juggling such multifaceted obligations, then, and given the general challenges 

undergirding ERTs in general, it is not surprising that these firms are chronically under

producing or that some ERTs, such as Comercio y Justicia, ensconced as it is in the 

highly competitive newspaper publishing business, choose not to engage in community 

projects for fear of distracting its workers from its main business goals (Mario Rodriquez, 

2009, personal interview).212 In contrast (and not to negate the strength o f the strong

212 Perhaps, then, with all of these the production-related difficulties wrought by having to exist in this dual 
reality, ERTs can be seen to underscore some of the reasons why labour-managed, cooperative, and
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social commitments o f its members and the force of their political conscientization 

developed throughout their years of self-management), UST is able to engage in its 

extensive community projects partly because it is mostly exempt from having to deal 

with competitive markets in that over 90% of its revenues come from guaranteed and 

long-term contracts with two major state entities, CEAMSE213 and the municipality of 

Avellaneda (Pablo Rolandi, 2009, personal interview). Perhaps, then, as I will further 

explore in Chatpers 7 and 8, UST serves as a model to emulate for other ERTs and 

something the Argentine state should keep in mind, not only for assisting these firms 

(e.g., privileged state contracts for self-managed workplaces) but also when looking for 

non-assistentialist ways to concretely carry out locally-run neighbourhood development 

and community revitalization projects from the standpoint o f a community’s very 

members.

A Fractured Labour Force?

A reduced labour force and older workers

Another major challenge to the competitive advantage and productivity levels of 

ERTs is related to their depleted workforces. On average, the workforces of most ERTs

industrial relations literatures suggest that the rate of formation of labour-managed firms (LMFs) tend to be
far below those of capital-managed firms (KMFs), that workers’ control is “rarer” than capitalist owned
firms, and that, moreover, LMFs and worker coops tend to form in low capital-intensive sectors (Ben-Ner,
1988; Craig, 1993; Dow, 1993,2003; Estrin, 1989; Gamson & Levin, 1984; Grossmann & Hart, 1986;
Hansmann, 1996; Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 2009). Furthermore, that almost all ERTs emerged out of
conjunctures of microeconomic and macroeconomic crises and that these initial crises and conflicts
continue to echo on the shop-floors of ERTs well after self-management has commenced also highlight the
general observation by cooperative and labour-managed theorists that worker cooperatives are often
“children of distress” (McCarthy, Briscoe, & Ward, n.d., para. 6; also see Briscoe & Ward, 2005; Craig,
1993; Dow, 2003; Melnyk, 1985).
213 CEAMSE, as I discussed at some length in Chapter 4 in the UST case study, is the joint city of Buenos 
Aires and province of Buenos Aires waste management firm UST contracts out its services to.
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shrink by around 80% when compared to the situation o f the firm when under owner 

control (Fajn, 2003; Founier & Vazquez, 2007; Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri et al., 2005; 

Ruggeri et al., 2010). More specifically, as Ruggeri et al. (2010) found in their most 

recent survey, 84% of ERTs reported having lost workers either because they found jobs 

elsewhere or retired since the self-management project began (p. 41). And, while some 

ERTs were originally medium-sized or larger enterprises with several hundred or 

thousand workers during their heyday as private firms,214 over 75% of ERTs now employ 

less than 50 workers. In general, it is safe to say that a vastly depleted labour force further 

compromises ERTs’ short- and long-term productivity and sustainability (p. 40).

ERT workers also tend to be older than the average Argentine worker. While the 

majority of fulltime Argentine national workforce is between 20 and 40 years of age 

(ILO, 2011), the vast majority of ERT workers, over 75% in fact, tend to be over 36 years 

of age, and 20% are over 55 (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 42). In general, there is an older age 

mean with ERTs when compared to the overall Argentine workforce because most o f the 

workers that left before the toma (takeover) of the plant or that decided not to be a part of 

an ERT project tended to be younger than those that stayed. This is mainly the case 

because younger people in Argentina’s well-known ageist job markets generally have an 

easier time at finding alternative work. Rather than face the challenges and uncertainties 

of self-managing a firm, many younger workers would decide to face the lesser 

uncertainties of the job market and look for greater job “security” in other, usually private 

firms.

214 For example, the Gatic sports equipment manufacturer, ex-SIAM (now CIAM) domestic electronics 
equipment maker, the aluminum products manufacturer IMP A, and UST were all medium-to-large 
companies that lost large portions of their labour force during their years of labour conflict.
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Figure 6-2: Percentage of workers that leave just before, during, or just 
after the recuperation of the firm, comparing ERTs’ “first” and “second 

era” job classification data (N=72 ERTs for both surveys)
(Ruggeri et al., 2005, p. 70; Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 42)

As with ERTs’ production trends, we also notice differences between first era and 

second era labour trends. In Ruggeri et al.’s (2005) 2004-2005 survey, as we can see in 

Figure 6-2, the job classifications of workers that decided to leave and not stay to self- 

manage their firms or that were forced to leave for other reasons tended to be, in order o f 

job disappearance percentages and out of the total ERT labour force sampled: 

administrators, highly specialized technicians, production staff, sales and marketing 

experts, and, lastly other professionals and managers. This workforce shrinkage meant 

that early on in the ERT phenomenon there was a paucity o f professional, technical, and 

administrative staff left at most ERTs by the time the remaining worker collective took 

over and began to self-manage their firms. Again, this is because it still was, even at the 

height of Argentina’s economic crisis, relatively easier for administrative or

r i i
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professionalized workers with more transferable skills to find jobs elsewhere when 

compared to blue-collar or service sector workers. Moreover, these administrative, 

technical, and professional workers tended to be, again, usually younger than the mostly 

older blue-collar workers who had no options but to stay on to take over their troubled 

firms. There is no doubt amongst the ERT workers I spoke to that these younger, more 

technically inclined, or administrative workers could have helped immensely in the 

reorganization o f an ERT’s production processes.

By ERTs’ second era, however, we see a shift in the kinds o f workers that leave. 

By 2009-2010, most workers that left an ERT were now production line workers, then 

followed by administrative workers, and then, at virtually the same rates, technical, 

professional, and supervisory workers. Why was it that more than 12% more production 

line workers left by the 2009-2010 survey when compared to the 2004-2005 survey? The 

answer, Ruggeri et al., (2010) suggest, is simple: With more regularized and stable 

economic and labour climates throughout the country during the latest survey, when 

compared to the still-present after-effects of the deep economic recession o f the first 

years o f the new millennium, it was easier for blue-collar, service workers, production 

line workers, and even older workers to find jobs elsewhere, and some did. In addition, 

many ERT workers that were nearing retirement age have actually been retiring in recent 

years; according to Ruggeri et al., as of 2009-2010, 22% of workers that were no longer 

part of an ERT had retired (p. 42).

ERTs as job creators

On the other hand, while ERTs do initially see a substantial drop in the number of 

workers when self-managed production begins compared to the most economically stable
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days as a private firm, once the firm is fully under workers’ control ERTs tend to, on the 

whole, create new jobs—that is, they begin to take on new members (Fajn, 2003; Founier 

& Vazquez, 2007; Rebon, 2004,2007; Ruggeri et al. 2010). As Founier & Vazquez 

(2007) found, 58% of the 50 ERTs they surveyed created a total of 498 new jobs since 

their founding, with only three of their cases studied losing workers after starting self

managed production (p. 42). Ruggeri et al. (2010), Gabriel Fajn (2003), and Julian Rebon 

(2007) also have similar findings. Due to the sample size and recentness of their survey, 

Ruggeri et al. (2010) offer the most robust figures concerning job growth within the ERT 

phenomenon: Between their 2004-2005 and 2009-2010 surveys the number of total ERT 

workers grew by just over 2,400. This growth came both from more ERTs entering the 

scene in the five year span between surveys and from older ERTs actually expanding 

their businesses and taking on new workers (see Chapter 3).

Another noteworthy and related finding by Ruggeri et al. (2010) is that the older 

the ERT the more likely it is that it will have taken on new workers. For example, 91% of 

ERTs that were founded before 2001, Ruggeri et al. report, had incorporated new 

members by the 2009-2010 survey, 83% of those founded in 2001 had taken on new 

workers, 85% founded in the years 2002-2004 had done so, and 75% of ERTs founded 

between 2005-2007 had hired new workers, while only 45% of ERTs founded after 2007 

had taken on new workers. Reasons for these findings are varied. We can assume, 

however, from the relation between the level o f conflictivity during and ERT’s founding 

and its members’ commitments to solidarity and cooperativist values (as found by Fajn 

(2003), Ruggeri et al. (2005), and as suggested by my own research in the next chapter), 

that the link between the age of the ERT and its higher likelihood of having taken on new

Chapter 6 393



workers is related to two major factors: First, the more intensive levels o f solidarity and 

cooperativism present with workers from older ERTs would seem, among other things, to 

express themselves in a higher likelihood of taking on new workers or bringing back 

former workers— companeros that had been laid off or fired by the former boss or 

workers o f the former firm that had retired and that need jobs again. The other, more 

straightforward explanation is that older ERT firms have simply experienced more cycles 

of business expansion and growth and more time to stabilize the firm and have thus had 

more needs, opportunities, and time to take on new workers. These two explanations for 

taking on new workers, as I will expand on in Chapter 7, are suggested by all three of this 

dissertation’s case studies. Chilavert, for instance, has expanded since it was founded 

from eight to 14 members, UST from 34 to over 90, and Salud Junin from 30 founding 

workers to 35 current members with the additional contracting o f the services o f more 

than 60 doctors.

Issues related to taking on new workers

But taking on new workers, while usually done during a growth phase o f an ERT, 

also brings with it new challenges. Indeed, which new workers should be hired, when to 

take them on, and how to incorporate them into the firm are ongoing issues at most ERTs. 

For example, the questions of how much decision-making capacity the ERT cooperative 

should give to new workers, as well as how much they should be remunerated, remain 

crucial points of debate within many ERT workers’ assemblies. These debates are in no 

small part related to the uncertainty that incumbent workers have concerning a newer 

worker’s understanding o f or level of commitment to cooperative ideals that, for many of 

the ERT’s founding worker-members, were formed during and after the long months of



occupation and resistance. Hence, new hires add further uncertainty concerning the future 

“returns” on hiring “investments.” As a consequence, the first cooperative principle— 

“voluntary and open membership”—gets worked out immanently at each ERT as the self

management project unfolds over the years.215

Argentina’s national legislation for cooperatives stipulates that a coop’s full-time 

“hires” must eventually be incorporated as members after a probationary period of no 

more than six months (Ley No. 20.337, n.d). Moreover, once a new member becomes a 

socio (associate) o f the cooperative, any subsequent decision to exclude him or her from 

the coop is a long and complicated process. The decision to incorporate new workers thus 

takes on a level of gravity and consideration not experienced by private companies in 

Argentina. Salud Junin’s Alejandro Torres made this challenge clear to me when he 

described a failed attempt at hiring a new worker several years before our interview. The 

worker ultimately did not live up to expectations as had been set out by Junin’s job 

description. Although she became a full member of the Junin coop after her probationary 

period, the other coop members ultimately voted to let her go, a decision that led to a 

legal confrontation between the worker and the coop at the province of Cordoba’s labour 

board. In other words, ERTs that decide to incorporate new workers must be doubly sure 

that they will be able to execute and maintain a level and quality o f work that will justify 

their salaries. Indeed, a bad hiring decision could, as it actually did for Salud Junin,

215 The potential uncertainties related to hiring new workers, it must be noted, are, while nuanced to each 
ERT’s particular conjunctural realities, not necessarily limited to Argentina’s ERTs but are experienced by 
most incumbent worker coop members who must also think clearly about the long-term continuity and 
future succession plans of their firms (Craig, 1993; Dow, 2003).
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negatively affect an ERT’s already tight bottom line, possibly taking it into a crisis 

situation once again.

In addition, the high rates at which founding members are nearing retirement age 

at many ERTs add more long-term worries for the cooperative’s incumbent members 

(Calderon, Mazzoli, Polti, Sarlinga, & Vazquez, 2009). If eventually the number o f new 

associates at an ERT were to supersede the number of founding or more senior members 

o f the coop, could the cooperative be voted out of existence one day and become, once 

again, a capitalist firm if more capitalist business models are perceived by newer 

members to be more “efficient” or “effective” for securing jobs and tackling competitive 

markets? Due to these risks some ERT coops decide to incorporate new hires as 

temporary, non-member contract workers or interns without making them members o f the 

cooperative. Sometimes these contracts are renewed far beyond the six-month 

probationary period that a particular ERT would have had to respect had it planned to 

take on these contract workers as outright coop members. O f course, how not to exploit 

the labour of these non-member contract workers becomes another issue that ERTs must 

confront; ironically, these situations risk reproducing the very exploitative and alienating 

capitalist practices that led to the labour instability that ERT protagonists were contesting 

in the first place.

But, again, not all is black and white with these hiring practices. Take, for 

example, the case o f Junin’s contractual relationship with its 60 plus doctors. As the 

reader will recall form Chapter 4, Salud Junin’s membership is reserved for the clinic’s 

nurses, maintenance workers, and administrative and office staff. The clinic’s troubled 

past relationship with los profesionales (i.e., doctors) has marked its current membership
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policy; recall that none of its contracted doctors are, as of this writing, coop members, nor 

was there originally an intention to make them members when the firm was founded 

(although one of the clinic’s founding coop members was a doctor who happened to be 

the only profesional to have participated in the takeover of the clinic). The clinic’s past 

relationship with doctors is most prominently etched in the minds of the coop’s members 

by its troubled relationship with the clinic’s former owners who were, as I wrote in 

Chapter 4, all health care “professionals.” As such, this past relationship has lingered in 

the institutional memory o f the clinic and is manifested in the fact that no doctors are 

members of the coop. Furthermore, that it was the clinic’s nurses, maintenance staff, and 

office support workers that suffered through the clinic’s founding crises and that 

subsequently went through the struggle to recuperate it has also shaped the coop’s 

membership roster to date. It was thus decided early on to not open the cooperative’s 

membership base to doctors and other health care profesionales for fear that the clinic 

could again privatize. This decision, however, was not taken lightly at Junin. Over the 

years its members have constantly debated in whose major interest it is to be a member 

and what kind of members would be best for the coop. The answers to these two 

questions for the ERT’s founders were clear: Those who went through the struggles of 

recuperating the clinic were the ones, they felt, who would secure the cooperative nature 

of the firm and best impart the cooperative values they had taken on to future members. 

Moreover, doctors in the province of Cordoba already enjoy the relative job security 

guaranteed by their profession, Junin’s founding members reasoned, while the 

cooperative, in turn, was the only real security its members had. As an interesting 

compromise, the doctors who work at the clinic (all, recall, on a part time basis) can
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attend and even participate in the coop’s weekly Wednesday workers’ assembly but, as 

non-members, they do not have voting rights (Jose Lopez, 2007, 2009, personal 

interviews).

Furthermore, in most ERTs in Argentina, the balance between hiring new workers 

and securing the future o f the cooperative is maintained by strategies that could be 

interpreted as nepotistic. This includes preferring to hire family members, ex-workers of 

the cooperative (including returning retired workers), or workers recommended to them 

by the ERT’s members, friends, or other ERTs. These hiring practices were prominent at 

all three o f my case studies because, as Salud Junin’s Alejandro Torres asserted, “they 

know well the struggles we have gone through because they also lived them out with us, 

and this guarantees that they are pretty much as committed to this project as we [the 

founders] are.” ERT researchers such as Fajn (2003), Rebon (2007), Ruggeri (2009), and 

Wyczykier (2009b) have also found that this is a common hiring practice across most 

ERTs for the very reasons that Alejandro told me.

Chilavert’s workers have also taken on new members from personal social 

networks but have also, as at Junin and UST, hired workers that were previously 

unknown to them. Tellingly, when I asked Placido about Chilavert’s mixed hiring 

practices, he prefaced his answer by talking about the risks of hiring new workers for the 

future continuity of the ERT given that new workers have not experienced the same 

struggles that founders have.216 He also implicitly suggested, as I will expand on further

216 As George Melnyk (1985) and John Craig (1993) both discuss, these are common dilemmas and 
concerns amongst most first generation worker cooperatives contemplating taking on new members. Recent 
studies of the Mondragon cooperatives in the Basque Country have found similar gaps between the 
commitments of older and younger members (Kasmir 1996; MacLeod, 1997).
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in the next chapter, the importance that Chilavert’s workers place in the memory and the 

stories of the coop’s founding struggle for securing the solidarity o f their workplace and 

the commitment o f workers to the self-management project.

And when the founders here retire? Will the same solidarity you all have 
now endure? In other words, how do you guarantee the continuity o f  the 
coop when the next generation o f  workers becomes the majority here, or 
when hiring?

Yes, of course, the risk with newer or younger members is that they won’t 
keep our values that we have here now top of mind in the future. W e’ve 
thought lots about this and we’ve even seen it a bit with our new hires. 
Actually, IMPA’s217 fall is a result o f this issue. They accepted too many 
new people into the cooperative. They then began to overwhelm the 
founders when these newer members began to think that ‘The founders are 
all a bunch o f useless old guys!’ without taking into account the history of 
[the cooperative], its values, or the effort that the ‘old guys’ .had to go 
through to recuperate it. And this is something that we see to some degree 
in all o f the cooperatives we are in touch with, where the coop’s newer 
and younger members start sweeping the old guys aside; this, as you can 
imagine, causes suffering at these empresas.... And knowing that this 
might happen to your coop is sad for us old guys who went through all of 
the struggles to get here. That’s why we founders remind the younger 
members all the time that ‘you are benefiting from this, from our 
struggles, that is why you now have a job, because of our struggles!’ We 
old guys, the founders, we always try to lead by example. This is 
especially important for the three people that we hired literally off the 
street when they came knocking at our door. We didn’t know them then, 
but we liked their humility, what they were like as people, so we took 
them on. Fortunately, all three have worked out for us...and they really 
want to know the stories o f how it is that we became what we are today.

In sum, in most ERTs—including Salud Junin, Chilavert, and UST—there is a 

marked preoccupation with balancing the equitable treatment of all its workers with the 

ERT’s new horizontalized organizational and production processes, the needs of taking

217 Recall that IMPA metal shop was one of the first ERTs (founded as such in 1997), the first ERT to open 
up its shop to community initiatives, and the place where MNER was founded. It also worked closely with 
Chilavert during the latter ERT’s “occupy” and “resist” phases. For more on IMPA, see Chapters 4 and 7.
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on new members, and the long-term viability of the coop. In this way, the issue of 

“voluntary and open membership” is continually being worked out and guided by the 

particular economic situation, social obligations, market needs, and the unique 

characteristics o f the social networks at each ERT.

Drops in remuneration rates

While ERTs have undoubtedly been net job creators (see above), members’ 

salaries remain below sector averages on the whole. Indeed, with lower production rates 

when compared to the previous firm and decreased revenues in general, ERT workers 

experience much lower remuneration rates when compared to the purchasing power of 

their previous wages as employees. This, o f course, is one of the major sources of 

workers’ precarious life conditions (Founier & Vazquez, 2007; Rebon, 2007).218 Recall 

what Candido Gonzalez testified in Chapter 4: “[Ojne earned more before [when under 

owner-management] and we had fixed hours.... We started here in 2002 [as an ERT] 

earning $200 pesos a month, then $400, and now we earn $800 [in 2003]” (Candido 

Gonzalez, quoted in ERT Documentation Centre, 2003b, p. 5). For Chilavert, a once 

lucrative arts book print shop, these were huge salary cuts for the eight founding workers

218 It is important to note here that traditional union bargaining structures, whereby the union negotiates 
salaries with management or business owners, is a non-starter for ERTs given that there is no management 
or owners to negotiate with any longer. Moreover, many ERTs have also not been able to tap into once- 
common sector-wide collective agreements (where pay scales are negotiated and set industry-wide) given 
the labour reforms of the Menem-de la Rua years, facilitating company-specific labour contracts and 
bargaining (see Chapter 3). Additionally, being labour-managed firms, ERTs’ salaries are directly related to 
revenue streams—when revenues fluctuate, salaries do as well. As such, one of the major struggles that 
ERT lobby groups such as ANTA and CNCT are currently engaging in is for the reform of Argentina’s 
worker cooperative law and for the recognition of the self-managed worker as a unique juridical entity so 
that, in part, state assistance could include salary top-ups in order to secure industry-wide or sector-wide 
remuneration standards for self-managed firms. As a side note, the proposal for a “basic income” replacing 
the minimum wage from some ERT protagonists, radical academics, and activists in Argentina and 
elsewhere could begin to resolve some of the fluctuating salary issues of self-managed firms.
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to face. Since then, it must be pointed out, Chilavert’s workers have managed to increase 

their pay but, with a salary fixed at $400 per week as of August o f 2009 (Placido 

Penarrieta, 2009, personal interview; Red Grafica, 2007), they were still only receiving 

just $200 pesos above the national minimum wage o f $1,400 per month for that month 

(“Acordaron un salario minimo,” 2011; “El piso de convenio es $ 1.400,” 2008). At the 

other end of the spectrum, UST’s workers, with their more secure revenue stream based 

on their state contracts, saw their 93 workers earn much more than the minimum wage in 

August of 2009, when the average worker there made $2,277 pesos per month (Mario 

Barrios, 2009, personal interview).219

UST’s higher salaries, however, are an exception in the universe of Argentine 

ERTs. Across most ERTs, Founier & Vazquez (2007) found that, as Figure 6-3 shows, 

salaries mostly spanned between $150 to $1500 pesos per month,220 and that the average 

salary for ERT workers by the end o f 2005 was $724 pesos per month (p. 43). This was 

just above the country’s salario minimo (minimum wage) for the second half o f that year, 

which was set by Nestor Kirchner’s administration at $630 pesos in July 2005 (“La 

carrera del salario minimo,” 2011). As Founier & Vazquez quite correctly point out, “it is 

clear that the $724 [pesos] is not enough to cover all of the necessities stipulated by

219 As I will discuss further in Chapter 7, 50% of UST’s revenues are allocated to member salaries (Mario 
Barrios, 2009, personal interview). In some ERTs this rate is even higher. It seems that ERTs are at core, 
like most labour-managed firms, “income maximizers” that strive to maximize revenues in order secure the 
highest salaries possible for members (Vanek, 1977; Dow, 2003). This is in contrast to the “profit 
maximizing” characteristics of private, capital-managed firms, where the main aim is profit accumulation
and maximizing future returns on private investments for shareholders.
220 At 2005 average exchange rates to the US dollar, the Argentine peso was valued at $0.345901.

Chapter 6 401



Between $150 *$400 Between $401 - S700 Between $701 -S1000 Between $1001 - No date given
$1500

Figure 6-3: Salary levels per month, by percentage of ERT firms and workers at 
Dec. 2005 (N=50 ERTs) (Founier & Vdzquez, 2007, p. 42)

[Argentina’s law of labour contracts, Ley Numero 24.744]” for ERT workers, especially

given that this law specifies that the minimum wage should be

the minimum remuneration [that a single worker without family 
obligations should receive so that] adequate food, dignified housing, 
education, clothing, sanitary assistance, transport, vacation, and social 
security previsions are assured, (quoted in Founier & Vazquez, 2007, p.
44)

“The deterioration o f workers’ real salaries,” Founier & Vazquez conclude, “is a process 

that has been taking place for more than 30 years [in Argentina] and there is still much to 

recuperate in this respect...” (p. 44). Indeed, almost all ERTs I have visited throughout 

the years witnessed drastic drops in remuneration rates, and one o f the major challenges 

faced by the coop’s members is findings ways to increase revenues in order to maximize
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workers’ salaries, raise pay scales to their sector’s standards, and ultimately combat 

chronic worker precariousness.

“It has been amazing that we were nothing and that now we can offer jobs to 80 

people here,” Comercio y Justicia’s Javier De Pascuale emphasized to me in 2009. But 

ensuring fair remuneration for all o f an ERT’s workers that, at minimum, corresponds to 

sector-wide pay scales continues to be one o f the phenomenon’s major challenges. As 

Javier continued:

While we can say that we have managed to succeed economically in many 
ways [as an empresa recuperada\, this is relative in relation to our salaries 
because, to this day, we can’t pay some o f our companeros what they 
would be able to get [at a private newspaper] with the same 
responsibilities. And this also has to do with the internal decisions we 
need to make here because, as I already told you, nobody here can make 
that much more than their workmates; the pay differential here is only 
three times the difference in pay between a section’s leaders and

771everybody else. Regardless, this challenges us because, as you know, in 
our society there are those that earn lots of money and those that earn very 
little and we have to compete against firms that use wages and salaries as 
incentives for their workers.

Financial Challenges

The epigraph quote opening up the chapter by Edith Oviedo o f the worker- 

recuperated editorial house Cefomar precisely captures the varied financial challenges 

faced by ERTs. In short, because ERT cooperatives are viewed by Argentina’s financial

221 Note that, as I will discuss in Chapter 7, while most ERTs practice egalitarian pay schemes for all 
members, some ERTs, such as Comercio y Justicia, do practice salary differentials based on seniority or 
responsibility. Having said this, for those that do practice pay differentials, most differences in salaries tend 
to be similar to Comercio y Justicia’s which is, it is worth noting, significantly smaller than Mondragon’s 
pay differentials, the worker cooperative “par excellence” that, as Chilvavert’s Placido Penarrieta 
confirmed to me in a 2009 conversation, some ERTs compare themselves to. At the Basque Country’s 
Mondragon cooperatives, for example, the pay differential in its various cooperatives averaged out at 5:1 
between the highest and lowest paid members in the early 2000s (Herrera, 2004). The gap in pay had, by 
the last years of the decade, increased even more at Mondragon (Arando, Freundlich, Gago, Jones, & Kato, 
2010; Maheshvaranandan, 2007).
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institutions as “risky investments” and fledgling “entrepreneurial” initiatives by groups of 

“self-employed” (or “autonomous”) workers, most ERTs find it hard to secure loans from 

banks (now all mostly foreign-owned after the market liberalizations of the 1990s). ERTs 

also find it difficult to secure money from private investors or to receive subsidies from 

government programs, which are mostly geared towards investor-funded SME start

ups.222 As such, ERTs are constantly challenged in their pursuit of capital for upgrading, 

fixing, or buying new machinery; to assist with wages and benefits; or otherwise help in 

market expansion. Given this lack o f institutional or government support, it is perhaps 

even more remarkable, and a testament to the potentiality for self-determination that 

these workers are modeling, that ERTs have survived as long as they have.

Because of the difficulties o f securing funds for the capitalization and production 

needs o f these firms, non-traditional methods of financing have emerged, again 

underscoring the innovative zeal of many ERT workers as well as illustrating further 

promising routes leading beyond the subsumption o f labour to capital and the possibility 

of creating more robust social and solidarity economies. Some of these new financial 

models include:

• approaching lenders as collective coalitions o f loosely organized 
ERTs, as with the Red Grafica and other second-tier cooperative 
organizations such as FACTA or Proyecto Redes (see Chapter 3);

• individual ERTs organizing neighbourhood “solidarity fundraising” 
drives (as all three of this dissertation’s case studies, Salud Junin,

222 In many ways, as Dow (2003) shows, the lack of investor funding or equity financing is the plight of 
most labour-managed firms, which constantly face “capital constraints” and “debt” and “equity” financing 
issues that contribute to making LMFs a “rarity” when compared to capital-managed firms (pp. 165-179). 
The reasons, according to Dow in his review of the relevant economic literature, are linked to the income— 
rather than capital—maximizing nature of LMFs and the lack of incentives for private investors to invest in 
such firms if they are not going to hold a controlling stake in the business.
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Chilavert, and UST, engaged in), or at times with the assistance of 
ERT lobby groups such as MNER and MNFRT;

• asking customers to pay for the cost o f all raw materials when 
purchase orders are made (a common practice with smaller, less 
capital-intensive ERTs such as Chilavert);

• recycling waste or trading the waste products of one ERT with other 
ERTs or cooperatives where these products become useful and cheap 
inputs to production (as with the Chilavert and IMPA exchange of 
aluminum products discussed briefly in Chapter 4);

• engaging in the nascent but increasingly popular practices of sharing 
customers and raw materials between ERTs (again, a practice being 
experimented with by the Red Grafica and other second-tier coops 
such as the Diaros y Periodicos Regionales Argentinos (Regional 
Argentine Newspapers and Periodicals, or DyPRA));223

• appropriating “day-to-day” or “just-in-time” production runs;

• working a fagon (a practice that sees ERTs producing under contract 
for a third-party contractor or as a sub-contracted part o f another 
firm’s production run); and

• flexible wage schemes (as, for instance, Chilavert’s workers have had 
to exercise during downturns in their business cycle).

The last two points, however, are, o f course, double-edged swords, leading at 

times to further short-term difficulties and even, arguably, exploitative relations for ERT 

workers, further challenging ERTs. First, working a fagon on a detailed aspect of another 

firm’s production cycle in order to produce a component of the contracting firm’s final 

product (as, for example, widely practiced in the North American car industry), could be

223 See, for example, the recent agreement between DyPRA and the Argentine news agency, TELAM 
whereby “more than 80 [mostly small and cooperative] graphic media [outlets] shall be entitled to receive 
the national news agency’s service” (“TELAM signs and agreement,” 2011). Self-defined as “the first 
cooperative entity created for defending graphics communication media, SMEs, and cooperatives in 
Argentina” (DyPRA, 2011), DyPRA is also involved in provisioning cheaper paper products for its 
members than those offered by the monopolistic Clarin Group.
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interpreted as the ERT entering into a situation where the contracting firm is really 

engaging in a highly exploitative relation of production with the ERT. Similar to what 

Techint was proposing in “tertiarizing” the SyUSA/UST workers by outsourcing an 

aspect their production cycle within the newly formed coop o f former SyUSA workers, 

such practices can be seen as, on the one hand, serving to drastically lower the cost of 

production for the contracting firm as it does not have to contribute to any o f the costs of 

labour beyond paying the ERT its fee (Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri et al., 2010). Such views 

highlight how self-management can and is being deployed into the services o f capital in 

the “post-Fordist,” neoliberal era, reminding us o f how practices o f autogestion, workers’ 

control, and workers’ autonomy have been co-opted into capitalist labour processes, as I 

discussed in Section 3 of Chapter 2. On the other hand, such practices could be seen as 

ERTs tapping into and returning to the flexibility and self-management still afforded to 

craft producers in the early days of capitalism when labour was “formally subsumed” into 

capital. Given ERTs’ dual realities and the paucity o f choices that some o f these firms 

must face within competitive markets, resorting to working a fagon for some ERTs such 

as Chilavert has been, especially at times o f business cycle downturns, a matter of 

survival. I return to the implication o f this aspect of some ERTs’ new production regimes 

in light of the tensions of having to work within competitive markets in Chapter 7.

Concerning flexible wage schemes, o f the three case studies this has happened 

most often at Chilavert where in the past its workers’ assembly has had to vote on and 

decide to make drastic cuts to or even temporarily suspend salaries until more revenues 

could be generated by the coop. As Chilavert’s Placido Penarrieta related to me with 

some disappointment:
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So, yes, we now get $400 per week, but o f course it still doesn’t cover our 
necessities. And we’ve even made less money at times because we didn’t 
have enough to pay for our supplies or utilities, or because we had to buy 
or fix a certain machine, so we took cuts to our salaries. It has reached 
ridiculous levels, so much so that there have been times where we have 
had to convince our newer members here to keep on coming to work and 
that things would get better! But we managed to survive those times.

While such irregular financing schemes show promise for proposals towards 

seeing ERT workers extricate themselves from the capitalist market system and enter into 

alternative social and solidarity economy, they are still too nascent on the whole to map 

out a sustained and workable economic alternative for these firms in the present because 

ERTs’ microeconomic realities continue to be shaped by the competitive markets they 

find themselves in (see Chapters 2, 3, and 7). Moreover, the incipiency of these 

alternative financial arrangements, in addition to the two caveats just mentioned, cannot, 

at the time o f this writing, determine any trends that might reveal more secure business 

cycles for ERTs in the present or near future outside of competitive markets. On the other 

hand, several of the unusual financing schemes mentioned above do prefigure 

possibilities that exist in Argentina for creating new, non-capitalist (or, at minimum, less 

capitalist) economic interchanges. These prefigurative arrangements include, as I will 

detail in the next chapter, how some ERTs extend the boundaries of the workplace into 

the community and the community into the workplace; moving beyond capitalist forms of 

production, distribution, and capital accumulation in what ERT workers recuperate (see 

Chapters 2, 7, and 8); and, in general, transforming unifunctional factories and 

workplaces from enclosed spaces with the sole purpose o f producing a product or 

delivering a service to the market into multifunctional open spaces—i.e., la fdbrica 

abierta (the open factory)— serving to gather diverse collectives of actors from the
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surrounding communities into new socialized and solidarity-based economic activity (see 

Introduction and Chapters 7 and 8).

An Ambivalent Relationship with the State

As I mentioned in Chapter 5 and as I will further elaborate on in the next chapter, 

the increasingly well-understood possibilities offered by ERTs for ameliorating some of 

Argentina’s chronic socioeconomic problems provide some reasons for why the 

Argentine state has, on the whole, allowed business occupations to take place. This 

having been said, it must be pointed out again that the national governments o f presidents 

Nestor Kirchner and Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, while definitely more sympathetic 

to the plight o f self-managed workers in Argentina when compared to previous 

governments, have to date still refused to subscribe to official nation-wide policies for 

worker-recuperated workspaces and for transitioning failing firms into cooperatives or 

other forms o f workers’ control (Castillo, 2007; Rebon, 2007; Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009; 

Wyczykier, 2009a). Thus, the challenges faced by ERTs are compounded by the state’s 

ambivalent relationship with the growing phenomenon and other self-managed 

microenterprises in the country.

The Argentine state is, of course, not completely absent from encouraging or 

enacting policies meant to support Argentina’s social and solidarity economies. Recently, 

in August o f 2009, as I introduced in Chapter 5, Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner’s 

government, for example, introduced the program called Plan Argentina Trabajar (Work 

Argentina Plan), mostly a make-work welfare delivery program, administered by the 

Ministerio Nacional de Desarollo Social (National Ministry of Social Development), that 

sees social assistance funds go to municipalities to then distribute to under- and
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unemployed workers to form worker cooperatives mandated to build affordable homes 

and various infrastructure projects at the local level.224 As o f early 2010, this program had 

already incorporated 70,000 participants in thousands of new worker coops throughout 

the country and was set to replace the work-for-welfare initiatives for Argentina’s 

marginalized and unemployed that began to be implemented by the Menem, De la Rua, 

and Duahlde regimes during the crisis years o f 1997-2003.225 Through similar projects 

out o f the Ministry of Social Development and the Ministry o f Labour over the past eight 

years, there is no doubt that both Kirchner administrations have been much more heavily 

invested in local community development work than previous administrations (Pique, 

2009; Rivas & Amantini, 2009; Vales, 2009).226

More specifically related to ERTs, state-based programs that mostly divvy out 

one-time subsidies for self-managed firms have also increased dramatically since 2004.

In that year, only 46% of ERTs in existence had received some form of state support 

(Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 71). By 2009, Ruggeri et al. (2010) report, 85% of surveyed 

ERTs claimed to have received some sort of subsidy, technological upgrading grant, legal 

assessment, or other state-sponsored assistance. As of 2009, the main source of state

224 For a discussion of how this and other social assistance plans linked to worker coops have exponentially 
expanded Argentina’s universe of cooperatives—and also the phenomenon of “false” cooperatives—see
Chapters 3 and 5.
225 Such programs include, for example, Planes Jefes y Jefas de Hogar (Heads of Households Plan), Manos 
a la Obra (Hands to Work), and Plan Agua Mas Trabajo (Water Plus Work Plan) (Guimenez, 2009;
INAES, 2009; Somoza Zanuy, 2009).
226 According to Ana Dinerstein (2006), these community-based social policies also envelope the 
“tendency towards institutionalisation o f’ ERTs and other grassroots movements as one solution to 
unemployment, lost productivity, and social exclusion (p. 12). As I suggested in Chapter 5, and as 
Dinerstein also asserts, social policies geared at the unemployed, underemployed, and workers at risk are 
“taking place within a wider policy framework, celebrated by many social movements, which (i) 
encourages the ‘culture of work’ and solidarity within a context of unemployment, informality and crisis of 
union representation at the workplace; (ii) takes on board the collective and solidarity principles put 
forward by workers and supporters; and (iii) punishes capitalist speculative behaviour on behalf of workers 
[as] priorities” (p. 12).

Chapter 6 409



subsidies and assistance came from the national government (55% of all state subsidies 

and assistance), followed by provincial and municipal subsidies and assistance (each at 

22.5% of all state assistance programs) (p. 71). The state organisms that delivered these 

programs, in order of the number o f subsidies received by ERTs, included: the national 

Ministry of Labour (39% of all subsidies and assistance programs delivered by the state 

to ERTs); the Instituto Nacional de Asociativismo y Economia Social (National Institute 

o f Asociativism and the Social Economy, or INAES), the national body that oversees 

cooperatives and mutual associations located within the national Ministry o f Social 

Development (18%); directly from the Ministry o f Social Development (13%); the 

government o f the city of Buenos Aires (12%); the government of the province of Buenos 

Aires (4%); and municipalities (3%) (p. 72).227

On the whole, however, these one-time state interventions have proven 

insufficient for the productive, financial, competitive, and business stabilization needs of 

ERTs (also see Dinerstein, 2006; Rebon, 2007; Ruggeri, 2009). These state programs are, 

most immediately evident, fragmentary and incoherent in respect to a countrywide 

policy. Specifically, they are insufficient for assisting with the processes o f converting 

and transitioning these firms into coops, for their ongoing capitalization needs, for 

addressing the social security needs of its workers, or for making available fair loans or 

more substantial grants for getting self-managed firms that emerge from depleted and 

disadvantaged microeconomic conditions into competitive form. Moreover, there are also 

no consistent skills upgrading or retraining programs for ERT workers who, more often

227 “Other sources” of subsidies and assistance from state bodies such as other provinces equaled 9%, 
while 2% of ERT respondents did not specify.
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than not, have to learn new tasks such as marketing, administration, accounting, or sales, 

and often have to perform these new tasks as additional duties to their regular work. At 

the worker-recuperated Hotel BAUEN, for example, in the heart of the city of Buenos 

Aires, workers have had to literally transition from being chambermaids, bellhops, front 

desk workers, cooks, machinists, and bartenders to self-managed cooperators without any 

assistance from the state to date, bringing with it many challenges to the administrative 

needs and customer service delivery of the hotel (Dennis, 2010; Resino, 2008).228 As 

Chapter 4 made clear, Chilavert’s and Salud Junin’s workers also experienced many 

issues with new skills acquisition and have had to mostly learn these new tasks on their 

own on a trial-and-error basis or with some assistance by supportive community groups 

or other ERTs.229

This complex relationship with the state is particularly frustrating for ERT 

protagonists given that their existence is testament to workers’ tenaciousness and 

ingenuity at saving their businesses, and given their example o f how to, in practice, avoid 

burdening the Argentine economy with more closed firms and unemployed workers.

And, as I discuss in the next chapter and in the Conclusion, ERTs also contribute not only 

much added value to the economic and social wellbeing o f the neighbourhoods where

228 The Hotel BAUEN is suffering considerably with respect to the consistency of its level of service
delivery to hotel guests due, in no small part, to its continued legal limbo with respect to its outstanding and
unresolved bankruptcy and the city of Buenos Aires’s continued denial to expropriate it on behalf of its
workers. Having to dedicate inordinate amounts of time to lobbying the local government for the definitive
expropriation of the hotel; carry out street protests; engage with bankruptcy courts that have not settled the
previous owners’ debt obligations; deal with the returning owners’ outstanding legal claims on the hotel;
and seeking solidarity from other ERTs and ERT lobby groups such as FACTA and CNCT, sympathetic
social movement groups, and other political work has increased the challenges the hotel’s workers face
with upgrading its infrastructure and has, at times, compromised its attendance to the needs of hotel guests
(Jorge Bevilacqua, 2009, personal interview).
229 I discuss some of the informal ways that ERT workers have had to leam and adopt new business and 
work skills in the next chapter.
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they are situated, but also help sustain and even develop local communities and their 

economies. Moreover, save for a few emblematic ERTs that national or local 

governments have assisted with more enthusiasm (i.e., the PAUNY tractor factory), or 

that certain politicians have appeared at for photo ops and public relations purposes (such 

as our three case studies or Zanon/FaSinPat or the Brukman textile plant once they were 

expropriated on behalf o f their workers), it is perhaps surprising to outside observers 

when they leam that the extent o f the state’s support for ERTs, in essence, is to offer 

them occasional small subsidies or salary supplements from the national ministries of 

Labour or Social Development, or to offer occasional and often undelivered educational 

or technological assistance from the Ministry of Social Development, INAES, the 

Instituto Nacional de Tecnologia Industrial (National Institute of Industrial Technology, 

or INTI) (an autonomous organization facilitating technological innovation at arms length 

of the national government), and some programs sponsored by provincial governments or 

municipalities. In short, as Ruggeri et al. (2010) poignantly put it:

What is clear is that...[state assistance plans for ERTs only offer] 
circumstantial and fragmentary support that would seem to be rooted in 
the discrepancies of each particular institutional organism, without 
coherency of action between them. In other words, an absence o f unified 
policies...that depend on the different intentions and limited spaces that 
exist at each ministry or state organism. Moreover, it is the actual workers, 
their legal representatives, or their lobby organizations that have to 
pressure and look under every nook and cranny o f the assistance-granting 
organization for how to actually access these subsidies, (p. 72)

Rebon (2007) articulates this fragmented policy reality in even more critical, class-based 

terms, broadly critiquing and blaming the hierarchical and contradictory nature o f the 

state form and its hegemonic political position, when he writes that:
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The state, as the organizational institution for domination by the dominant 
classes...[and as]...a factor for social cohesion, represents, in hierarchical 
and contradictory form, society’s existent social forces. Its social 
contradictions are manifested in the constitution of its organisms and 
powers, in the composition o f its different parts, and in the delimitations of 
its attributes and actions.... [As such,] one o f the main spheres where 
[ERTs’ struggles] have had to traverse is the institution o f the state. The 
executive, legislative, and judicial branches of the state have expressed 
themselves differentially [with respect to ERTs], with all of its variegated 
and fractured layers. [Concerning these workers, the state’s] practices, 
competencies, and the predisposition of its actions have been incongruent.
(p p .110-111)

Underscoring how well-placed Ruggeri et al.’s and Rebon’s critiques are, senior 

bureaucrats responsible for administering subsidies and assistance packages to ERTs at 

national, provincial, and municipal levels confirmed to me in interviews with them the 

fragmentary nature o f their policies, their institutions’ case-by-case treatments of ERTs, 

and their lack of solid or correct information concerning the characteristics o f the ERTs 

within their jurisdiction or even with regard to how many o f them exist and in what 

sectors they are to be found. For instance, as Susana Berasatian, a senior bureaucrat in the 

national Ministry of Labour’s Trabajo Autogestionado (Self-Managed Work) program,230 

articulated to me:

We deal directly with each cooperative, not directly with any o f the ERT 
movements [i.e., umbrella organizations], with regard to how we deploy 
our subsidies, although we did meet with the various ERT movements 
originally to work out the details of our assistance program. But, on the 
whole, our program Trabajo Autogestionado deals with each ERT on a 
case-by-case basis. The workers come here, we deal with them directly, 
we go to their cooperatives, they show us their establishment and produce

230 The national Ministry of Labour’s program Trabajo Autogestionado (Self-Managed Work) was formed 
in 2004 in order to delivery technical assistance and training and assist ERTs with technological renovation 
issues, hygiene and workplace safety upgrading, modest salary top-ups, and other business consulting 
needs. The program was partly funded by the Inter-American Development Bank, which in August of 2005 
provided $1.5 million USD of seed funding to the program (Ruggeri et al., 2010, p. 72; Programa 
Autogestionado, 2009).
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their own business plans and business projections that they then present to 
us, and so forth. This, we think, gives us a closer relationship of 
confidence with each ERT.... In general, we feel that it makes more sense 
to enter a process of negotiation with each ERT and tackle the specific 
situations o f each ERT separately.

Despite how the Ministry o f Labour, for example, positions their case-by-case 

policy as a better way of establishing “a relationship o f confidence” with individual 

ERTs, having to “look under every nook and cranny” for these government assistance 

programs and figure out how to position their self-management project favourably in 

order to be “legitimate” candidates for these assistance packages, as Ruggeri et al. write 

above, serves as further burdens to these firms. Treated on case-by-case basis, the pursuit 

o f state subsidies demands workers’ invest their valuable time and energy into 

unproductive, non-work activities such as researching out what subsidies are available, 

where they are to be found, lobbying bureaucrats for their time, and filling out 

unnecessary paperwork in order to “prove” their “assistance worthiness.” Moreover, as 

Joyce Rothschild & Allen Whitt (1986) found in their study o f several Califoming 

cooperatives in the 1970s, the constant pursuit of limited funding resources can 

drastically alter a coop’s autonomy, risking their eventual closure in the face o f having to 

radically alter the values and goals that originally grounded their founding( also see 

Cheney, Christensen, Zorn Jr, & Ganesh, 2011). Such too could be the fate of ERTs 

pursuing limited state-based funding.

But the critique by some observers goes deeper. Some ERT researchers, such as 

Ana Dinerstein (2006, 2007), have argued that the subsidy-hunt risks making empresas 

recuperadas less radicalized spaces and even less likely experiments for offering real 

alternatives to the capitalist system because the pursuit o f subsidies and grants further
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indebts ERTs to the state in a paternalistic relationship (also see Danani, 2008; Rebon, 

2007). State subsidies and programs that often also come with requirements to 

“normalize” and “regularize” ERT workplaces (such as ensuring adequate hygiene 

procedures are being met, for example), these critics claim, essentially form relationships 

of dependency between ERTs and the state, overly committing these firms to situations of 

assistentialism, degrading ERTs’ potential autonomy, and force ERTs to compete with 

other ERTs in pursuit o f limited and hard-to-access pots of cash from a confusing 

potpourri of state organisms. Furthermore, these critics also argue, the subsidy game acts 

as a carrot dangled in front of desperate ERT workers’ noses which has the effect of co

opting and de-politicizing them (Alvarez Leguizamon, 2005; Danani, 2008; Dinerstein, 

2006, 2007; Heller, 2004; Rebon, 2007). In this vein, national, provincial, and municipal 

government programs for ERTs have in practice, these critics claim, served as 

instruments of contention social (social containment) in order to appease and co-opt 

workers in troubled workplaces thinking about forming new ERTs, tame the rising wave 

of more traditional labour actions and strikes in recent years (see Chapters 3 and 5), and 

to generally curtail the protest efforts and grassroots self-management experiments of 

marginalized workers and social movements generally. In sum, they implicitly contribute 

to, within the neoliberal order, regimes of soft coercion between the state and social 

movements. As Dinerstein (2007) has argued:

The [Ministry of Labour’s Programa Trabajo Autogestionado] reflects 
both a renewal in policy making and a change in the attitude o f the 
movement of factory occupations, which have held a positive disposition 
towards institutional support to develop autonomy and self-management.
[The] government’s approach to social movements aims at depoliticising 
radical action by ‘assisting’ the workers and making their needs a priority 
in a way that absorbs their ethos [into] social policy from  below. The 
[Programa Trabajo Autogestionado] pre-empts the political meaning of the
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tomas and [instead] celebrates them as innovative survival strategies....
By ‘institutionalisation’ o f the tomas we mean that the most challenging 
and radical aspects of workers’ actions are discouraged by the state. As the 
tomas are accepted and habitualised, they are depoliticised and restricted 
to the purpose o f the recovering factories rather than making them an 
element o f the ‘struggle for liberation’ anticipated by many workers, (p.
540)

I am sympathetic to the de-politicization, co-optation, and soft coercion critiques 

o f these authors. There is, moreover, ample evidence to suggest that the aims of both 

Kirchner administrations and various provincial government administrations over the past 

eight years in assisting marginalized groups, social movements, and experiences like 

ERTs via the deployment of social assistance programs are indeed rooted in the state’s 

desire for contention social and “institutionalization” in the sense that Dinerstein deploys 

the term. Undoubtedly, recent policies in pursuit of social containment have been 

executed in more indirect, diffuse, and co-optive ways when compared to the more 

heavy-handed interventions o f past governments. These recent methods of contention 

social include in ways a return to old Peronist methods of investing heavily in social 

assistance programs or work-for-welfare schemes and couching this strategy of 

containment within a politics of inclusion and perpetual dialogue between the paternalist 

state and social justice actors.231 When analyzing ERTs, however, these critiques must 

also, I believe, be mitigated by the pragmatic realities and life situations of ERT workers

231 There were several government bureaucrats in Argentina that I have interviewed over the years who 
used this very term. Moreover, critical social scientists, historians, and theorists in Argentina such as 
Adamovsky (2008), Danani, (2008), Dinerstein (2008), Heller (2004), Rebon (2007), and Svampa & 
Pereyra (2004), among many others, have provided ample evidence for the continued use of government 
policies towards labour activists, social movements, and other social actors that strive towards social 
containment and soft forms of coercion and control. As Dinerstein (2006) further contends: 
“Institutionalisation [of various social assistance programs] implies a controlling character which allows 
the transformation of coercion into consent, by finding areas of concurrence between social and labour 
movements and the state on which to work new channels of dialogue and participation. Coercion and 
conflict are in no way eradicated but remain latent” (p. 11).
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and their firm’s dual reality, as I outlined above. It is also clear, as I have been suggesting 

here and in Chapters 4 and 5, that the future continuity of the ERT phenomenon could be 

in jeopardy—especially given that these firms’ must compete within markets from 

disadvantaged positions—without solid legal protections and some focused state 

interventions into the wellbeing of the country’s self-managed workers that would, at 

minimum, ensure a level playing field between all o f the country’s economic actors.

This lack o f coherent state assistance for ERTs challenges its worker-protagonists 

in one additional and crucial way that further burdens the possible sustainability of these 

worker coops: The majority of ERT protagonists also continue to live within precarious 

life situations due to the paucity of social security benefits available to them as 

cooperators. When workers in Argentina take over firms and reopen them as cooperatives 

they pass from being “dependent” workers enjoying all o f the social security guarantees 

of full time workers working under a wage-contract as legislated by Argentine labour law 

(i.e., with guaranteed and partly employer-provisioned unemployment insurance, 

workers’ compensation, personal and family health benefits, and pension plans) to being 

“independent” or “self-employed” workers known as trabajadores autonomos 

(autonomous workers). In practice, this means that ERT workers lose most of the social 

security benefits they enjoyed when working under a boss, including crucial employer 

pension contributions for ERT workers nearing retirement, unemployment insurance, and 

workers compensation insurance. In essence, Argentina lacks specific legislation that 

would more adequately benefit this new type of self-managed worker, lumping them all 

into the “self-employed” category. Under this category, self-managed workers in 

Argentina fall into the contribution regime of the monotributo, a single payment social
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security, value-added tax, and income tax contribution scheme for the self-employed, the 

self-managed, and worker coops that, as far as social security contributions go, only 

covers retirement contributions and health care benefits. In effect, this means that ERT 

workers lose the employer contributions to social security they once enjoyed, making the 

situation of workers that have already absorbed large cuts in remuneration even more 

precarious because they now have to fund their social security entirely on their own. In 

practice, on ERT shop-floors, this has led to tensions between co-workers as the coop’s 

members must often depend on the collective resources and goodwill o f their companeros 

in order to compensate for certain health care needs, personal sick days, or absences due 

to injuries that are not covered by their monotributo contributions, or for topping up the 

pensions of retired ERT workers. All of these efforts, again, end up being extra costs that 

the entire coop must bear, ultimately cutting into the membership’s total share of 

revenues. As Calderon et al. (2009) stress in their recent study o f the social security 

challenges faced by ERTs:

These problems emerge because o f the non-existence o f a specific national 
law concerning worker cooperatives that contemplates all of the 
particularities that this type o f [self-managed firm] faces. This legal 
vacuum places concrete shackles on these workers’ social security needs, 
in effect placing ERT workers on the margins of social (in)security.” (p.
116)232

TVL ANTA, FECOOTRA, and CNCT (see Chapter 3) are three second and third-tier umbrella organizations 
with ERTs as members that have in recent years taken on the political task of lobbying the national 
government for the juridical recognition of the “self-managed worker” as a third employment category in 
addition to the already legally recognized “dependent” and “independent worker” categories. Moreover, in 
recent years these representative organizations have been lobbying for the reform of worker cooperative 
law and, as I already analyzed in Chapter 5, national bankruptcy laws in order to recognize the needs of 
self-managed workers in Argentina. In particular, these organizations have been avidly advocating for these 
workers to, at minimum, receive the same social benefits enjoyed by the country’s “dependent workers.” 
Their arguments here, in the main, are grounded in the International Labour Organization’s principles of 
social security (see Calderon et a l, 2009, p. 117).
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What explanations can we begin to give concerning the lack of a coherent state 

policy in Argentina for ERTs, given the potential socioeconomic benefits o f this self

managed firms, and in contrast to the case o f Venezuela’s state-sponsored cooperative 

and self-management landscape, or the experience with ERTs and state-support in Brazil 

and Uruguay, as I touched on in Chapter 3? Generally, this scenario can be attributed to 

the fact that the Argentine state still remains heavily beholden to its capitalist- 

entrepreneurial and even neoliberal commitments. In more Marxist terms, it is intimately 

related to the fact that the Argentine state is still an instrument of social control for its 

capitalist class and for ensuring that private property rights continue to be privileged over 

other socioeconomic relations (Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009). Although there is no doubt that 

the governments o f the Kirchners have had stronger social democratic imprints compared 

to other recent national governments, the Argentine state remains caught in a conundrum 

with ERTs: actively support these workers by setting up official policies and programs to 

help convert any troubled firm in Argentina into worker cooperatives (perhaps more 

justifiable in the early 2000s when the state was severely weakened and when high rates 

of under- and unemployment and indigence plagued the Argentine economy), or continue 

to officially uphold, first and foremost, private property rights and treat ERTs on a case- 

by-case basis. If  the Argentine government were to take on the former position as official 

policy there is little doubt that the country’s capitalist and neoconservative elites would 

view this as a dangerous precedence and respond as they historically have—by imposing 

countrywide lockouts, advocating for state-sanctioned evictions, and capital flight.

Indeed, these tactics were at the heart of the anti-labour climate and socioeconomic crisis
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at the turn o f the millennium. Moreover, they continue to be practiced at crucial times in 

Argentina to this day, especially during labour disputes at multinationals or when 

workers, the unemployed, or the homeless attempt to take over larger businesses or 

potentially lucrative property. Consider, for example, the repression and state-sponsored 

arbitration of the worker occupation and shut down of Terabussi-Kraft in 2009 (workers 

there were demanding safer working conditions, more shop-floor control, and the 

restitution o f fired workers), or recent cases o f police threats and actual evictions of 

workers occupying and attempting to reconvert firms into ERTs (e.g, the print shop 

Indugraf and the textile plant Textil Quilmes in 2009). In sum, there is no doubt that 

Argentine state continues to believe that implementing strong pro-labour policies of 

workplace conversions to worker cooperatives would risk a return to economic and 

political freefall.

ERTs’ third social innovation: Organizing between ERTs to collectively 
overcome their challenges

In this chapter I have endeavoured to lay out the most salient challenges facing 

projects o f autogestion at Argentina’s ERTs and, where most relevant, compared these 

challenges to those suggested by the literature on worker cooperatives and the labour- 

managed firm. As unusual forms of cooperatives that overwhelmingly emerged from the 

employee takeover of troubled private firms within a particular national conjuncture 

delineated by the deep socioeconomic crises o f its neoliberal model, ERTs face several 

unique issues. As their members subsequently consolidate their labour processes within 

the organizational framework o f a worker cooperative, ERT workers are further 

challenged by: (1) the need to return production or service delivery to levels that can
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ensure a decent income stream for its worker-members within competitive markets; (2) 

the difficulty in accessing favourable loans or government grants and subsidies in order 

to meet their start-up or ongoing capitalization needs; (3) the struggle to secure 

organizational stability; (4) securing market share; (5) hiring new workers; (6) fixing or 

replacing depreciated machinery; and both (7) attempting to adapt their situation to 

existing legislation while (8) also needing to lobby for the reform o f cooperative, 

business, and social security laws that would improve the labour and competitive 

conditions of ERTs.

Considering ERTs’ long struggles for self-management, the deteriorated 

technological infrastructure recuperated by workers from failing capitalist firms, the 

reduced size of their workforces when compared to the firm under owner-management, 

the limited access to credit, and scarce government assistance, it is not surprising that 

most ERTs are producing below their potential capacity when compared to their 

production runs under owner management. Although national and regional governments 

have yet to implement coherent policies and procedures for assisting ERTs, mainly due to 

the state’s continued acquiescence to the capitalist economic model and its continued 

privileging of private property, the processes of starting up a worker cooperative from the 

ashes of a failed owner-managed firm is now, together with traditional business norms of 

declaring bankruptcy or “restructuring,” one more option available for failing enterprises, 

as I also outlined in Chapter 5. As such, as I argued explicitly there and implicitly in this 

chapter, by the end o f the first decade of the 21st century, ERTs had managed to secure 

considerable legitimacy with Argentina’s public and some members of the political and 

judiciary establishments, a legitimacy that is rooted in their positive influence on the
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communities that they touch and work within and in their “moral economy of work,” 

thereby extending their social value far beyond their numerical size, as I suggested earlier 

on in this dissertation.

ERT’s challenges, nevertheless, have demanded o f their workers important 

strategic decisions around which they cannot afford to err. Despite—or perhaps because 

of—these difficulties, many ERTs have had to turn to their members’ resourcefulness, 

inventiveness, and cooperation in order to strengthen their production processes and 

upgrade or acquire new abilities. As I will articulate in the next chapter, collective 

solutions to their ongoing challenges have included, for example, teaching themselves 

new skills; adopting job rotation schemes and just-in-time production processes; 

collaborating with other ERTs, local universities, and even oversees NGOs to upgrade 

technological capacity and skill-sets; building networks of solidarity between ERTs as in 

their “new union” organizational initiatives (see Chapter 3); and nascent forms of 

promising, non-marketized solidarity economies with the neighbourhoods and 

communities that surround them that include community fundraising drives; open houses; 

temporarily taking on interns or hiring students from local technical schools; or raising 

awareness and solidifying the relevance of the ERT within the local community by 

hosting community centres, community schools, and free health clinics on their premises 

or sponsoring community economic and social development initiatives beyond the walls 

of their firms. It is these collective, organizational, cooperatively-driven, and community- 

based solutions to their myriad challenges that brings us to ERTs' third social innovation, 

bridging the themes of this chapter with the next:

The reincorporation o f  working class organizing strategies between ERTs
in order to collectively respond to their production, financial, and legal
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challenges and begin to create a new organized labour environment that 
extends beyond traditional union strategies and tactics.

Ultimately, this third social innovation, then, begins to illustrate, together with 

ERTs’ fifth and sixth social innovations (see the Introduction and Chapters 7 and 8), how 

these firms are practicing (again, if  incipiently still) the sixth cooperative principle: 

“cooperation among cooperatives” (ICA, 2007). In turn, this third innovation implicitly 

threads through the rest o f the social innovations that embrace ERTs’ new labour 

processes and community commitments, as well as the new shop-floor learning strategies 

and personal transformations of its workers. These are themes I touch on in the next 

chapter.
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Chapter 7 
Recuperating the Labour Process, Transforming 
Subjectivities: From Empleados to Trabajadores 
Autogestionados and Compaheros233

“Early on in the fight to reclaim our work we started fighting for our 
salaries, for getting out of our severe debt-loads that the boss had left 
us.... But now I know, looking back on our struggle three years on. Now I 
can see where the change in me started, because it begins during your 
struggles. First, you fight for not being left out on the street with nothing. 
And then, suddenly, you see that you’ve formed a cooperative and you 
start getting involved in the struggle o f other ERTs. You don’t realize at 
the time but within your own self there’s a change that’s taking place, you 
don’t see it directly at the time. You realize it afterwards, when time has 
transpired.... Then, suddenly, you find yourself protesting in the local 
legislature, you find yourself fighting, yelling inside o f the legislature to 
the point where you’re actually stopping the official proceedings taking 
place, influencing change inside and outside the factory...something that 
you would never imagine yourself doing.”

~ Candido Gonzalez, interview on Buenos Aires’s 
La Tribu FM 88.7, August 2, 2005

This chapter hones in on the new cooperative work cultures that ERT protagonists 

subsequently forge, as well as the personal and collective transformations they experience 

in the unfolding o f their projects o f autogestion. The chapter returns to the case studies 

we first encountered in detail in Chapter 4, delving deeper into some o f their inner 

workings as coops. In particular, this chapter looks at some of the most salient changes I 

have found in ERTs’ labour processes, the transformation of their workers’ subjectivities, 

their collaborative learning processes, as well as these firms’ new ways o f participating

233 From Employees to Self-Managed Workers and Comrades.
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and helping develop the communities and neighbourhoods that surround them as a 

consequence of their members’ new cooperative attitudes and values.

In order to highlight the various tensions that ERT protagonists must work 

within—or the “dual realities” they exist within as I analyzed in Chapters 5 and 6—and 

how ERT workers respond to these tensions, I divide this chapter into three sections. 

Section 1 discusses ERTs’ tensions with the technological realm of production. It then 

moves to analyze their two major labour process innovations— marked organizational 

horizontality and pay equity. From the evidence in the cooperative literature reviewed 

earlier, I argue here that the preponderance o f and degree to which these two innovations 

are taken up across most ERTs are unique for worker cooperatives and prefigurative of 

another socioeconomic reality. On the other hand, I also show that the preponderance of 

competitive markets and the demands o f the particular sector ERTs are ensconced in are 

the reasons why some o f their labour processes are less horizontal and their remuneration 

practices less equitable when compared to other ERTs. Section 2 reports on some of the 

ways that ERT workers transform from employees to self-managed workers in the 

processes o f taking over and self-managing their firms. To gauge for these subjective 

transformations, I discuss the results o f a series o f “learning indicators” I embedded in 

my interview protocol (see Appendices A and B). What I found was that, since engaging 

in their projects of autogestion, most ERT workers experience some degree o f positive 

changes in their connections to and practices o f community participation and solidarity 

building within the ERT and outside o f it, in their perceptions o f their own political 

efficacy outside of the ERT compared to their lack of involvement in any form o f politics 

(representative or participative) before being a part of the ERT, and in their actual
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collective decision-making and management skills within the coop. Finally, Section 3 

looks at how some ERTs begin to practice socialized production and exchange within 

economies o f solidarity, in essence engaging in the sixth and seventh cooperative 

principles: “cooperation between cooperatives” and “concern for community.” Section 3 

specifically explores how social innovations six and seven—opening up shop-floors to 

the community and extending out the productive capacities o f the ERT into its 

surrounding communities in non-commodified ways—serve to increase exponentially an 

ERT’s social value, and recuperate notions o f social wealth and more equitable 

distribution o f resources.

Section 1: 
Cooperatively Working and Democratizing the Shop

The pursuits o f technological adequacy, or technological fetishization?

Karl Marx (1967) offers a compelling theory of the deep subjective connections 

between workers and their instruments o f work in Chapter 7 o f Captial, Vol. 7.234 There, 

Marx points to the profound links between labour’s skills and capacities and the tools and 

machinery of production. Marx describes how machinery must be mobilized by “living 

labour” and “[bjathed in the fire of labour” for them to be o f any use—that is, to create 

use-value (p. 183).235 Dozens of ERT workers’ stories that I had the privilege o f hearing

234 Chapter 7 of Capital, Vol. I is entitled “The Labour-Process and the Process of Producing Surplus-
Value.”
235 As Marx (1967) writes: “An instrument of labour is a thing, or a complex of things, which the labourer 
interposes between himself and the subject of his labour, and which serves as the conductor of his 
activities. A machine which does not serve the purposes o f labour, is useless. Living labour must seize upon 
these things and rouse them from their death sleep, change them from mere possible use-values into real 
and effective ones. Bathed in the fire o f labour, appropriated as part and parcel of labour’s organism, and, 
as it were, made alive for the performance of theirs functions in the process, they are in truth consumed...
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first-hand over the years reminds one at times of passages such as this one in Capital, a 

book that not all ERT protagonists have read but that many now know intimately from 

their lived experiences o f taking over and self-managing the firms that had once 

employed them. It was clear to me from talking to workers how their machines indeed 

are, as Marx articulated 145 years ago, extensions o f their bodies. Some ERT workers, 

for example, come to realize once in sight o f the imminent loss o f their tools and 

machines o f work, as Chapter 4 vividly showed, that they are indeed crucial mediating 

instruments for their imaginative capacities to mould and create useful products from raw 

materials. They also come to realize that it is actually themselves, and not their 

employers, that possess the skills and capacities to run the machines and craft the 

products that their bosses once profited from. The central role played by the machines and 

tools o f production in ERT workers’ own accounts o f the recuperations o f their firms that 

I presented in Chapter 4 highlight the centrality of this technology-worker nexus in their 

struggles o f occupation, resistance and ultimate autogestion.

As the stories o f the workers that I spoke with and that I documented in Chapter 4 

make clear, ERT protagonists seem to intuitively know that the connections between 

themselves and their tools of work are crucial to not only the recuperation of their 

livelihoods, but also for the preservation o f their dignity and self-worth as productive 

people contributing to the well-being of their society. These connections, for example, 

were clear in the words ofChilavert’s Gonzalez brothers, Candido and Fermm, when 

they recounted how the machines of the print shop had to be protected at all costs during

with a purpose, as elementary constituents of new use-values, of new products, ever ready as means of 
subsistence for individual consumption, or as means of production for some new labour-process” (p. 183, 
emphasis added; also see Marx, 1967, pp. 177-198,386; 1973, pp. 690-695, 702-704).
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the most harrowing days o f occupation in order for their jobs and dignity to be saved. 

They were also evident in the importance that Salud Junin’s Alejandro Torres and Jose 

Lopez placed on the technological renewal and infrastructural growth o f the clinic since 

starting their project of autogestion. For them, the technological renewal they were able 

to oversee since taking over the firm is a testament to the viability of their clinic, and the 

tenacity, ingenuity, and sound stewardship o f their cooperatives’ members. In sum, all of 

these workers seemed to intuitively know when they were faced with the decision of 

taking over their places of work that to face the possible loss o f their machines (tools 

which many o f them had worked with for dozens of years) was to also risk losing not 

only the tangible expression o f their skills, but also their very sense of worth, their pride, 

their identity as workers, and their dignity as capable individuals that had managed to, up 

until the chaos brought into their lives by the neoliberal system o f the 1990s and the 

subsequent microeconomic crises in their workplaces, ably provide for themselves and 

their families. Pride, diginity, self-worth. These were words that almost all of the workers 

I spoke with used to describe their lived experiences with their jobs and their tools of 

work. They were often deployed in the conversations I had with them to conceptualize 

their self-understanding as workers. These concepts had immanently grown in clarity in 

their minds during and after their collective struggles. As I articulated in Chapter 2 ’s 

second section, one of the ways that ERT protagonists resist losing their jobs and begin to 

move beyond the dominative capitalist system that had encased and limited their working 

lives is to, in the words o f Andrew Feenberg (1999, 2002), “reappropriate” the 

technologies and labour processes that former bosses had used to control and exploit 

them.
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But there is a flip side to the reappropriation o f a capitalist firm’s technical 

infrastructure by workers that often gets forgotten in the ERT literature (Ruggeri, 2010). 

Within the milieu of challenges ERT protagonists face in making a go o f their 

cooperative projects (not least of which is due to their continued insertion within 

competitive markets), when studying the ERT phenomenon in depth one also begins to 

notice what Henrique Novaes (2007) has called ERTs’ “fetish o f technology.” By 

fetishizing the technological dimensions of their projects of autogestion, some ERT 

workers fall into the trap of over-instrumentalizing their projects and privileging the 

technical and the economic over the social possibilities o f their projects.236 This 

instrumantalization—or, for Herbert Marcuse (1964), technological rationalization—is 

implicitly present in the words some ERT members’ use to measure their own “success” 

and that I discussed in the context of productivist discourses in Chapter 6: “creci>w/e«/o” 

(“growth”), “responsabilidad” (“responsibility”), “compromiso” (“commitment”), and so 

on. Such concepts are dominated by the continued application o f economic growth 

indicators by an ERT’s workers’ council in a continuation o f the practices of the former 

firm, which practically manifest themselves in the pursuit o f meeting production 

requirements and maximizing revenues to stay afloat within a sea of competitive 

pressures. Central to these pursuits is the importance some ERT workers I interviewed 

place on what could be termed the “technological adequacy” of their processes of 

production, or finding the proper fit between their self-management projects, their 

technologies o f production, and the market demands they confront. These technological

236 This is evident, for example, in how ERT workers tend to measure their success in economic terms, as I 
discussed in detail in Chapter 6: i.e., their market growth since taking over the firm, capitalization needs, 
the efficiency of their production techniques, and other criteria of production.
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rationalizations (or fetishizations) highlight some of the tensions that ERT progagonists 

must tussle with, or the “dual reality” of ERTs discussed in Chapter 6.237

There are two moments in which this technological rationalization comes to the 

surface when visiting an ERT. The first moment is when one first enters an ERT as a 

visitor and is given the initial tour o f the firm by one of its workers. During these 

introductory visits, the host worker almost immediately begins to talk about their 

production processes, usually with noticeable pride at their self-managed 

accomplishments and know-how, while, almost in the same breath, also mentioning the 

less-than-adequate conditions of their machines, often in an apologetic tone. Moreover, 

the initial tour of the plant usually does not, at first, focus on their project of autogestion 

per se but rather on how they do things in their workplace and sector, in the ins and outs 

of the different jobs at the firm, and generally how their products or services get made or 

offered to customers. In other words, during these introductory tours, ERT workers will 

often discuss in great detail their machines, their conditions, how they are operated, and 

their firms’ production processes more broadly. Workers also discuss during these 

introductory tours how they came to refurbish the plant or how they plan on carrying out 

the repairs and upgrading that still need to get done. It is only then, from here, from their 

subsequent discussions of how they came to refurbish their plant, that their story of 

autogestion—that is, their processes of occupy, resist, and produce—eventually open up. 

This has been my experience at virtually all ERTs I have visited.

237 To recall, ERTs, I argued in Chapter 6, exist in a “dual reality” in the contemporary Argentine capitalist 
conjuncture: On the one hand, ERT protagonists must do everything they can to maximize production and 
revenues within competitive market pressures, while, on the other hand, they must also take into account 
the social and solidarity objectives and values of the cooperative.
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Figure 7-1: A sample of ERT promotional brochures 
(courtesy of the ERT Documentation Centre)

Secondly, as can be seen from Figure 7-1, one is struck by the lack o f people 

present in the promotional and marketing literature that one receives from ERT workers 

at the end of the visit. Rather than pictures of people, we see in this promotional literature 

images o f things, o f fixed capital. Rather than focusing on the members of the coop, how 

their project saved jobs, the stories of their recuperation, the details of their social mission 

statements, and explaining what it means to be a cooperative, the social advantages of 

working with or buying from a coop, or that they are social economy business, an ERT’s 

promotional literature tends to highlight the firm’s technical infrastructure, their tools of 

the trade, their installations, their products or services, and other assets. And when an
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ERT’s promotional literature does make mention of the story of how they became an 

ERT or the makeup o f their membership or how many jobs they have saved or created, 

the tendency is to relegate these themes to the back pages of their brochures.238 In short, 

the themes chosen by ERT workers for their promotional materials handed out to visitors, 

their customers, markets, and the general public, do not explicitly distinguish the self

management aspect of their business from the literature one would receive from privately 

owned and managed firms in their sectors.

This infrastructure-and-product-over-people approach to promoting their 

enterprises is perhaps not surprising given that ERTs need to position themselves within 

competitive market sectors, show government assistance-granting agencies and credit- 

granting institutions that they are viable businesses first and foremost, and, more 

generally, that they must compete with private capitalist firms that practice similar 

fetishizations o f their products and technology. The market-driven scenarios that compel 

ERT workers to deploy such instrumentalist discourses is, ultimately, ensconced in their 

dual realities; it is a conundrum not of their ultimate choosing. They are, in short, pushed 

to this instrumentalization due to their positioning within competitive markets. Pointing 

out ERTs’ technological rationalizations—this fetish of technology—when positioning 

themselves to their potential customers, suppliers, and their markets serves to remind us 

of the complex microeconomic conjunctures within which ERTs still find themselves in 

today in Argentina. ERTs, after all, exist within the dual reality o f being social economy

238 Note that UST’s website and promotional literature goes against this trend. Heavily marked by their 
social mission, as Chapter 4 and Section 3 of this chapter make clear, UST openly promotes is social values 
and new ways of doing business that privilege the social over the economic in their marketing and 
promotional materials (see http://coonust.org).
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businesses that engage in solidarity and social economic practices on the one hand— 

labour hiring capital, saving jobs, and, as I will discuss further in Section 3 o f this 

chapter, contributing to community socioeconomic development—and that, on the other 

hand, have to sell products within competitive markets. When it comes to funding their 

enterprises in light of the lack o f state support (see Chapter 6), the reality is stark: ERTs 

must still, on the whole, generate capital by reinvesting portions of revenues back into 

their production by selling their wares on open markets. Here, ERTs, as with all worker 

coops that must still operate within competitive markets, underscore Marx’s (1981) 

critique o f producer cooperatives—that “they naturally reproduce in all cases, in their 

present organization, all the defects o f the existing system” when pushed to sell products 

valued by socially-necessary labour-times (p. 571).

Caught within this dual reality of needing to meet economic ends via socialized 

means, ERT protagonists constantly exist in a tension where they, at once, as Marx 

(1981) also pointed out, contest the capitalist framework on the one hand in their very 

projects o f autogestion—i.e., showing that managers and private owners are superfluous 

given the technological achievements o f modernity and the capacities o f workers—and, 

on the other, their need to be competitive businesses in open markets given Argentina’s 

capitalist realities. With little state assistance and a solidarity and social economy still in 

its infancy with regard to alternative modes o f non-commodified exchange, this is, at 

core, what ERT workers are left with. But, on the other hand, it is precisely in the social 

and solidarity activities being incipiently forged between ERTs and the communities that 

surround them, within nascent ERT networks o f solidarity, and in ERTs’ recuperative 

moments touched in throughout this dissertation and first introduced theoretically in
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Chapter 2, that they prefigure another socioeconomic reality. In Sections 2 and 3 of this 

chapter and the concluding chapter o f this dissertation I will expand on the prefigurative 

potential of ERTs that are serving to counteract and promisingly look beyond the 

technological and economic fetishization o f productive endeavours.

Self-exploitation or not? Taking stock

The alternative or compensatory production strategies that some ERTs have had 

to take on to contend with their technological inadequacies, under-production challenges, 

and their precarious situations within competitive markets (such as spending inordinate 

amounts o f time attempting to improve their technological infrastructures by pursing hard 

to come by loans and government funding to upgrade them, working a fagon, and other 

irregular sources o f funding I mapped out in Chapter 6) have undoubtedly helped to 

sustain many ERTs thus far. Such strategies have also, however, added to their tenuous 

existence and the continued instability o f its workers.239

As Gabriel Fajn & Julian Rebon (2005) have pointed out, the financial 

precariousness undergirding irregular and unstable business practices such as having to 

take on work a fagon, coupled with the difficulty in meeting production demands and 

reaching new markets mostly due to the originally depleted nature of the production

239 Recall, for example, the discussion from Chapter 6 of ERTs working a fagon (i.e., engaging piece work 
for other firms) and the double-edged sword that this practice entails for its workers. When entering into 
these contracts with other firms, the ERT essentially becomes sub-contracted into part of another firm’s 
production run, producing one component of the contracting firm’s final product. As I mentioned in 
Chapter 6, some have argued that this is actually a highly exploitative relation of production within the 
neoliberal order that places ERT workers, yet again, under the exploitative yolk of capital, now collectively 
entering into a relation of exploitation as outsourced workers (Reb6n, 2007; Ruggeri et al., 2010). On the 
other hand, working a fagon can also be viewed as a creative way for ERT workers to return to (or even 
recuperate) the self-determination and self-control over the work process that craft workers still held under 
earlier capitalist production regimes of “formal subsumption.”

Chapter 7 434



technologies ERTs inherit, often push ERTs to focus primarily on generating as much 

revenues as possible from the insufficient inputs available to them. This insecurity 

heightens the daily pressures and precariousness o f the particular ERT coop. As such, 

many ERT workers work with the constant awareness that not being able to reach either 

established or new markets due to the lack of productive capacity, capital investment, or 

raw materials (see Chapter 6) necessarily means that sufficient revenues will not be 

generated to pay salaries. These material difficulties underscore a large part of the daily 

concerns of many ERTs. They also illustrate the two main contradictions implicit in self

management within a greater capitalist system.

First, when staying afloat becomes the primary focus of ERT workers, ERTs risk 

losing sight of the collective spirit that drove them to become a worker cooperative in the 

first place. Moreover, situations of microeconomic desperation put undue limits on the 

ERT’s social mission and values and have in real ways compromised the radical potential 

of ERTs as sites o f less hierarchical and more democratic workplaces, as Maurizio Atzeni 

& Pablo Ghigliani (2007) have pointed out (see Chapters 1 and 2). That is, the most 

obvious challenge faced by each ERT encountering survival pressures is the risk of 

falling into situations o f “self-exploitation” that emerge from the despair of having to stay 

afloat and maximize revenues. The second, and perhaps not-so-obvious challenge is 

inherent to the inevitable contradictions that affect worker-managed firms and coops 

when they must still work within capitalist markets and the commodity form. In these 

situations, the labour-managed firm risks entering into further relations of “self

exploitation” and “self-bureaucratization.” This occurs when worker coops continue to 

produce commodities for competitive markets, which continue to demand o f its member-
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workers to “accumulate in order to meet socially necessary labour-times, which are 

determined on the market” (McNally, 1993, p. 181).

As Fajn & Rebon (2005) further observe, the resulting pressures that come with 

the desperate pursuit of sufficient returns within competitive markets serve to refocus the 

attention of the ERT from its cooperativist possibilities back into the very capitalist 

system that they contested in the first place. For Fajn & Rebon, the effects of these 

economic challenges are starting to be reflected in the increasing trend with some ERTs 

to return to a business and management style in tune with capitalist norms, such as the 

reinstitution of fragmented and repetitious work tasks, increased job intensification, 

pressures to work overtime without adequate compensation “for the good of the team,” 

and situations where the control once exercised by the shop-floor supervisor is returned 

in the form of the “collective foreman” (Marx, 1981, p. 571). In such market-driven 

challenges, then, ERTs risk returning to primarily capitalist values, such as the pursuit of 

economic growth at the expense o f social values (see Chapter 6), labour process 

rationalization, an overt focus on the quality and newness o f the machines o f production 

over the quality of life of its workers and making due with the technologies at hand, the 

reproduction o f capitalist management hierarchies, and ultimately—as has already 

happened with some ERTs—the temptation to return the cooperative to former owners, 

new proprietors, or to transform themselves into cooperative capitalists as they begin to 

privilege, once again, the maximization of revenues. Fajn & Rebon (2005) succinctly lay 

bare the results of this push to cooperative accumulation: In these regressive situations, 

“what was formerly abandoned [by the cooperative] is desired once again” as workers, in 

essence, either give up the vision o f self-management or become “new capitalists” (p. 7)
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in their drive to, as David McNally (1993) has pointed out, “meet the survival conditions 

established on the market” (p. 181).

ERT protagonists’ complex relations to their technologies o f production, self- 

managed labour processes, and the products of their labour that unfold in their dual 

realities undoubtedly submerse their projects of autogestion within a constant tension 

brought on by having to compete in open markets while striving to uphold their social 

objectives. For Atzeni & Ghigliani (2007), the tensions augmented by this dual existence 

compromises the full realization o f ERTs as radicalized spaces o f democratized labour 

processes with the full participation and actualization o f all of an ERT.’s collective of 

workers and the full social production possibilities o f these firms. On the other hand, 

critiques o f self-management projects such as the ERT phenomenon within existing 

capitalism must also be viewed, as I argued in Chapters 2 and 6, in light of the lived 

experiences and conjunctural realities o f their workers. In the case of Argentina’s ERTs, 

they must be analyzed in light o f the lived experiences o f each ERT collective attempting 

to, first and foremost, it must be remembered, provision for the needs of its workers. But 

gradually, as the ERT project unfolds over the years, the collective project of autogestion 

becomes much more than just about saving jobs. One must also consider closely, as I 

have attempted to do throughout this dissertation, how these workers begin to collaborate 

in a greater, more communally sensitive project that commits their experiments with 

autogestion to producing more than the immediate services or products for sale. First 

growing out o f intense situations of micro- and macroeconomic crises at the point-of- 

production or -service delivery, gradually these projects form broader commitments to 

values of social production and social wealth creation, certainly when compared to the
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private firm from which they grew out of, and even when compared to more traditional 

cooperatives in Argentina that did not emerge from our of private firms in crisis. It is 

clear from the evidence provided by the ERT phenomenon, in sum, that workers not only 

can but do begin to transform personally and collectively when they are involved in 

projects of autogestion, showing that they not only can effectively self-manage 

themselves, but that they also can and do embrace and imbue their collectively managed 

productive endeavours with social values and community commitments far beyond what 

capitalist enterprises tend to show. The subsequent discussion in the remainder o f this 

chapter and the following concluding chapter attempts to work out these actual and 

prefigurative alternative economic dimensions innovated by ERT workers, dimensions 

that emerge out of and despite the challenges and barriers placed before them by a 

tenacious capitalist system and its subservient state.

Two main tendencies distinguishing ERT worker coops: Pay-equity and marked 
horizontality

The specific form of the cooperative restructuring o f the shop tends to be worked 

out within each ERT pragmatically as it matures and lives out the intricacies of 

autogestion. There are two crucial ways that the ERT phenomenon is, at the same time, 

contesting market-imposed conditionings and pointing to how a more communally 

sensitive and parallel form of economic practice is beginning to prefiguratively entrench 

itself within the phenomenon, even within a capitalist system: ERTs’ practices of pay 

equity and their tendencies to reorganize their labour processes horizontally. Directly 

related to the second and third principles of cooperativism respectively, “democratic 

member control” (MacPherson, 1995, par. 34) and “member economic participation”
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(par. 46), these two tendencies also directly address how ERT protagonists begin to 

recuperate the labour process, their own surpluses, and ultimately their labour-power (see 

Chapter 2). In their longer-term possibilities for economic alternatives, these practices 

continue to make ERTs promising projects o f autogestion that ultimately show paths 

beyond capitalist forms of surplus-value extraction and private wealth accumulation.

Equitable remuneration schemes

The practical nature o f the third principle o f cooperatives—how “member 

economic participation” is to be taken up (MacPherson, 1995, par. 46)— is still open to 

debate within most ERTs. For instance, revenue capitalization and salary amounts, salary 

adjustments due to ebbs and flows o f the firm’s business cycles, and the social dividend 

each member is owed are regularly discussed, voted on, adjusted, and agreed upon by the 

ERT’s workers’ assembly. On the other hand, as practiced in most worker cooperatives 

and as entrenched in Argentine cooperative legislation and the International Cooperative 

Alliance’s (ICA) principles, new ERT members contribute a “membership fee” or “share 

capital” to the coop, forming an important part o f how “members contribute equitably to, 

and democratically control, the capital o f their cooperative” (ICA, 2007, par. 6). As in 

other worker coops, in ERTs this is returned to the member with limited interest when 

they leave the coop or upon retirement.240 Additionally, ERT members are also entitled to 

a “social dividend” based on their contribution to the cooperative, divvied out usually at 

the end of the cooperative’s fiscal year and, at ERTs, tending to replace the traditional 

Argentine practice o f the agu 'maldo (the “thirteenth month’s” pay at the end of the year).

240 Thus, as Gregory Dow (1993) points out, labour-managed firms, which of course include ERTs, engage 
in “membership-markets” when hiring new members rather than in wage-labour markets.
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Here, ERTs again follow the general model o f worker coops, such as Mondragon, where 

salaries are deducted until membership fees have been met and where social dividends 

are usually issued.

Besides the widespread agreement among ERTs o f the value and necessity of 

“members controlling the capital” o f the firm (MacPherson, 1995, par. 46)— encouraged 

by the flat horizontal organizational model and small size of most ERTs (see below)— 

there is no defining trend across ERTs, however, concerning how much revenues are to 

go back to the capital needs o f the firm or how members are to “receive limited 

compensation... on capital subscribed as a condition of membership” (ICA, 2007, par. 6). 

In the case o f ERTs, this means that what percentage o f revenues should return to the 

cooperative as capital, how much should be allocated to salaries and benefits, whether or 

not a certain percentage of revenues should go to local community needs, and how losses 

are to be contended with continue to be worked out pragmatically and debated within 

each ERT as it matures and lives out the intricacies o f autogestion. In reality, these 

revenue allocation decisions—or how ERTs’ surpluses are to be divvied up and losses 

handled—are often also susceptible to market cycles. Recall from Chapter 4 Chilavert’s 

tenuous situation within the print and publishing sector and the way their salaries 

fluctuate based on production demands. As the Chilavert case study made clear, more 

financially challenging months are most often bridged with cuts to salaries and at times 

community development contributions for those firms that engage in community work. 

Difficulties in normalizing salaries have multiple causes but tend to be rooted in, as I 

discussed in Chapter 6, the reality of market competition, chronically low cash reserves, a 

fleeting customer-base, difficult orders to fulfil due to depreciated machinery, or
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challenges in securing loans.UST proved to be the exception here amongst the ERTs that 

I visited. The fact that UST works primarily with the public sector makes their financial 

situation more stable. Unlike other ERTs who have to primarily sell their products or 

services on open markets, UST’s production expectations are clearly marked out, their 

revenue projections and expenses are understood well-ahead o f time, and their revenues 

are mostly guaranteed for the duration of their state contracts with the municipality of 

Avellaneda and the province of Buenos Aires.241 On the whole, UST’s production and 

revenues unfold outside of market pressures. They take on smaller independent contracts 

on open markets, such as helping in the reconstruction of a major local football pitch 

recently, as extra income. Mostly free from market pressures, this is also why, as I will 

discuss in more detail in Section 3 and Chapter 8, UST has been able to more fully 

develop its unique community development outreach projects that, I believe, might serve 

as a model for cooperative-based community development and social assistance delivery 

to local communities.

Despite their market-driven and underproduciton challenges, a vivid example of 

how ERT protagonists are recuperating their surpluses for themselves is the 

preponderance o f  pay equity schemes no matter how senior a worker is or what skills she 

or he possesses (Fajn, 2003; Palomino, 2003; Ruggeri, 2010). Empirical research carried 

out by two separate teams from the University of Buenos Aires have found that between 

56% (Ruggeri, Martinez, & Trinchero, 2005, p. 80) and 71% (Fajn, 2003, p. 161) of 

ERTs practice complete pay equity. While this coincides with the general tendencies of

241 The latter, as will be recalled from Chapter 4, via their contract with CEAMSE to manage the vast 
recycled eco-park located next to its facilities.
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labour-managed firms to be more equitable in remuneration practices that capital- 

managed firms (Craig, 1993, pp. 93-102; Dow, 2003, p. 25), the degree to which pay 

equity seems to be practiced across the universe of ERTs is one noticeable innovation 

that differentiates ERTs from the practices o f other, non-recuperated labour-managed 

firms in Argentina and beyond its borders.

Ruggeri et al.’s (2005) research discovered further nuances to the preponderance 

o f pay equity: First, the age o f  the firm  is related to pay equity. It seems that older 

recuperated firms (especially those recuperated during the most turbulent years of 

Argentina’s neolbieral crisis, i.e. ERTs’ first era) are more likely to practice pay equity 

when compared to more recently recuperated firms. For example, Ruggeri et al. (2005) 

discovered that 70% of ERTs recuperated during or before 2001 practiced complete pay 

equity while only 39% of those recuperated during 2003-2004 do so (p. 80). In addition, 

the size o f the firm tends to also be linked to pay equity: 64% of firms with 20 workers or 

less practice pay equity, compared to 47% of firms having between 20-50 workers and 

54% with 50 or more workers (p. 81).

There are several explanations for these differing remuneration practices linked to 

the age and size o f the ERT: It seems that the strong role of compaherismo (solidarity in 

camaraderie) that I began discussing in Chapters 5 and 6, fostered by worker solidarity 

that solidifies during an ERT’s period of most intense struggles (i.e., the “occupy” and 

“resist” stages), has a strong part to play in egalitarian remuneration practices. That is, the 

intensity of conflictivity and struggle that a worker collective goes through in the 

founding of an ERT are correlated to later practices of pay equity. And, as first era ERTs 

are more likely to have experienced conflictivity in their founding days when
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■ Egalitarian pay schemes

■ Non-egalitarian pay 
schemes

Figure 7-2: Pay equity linked to acts of occupation or level of conflict in the 
early days of the ERT in “occupied or highly conflictual ERTs,” 2004-2005 

(N=72 ERTs) (Ruggeri et al., 2005, p. 82)

compared to second era ERTs (see Chapters 1, 3, 5, and 6), older, first era ERTs are also 

more likely to practice pay equity. Figures 7-2 and 7-3 vividly illustrate how an increased 

likelihood o f pay parity is specifically linked to an ERT coop’s most economically and 

socially harrowing early days. For instance, Figure 7-2 shows that 71% of ERTs that 

were involved in lengthy acts of occupation or other intense conflicts in its early days 

subsequently practice pay equity, while, as Figure 7-3 shows, only 37% of ERTs that 

were not occupied or had not experienced intense conflicts do so. Tellingly, workers at 

ERTs that incorporate equitable pay schemes told Ruggeri et al., as they also told me, that 

their desire to practice pay equity was one specific way o f counterbalancing the most 

exploitative practices they experienced under owner-management (pp. 81-82; for similar 

findings, also see Fajn, 2003; Rebon, 2007).
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Moreover, Ruggeri et al.’s (2005) data suggest that the collective o f workers 

belonging to smaller ERTs are more likely to practice pay equity when compared to 

larger ERTs because workers from smaller ERTs tend to spend more time interacting

■  Egalitarian pay schemes

■  Non-egalitarian pay 
schemes

Figure 7-3: Pay equity linked to acts of occupation or level of conflict in the 
early days of the ERT in “non-occupied or not-as-conflictual ERTs,” 2004- 

2005 (N=72 ERTs) (Ruggeri et al., 2005, p. 82)

with each other on a daily basis than those in larger ERTs and thus have more intimate 

knowledge of each other’s jobs and personal lives. In other words, workers from smaller 

ERTs, underscoring Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) theory of intersubjective class 

formation and class consciousness (see Introduction), more readily develop commonly- 

shared values and concerns via stronger bonds of friendship and camaraderie when 

compared to larger firms with more complex divisions of labour, multiple and more 

dispersed work teams, or in ERTs that engage in shift work. The values and practices of
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companerismo, it seems, has a chance to gel more amongst the entire collective of 

workers at smaller ERTs, and one way that this companerismo plays out is in equal 

salaries and social dividend pay outs no matter the skill-sets or member seniority.

All three of this dissertation’s case studies shed nuances on how this tendency of 

pay equity is linked to the intensity of companerismo forged in struggle, and the size and 

age o f the firm. For example, at Chilavert and Salud Junin, in particular, two o f the 

smaller ERTs amongst the many I visited, seemed to me to not experience much 

factionalism, individualism, and shop-floor competition and both practice complete pay 

equity amongst members. The general lack o f worker conflict at these smaller ERTs were 

also communicated to me by key informants, both implicitly in the general lack o f stories 

about workplace conflict in our conversations and explicitly when I would ask them 

about it in formal interviews (see Appendix A). While I did not personally witness 

worker antagonisms in the larger ERTs I spent time in, such as UST, Comercio & 

Justicia, and the Hotel BAUEN, their key informants’ stories did contain more themes of 

interpersonal, shop-floor, and work team conflicts. In the larger firms I visited, workers 

in positions o f leadership tended to, for instance, spend more time discussing the lack of 

commitment to the ERT project of some of their companeros, or had complaints about 

some o f their companeros “slacking o ff’ on the job or not pulling their weight, while 

these types of critiques were virtually absent in the smaller firms I visited. O f course, it 

can be argued that perhaps in the smaller firms I visited the fact that all workers know 

each other well made them self-censor sensitive and intimate details of inter-worker 

conflictivity inside the ERT, while in larger firms, workers felt freer to discuss such 

matters because they know each other less. Notwithstanding these possibilities, it was
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clear from the interactions of workers at smaller firms that the intensity of companerismo 

was stronger at smaller ERTs. I witnessed this in, for example, the more informal ways 

workers at smaller ERTs spoke to each other and their many shared daily activities 

together such as communal eating practices, joking around with each other, and the 

degree to which they engaged in more non-work activities together when compared to the 

social interactions and greater interpersonal formality I witnessed at larger ERTs.

On the other hand, one o f the larger ERTs I have visited, the newspaper Comercio 

y Justicia, also had the least conflictual beginnings o f all o f the ERTs I visited. Not 

surprisingly, it also has one of the most differentiated salary schemes of all o f the ERTs I 

have been to, basing this salary differential on a mix of experience, seniority, and 

position. Comercio & Justicia in many ways continues the same salary schemes and 

hierarchical structure that the previous private iteration of the newspaper had. While the 

ERT loosely bases its salaries on the news industry standard, especially amongst its 

journalists, the coop nevertheless tries to keep their salary differentials at 3:1, its former 

president Javier De Pascuale informed me. Moreover, their salary differential is based on 

both seniority and whether or not workers have a supervisory role (see below). In 

addition, because Comercio y Justicia sees a considerable part of its revenues coming 

from selling advertising space in its print and online editions, the three coop members 

dedicated to ad sales enjoy both a base salary based on the average salary at the paper 

plus keep a commission from ad sales, making considerably more than other members of 

the ERT. When I probed Javier on these salary differentials and asked him why they do 

not practice complete pay parity as in other ERTs, his answer was both straightforward 

and telling:
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jPor la competencia! (Because o f the competition!).... We have to keep 
good journalists here because the competition in this sector is tough....
And the sales guys? Well, they bring in a considerable amount o f revenue 
for us which helps pay the other members’ salaries, so we need to keep 
them motivated!

That remuneration practices are not as equitable at the newspaper Comercio y Justicia 

illustrates the flip side o f Ruggeri et al.’s findings: As already mentioned in Chapter 5, 

Comercio & Justicia’s beginnings were not as conflictual as the other three ERTs in my 

study; this ERT happened to be the first in the country to have negotiated a lease-back-to- 

own settlement with the bankruptcy courts and so its workers did not have to enter into 

the usually long struggle of “occupy, resist, produce” mapped out in Chapter 5.242

Somewhere in the middle of the spectrum o f pay schemes—Chilavert and Salud 

Junin on the end practicing complete pay equity, and Comercio y Justicia on the other— 

UST introduced in 2009 a slightly more differentiated salary level based on experience. 

Moreover, UST includes a unique “community work/activism” remuneration for workers 

participating in social movement activities during working hours, and overtime pay for 

doing so in the name o f UST during non-work hours. While UST workers rotate in these 

activist and community tasks, some workers participate in social activist work more often 

than others and thus end up getting paid slightly more than companeros that don’t engage 

in activist work as much.

Finally, as Atzeni & Gigliani (2007), Fajn & Rebon (2005), Rebon (2007), 

Ruggeri (2010), and Ruggeri et al. (2005), point out, ERTs in more competitive market

242 Recall that Comercio y Justicia’s founders decided to take the path of negotiating with bankruptcy 
courts instead of the more usual “occupy and resist” path taken by most ERTs. Indeed, as my interviews at 
the newspaper reveal, most of its journalist members possess the strong critical writing and thinking skills 
necessary to negotiate the legal quagmire of renegotiating bankruptcy and reconverting their newspaper 
into a worker coop.
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sectors also might engage in some form of remuneration differentials in order to retain 

workers. Such is the case with Comercio y Justicia’s practice o f paying some o f its well- 

known journalists and its sales people more than other members. Also, in larger ERTs, 

where practices o f companerismo might not be as strong as in smaller ERTs, some 

remuneration is more likely to be tied to performance or participation in certain activities 

deemed important to the firm, it seems. On the whole, however, it is undeniable from the 

evidence that ERTs practice much more equitable salary schemes than capitalist firms, 

certainly, and even when compared to other labour-managed firms in other conjunctures, 

pointing, perhaps, to the generally high conscientization o f its workers and their strong 

sense o f solidarity developed from out of their common struggles together.

These empirical findings might suggest that (again as Merleau-Ponty described 

for us in the Introduction) a tight, intersubjectively existential social structure rooted in 

necessity, common bonds, shared experiences, and struggling to overcome situations of 

crises together permeates the ways ERTs organize their remuneration schemes. From out 

of moments of conflict and shared struggles and ERT protagonists’ moral economy of 

work that serve to coalesce common bonds via shared experiences, it seems that new 

cultures of solidarity (Fantasia, 1988) emerge. Moreover, while it is true that not all ERT 

firms practice egalitarian salary schemes, it is nevertheless also clear that the strong 

tendency amongst ERTs is to practice far more egalitarian forms o f remuneration than 

when they were under the control of bosses and owners. Thus, on the whole, struggle, 

cooperation, and workers’ own shared sense o f the communal value of their living and 

collective labour, not particular skill-sets or hierarchical divisions o f labour, tend to 

dictate the measures of compensation and reward among Argentine ERTs.
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Horizontalized labour processes

While the degree and nature of member economic participation is continually 

debated within and sees some variation between ERTs, one aspect o f ERTs that has seen 

almost universal take-up across the phenomenon has been the importance that (perhaps 

without them articulating it this way) most ERT protagonists give generally to the 

cooperative principle o f “democratic member control” (ICA, 2007, par. 5). Indeed, the 

continued discussions within each ERT and throughout the sector concerning the form 

that member economic participation should take accentuates the importance that many 

ERT protagonists give to the principle of democratic member control. More often than 

not, I consistently witnessed in ERTs I visited a strong culture of active member 

participation “in setting... policies and making decisions” (MacPherson, 1995, par. 34). 

These flexible and democratically-mitigated organizational policies highlight the strength 

o f the cooperative structure mentioned in the literature, underscoring what Ian 

MacPherson (1995) has characterized as one of the “remarkable special characteristics” 

o f the International Cooperative Alliance’s principles: their “inherent flexibility” to adapt 

to the economic and political particularities o f a cooperative and to the collective needs of 

its members (par. 37). And it is this aspect of Argentina’s ERTs—the high number of 

members at an ERT who “actively participate in setting... policies and making decisions” 

(par. 34)—that many journalistic reports and academic research often highlight. My 

research is beginning to find that there is also, not surprisingly, a wide range in nuance in 

how democratic member control is carried out in practice.

On the whole ERTs (and especially larger ones) tend to be administered more 

formally by a consejo administrativo (administrative council) or consejo de trabajadores
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(workers’ council) made up o f at least a president, a treasurer, a secretary and sometimes 

members at large (yoceros) elected from the membership and with a mandate o f one or 

usually two years. Unlike in many cooperatives throughout the world but similar to many 

smaller worker coops, management responsibilities do not tend to be taken up by hired 

managerial staff or does not form a select group separate from the membership. Rather, 

managerial duties are divvied up amongst the general worker’ assembly and the workers’ 

council. The workers’ council o f an ERT, or worker-members that directly report to it, 

take on the role o f running the business on a day-to-day basis, engaging in duties such as 

ordering supplies, signing cheques for accounts payable and paycheques, following up on 

owed monies, keeping the books up to date, dealing with overarching production issues, 

customer relations, strategic marketing issues, and the like. Also, members of the 

workers’ council, emulating in practice (if not consciously in most ERTs) the anarcho- 

syndicalist and council communist model of recallable delegates, can be removed from 

office at any time if a majority of an ERTs’ members decide to do so.243 All ERTs also 

hold compulsory meetings o f the workers’ assembly, which consists o f all o f the coop’s 

members. Usually, workers’ assemblies meet either on a regular periodic basis 

(sometimes weekly, usually monthly) or when major issues arise, or both. (This practice, 

by the way, far exceeds Argentine cooperative legislations’ requirements of having one 

yearly members’ meeting.) The workers’ assembly is involved in debating larger issues 

that will affect most if not all of the ERTs’ membership on an ongoing basis, such as 

voting for the workers’ or administrative council members; deciding on when to hire new

243 I am grateful to Chilavert’s Ernesto Gonzalez who mentioned this similarity to me in an informal 
conversation in 2009.
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members and whom to hire; whether or not to enter new markets, engage in producing 

new product lines, pursue grants or loans, buy new machinery, etc.; and whether or not 

the ERT should collaborate with certain community groups, involve itself in certain 

political issues, or support certain social movements, and so on. In addition, the workers’ 

assembly is also tasked with the implicit and, at times, explicit disciplining and 

reprimanding of members that “free load,” steal, or otherwise shirk their cooperative 

responsibilities. Often, social pressure is how wayward members are disciplined at 

assembly meetings and on shop-floors,244 while with more severe offences, such as theft 

or personal injury to another member, the removal of member from the coop is voted on 

and decided at the assembly.245

Communication flows between the workers’ council and the broader member 

assembly is usually informal, and acting workers’ council members usually continue, at 

least on a part time basis, the job tasks they do at the firm when not in office. In larger 

ERTs, however, the jobs o f president and treasurer, in particular, tend to preoccupy the 

incumbents on a fulltime basis (the latter is the case at UST and Salud Junin, while the 

former at Chilavert). Smaller ERTs, such as Chilavert, tend to administer themselves 

primarily via regular and informal workers’ assemblies and the collective solidarity of 

their members. At Chilavert, day-to-day concerns relating to production issues are more

244 A prime example of social pressure as disciplining mechanism at ERTs is the scene in Avi Lewis & 
Naomi Klein’s documentary The Take (2004) where, shot during the presidential election campaign of 
2003, the only menemista member of the group of workers is roasted by the rest of his companeros who are 
seen to actively support Nestor Kirchner’s candidacy. Other documentaries on ERTs, especially Dario 
Doria & Luis Camardella’s Grissinopoli: El pais de los grisines (2005) and Isaac Isitan’s The Women o f 
Brukman (2007) are also full of scenes of assemblies and shop-floor gatherings at ERTs where the social 
pressure of the group (often couched in jesting and gentle but public reprimands) is used at times to impose
discipline on wayward members.
245 To my knowledge, with the exception of the incident at Salud Junin I mentioned in Chapter 6, very few 
ERT workers have been removed from the coop in this manner.
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often than not worked out on an ad hoc basis on actual shop-floors via the adoption of 

production processes that are (re)organized around flexible work teams, consensus, and 

informally led by the expert in that product line or labour process on a per-project basis. 

Larger and more complex ERTs such as UST and Salud Junin deploy more formalized 

decision-making concerning broader issues o f contracts and production, while a 

representative from the workers’ council, or even a fulltime production organizer, might 

be responsible for allocating particular tasks to certain work teams, such as Pablo 

Rolandi’s job at UST (see Chapter 4). Once a job or task is given to a particular work 

team, decision-making around that job or task tends to be immediately transferred to 

work team. Usually the expert in the particular job leads the temporary work team, or the 

team decides to collectively manage the job on an ad-hoc basis based on the tasks to be 

done.

Some ERTs involved in sectors with traditionally hierarchical shop-floors, such as 

the newspaper ERT Comercio y Justicia, might choose to continue the old firm’s labour 

processes and division of labour. Here, again, the degree o f competitiveness o f the 

economic sector might also play a part in how hierarchical the ERT’s labour process 

remains. Comercio & Justicia, for instance, is involved in perhaps the most competitive 

market o f the many ERTs I visited. Argentina’s newspaper sector is dominated by the 

largest media and newspaper group, Grupo Clarin, which has papers in most major urban 

markets. At the same time, dozens of other smaller papers, such as Comercio y Justicia, 

compete, often at some disadvantage, with this media giant in most major urban markets, 

particularly due to the fact that Grupo Clarin also dominates the street kiosk distribution 

system in almost all urban centres in the country. As such, and highlighting the theses put
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forward by Atzeni & Ghigliani (2007) and Fajn & Rebon (2005), this highly centralized 

market that has seen in recent years many local papers bought up by Grupo Clarin has 

had a large part to play in encouraging this ERT to continue to organize itself within a 

hierarchical production process, emulating the divisions o f labour of capitalist 

newspapers, as Comercio y Justicia’s Mario Rodriguez and Javier De Pascuale explained 

to me in 2009. For example, each of the newspaper’s production sectors is headed by an 

appointed encargado (chief, as in “chief correspondent,” “editor-in-chief,” “chief of 

publication,” etc.). Moreover, and not surprisingly, it was evident in my visits to this ERT 

that it tends to mostly focus on the task of producing a newspaper rather than further 

consolidating and horizontalizing their cooperative model or being more involved in the 

community or with other social movements. Moreover, Comercio y Justicia was the only 

ERT I visited where attendance at regular workers’ assemblies is not mandatory (only 

attendance at the year-end assembly, as stipulated by Argentine coop law, is mandatory). 

Not coincidently, perhaps, the ERT members I interviewed here also tended to have the 

weakest personal changes in the community-focused values and attitudes that I will touch 

on shortly in Section 2.

The complexity of the labour process at an ERT also effects the degree to which 

horizontality is taken up. Salud Junin’s at times highly intensive and fluctuating 

workflows, for instance, deeply affect how each o f the clinic’s core areas carry out 

patient care. With more intensive or emergency medical interventions, or during busy 

times at the clinic, the otherwise horizontal labour process can transform into a 

comparatively hierarchical structure where the particular expertise o f the medical 

personnel on hand dictates the decision-making hierarchy of the team given the particular
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needs o f the patient. On a broad level, members working at each of the clinic’s sectors 

(see Chapter 4) understand well, it was clear to me, where they fit into the general flow of 

patient care and who has to be contacted if further procedures are needed at the clinic, or 

if the patient has to be referred to another medical facility. In less acute medical 

situations, each nurse at the clinic will rotate their decision-making responsibilities at the 

particular sector o f the clinic they are working at, relying on the leadership o f specialist 

doctors only when caring for patients under the supervision o f a doctor.246 As such, a 

worker-members’ expertise for a given medical intervention guides who delegates and 

who follows instructions at any given sector of the clinic. When not involved in a task 

related to the immediate caring o f patients, on the other hand, an organic and situational 

dynamic o f job rotation takes place. In these less pressing daily routines, there is a 

constant flux of informal job sharing amongst the nurse members as nurses with 

downtime relieve the duties of other members caring for patients, on personal leave, or 

who are off-shift. Indeed, it is not unheard o f at Junin to see nurses and other coop 

members engaging in janitorial duties or repairs o f medical instruments, or falling into a 

support role during an emergency triage procedure.

Transforming the pace of work: The merger of work and play

Another promising innovation in many of the ERTs I visited—loosening and 

arguably even humanizing an ERT’s labour process—is the incorporation of unstructured 

moments o f play and rest right into the working day. This was present to some degree in

246 Recall that at Salud Junin doctors (called los profesionales at the coop) are not members of the 
cooperative but rather contract out their services to the coop for a fee.
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all ERTs I visited, although predictably, less so at Comercio y Justicia (see my discussion 

above). Here, ERTs’ transformations o f the pace of work suggest one promising way that 

ERT protagonists are reclaiming their time on shop-floors and reconceptualizing work 

processes. Throughout my visits to Argentina’s ERTs, for example, I observed countless 

instances o f worker-members eating and playing together regularly (i.e., daily communal 

lunches or weekly soccer games or barbeques, and so on); varying work hours on the 

basis o f specific deliverables, contracts, or jobs; and taking many breaks throughout the 

day. ERT workers have told me on numerous occasions that these less-intense production 

processes worked well with their fluctuating work demands, dealing with the non-work 

life needs of workers such as attending to personal matters or medical visits during 

working hours on slow days, and generally helping ease the tensions and stresses that 

come with the daily routines of work.

An illustrative practice deserves particular mention here to highlight the 

importance o f the incorporation o f play and rest into the labour process for the 

transformation o f the rhythm of the working day at ERTs. At all of the ERTs I have 

visited in Argentina, the Southern Cone’s247 cultural tradition o f collectively sipping 

mate, the bitter green tea that is drank from out of a shared gourd with its metal bombilla 

(straw), is alive and well. The mate station and its paraphernalia—the mate gourd, 

bombilla, the bags o f mate tea, and the teapot—is always visibly located at prominent and 

easily accessed places on shop-floors in all ERTs I visited. Often, there are several mate 

stations throughout a plant. I have often seen workers making mate, meeting at the

247 The Southern Cone is the region of South America consisting of Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, Paraguay, 
and Southern Brazil.
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station, and drinking together throughout the working day. I even had the recurring 

pleasure o f sharing with the workers this tradition right on the shop-floor, partaking of 

the mate break with them, and at times even with the complementary factura  (baked 

sweets) that is customarily eaten with mate in Argentina. I was told by several workers, 

especially at UST and Chilavert, that this particular act for them was not only a way to 

break up the monotony o f the working day, but also a symbolic gesture that reclaimed for 

them their working class Argentine culture. It was, for them, a purposeful act that served 

to remind them of what they could not readily do when working for the former boss. For 

me, this practice is yet another seemingly modest and unpretentious act which has the 

powerful effect o f rethinking and prefiguring another pace to working life, showing yet 

again how workers are recuperating their time. It is, I argue, a small moment in the 

reconceptualization of work as a social act, and the production of one particular 

dimension o f social wealth that suggests ways o f uniting cultural practice with economic 

chores. In sum, for me, such ah act on shop-floors begins to break down the capitalist 

obsession with dividing work time from the rest o f life.

Other mergers of work and play I observed and participated in and that are 

incorporated into the workweek throughout the ERT phenomenon include the mid-week 

or Friday afternoon barbeque and informal soccer matches played by an ERTs’ collective 

or between ERTs. Besides being moments where companerismo is further solidified, and 

where, again, Argentine popular culture is merged with work, these social spaces also act 

as informal places to share and figure out work issues and, in particular, political activism 

in support o f other ERTs or when a collective’s own ERT is in a particularly difficult 

moment. Here, ERTs again show their working class roots by incorporating organizing
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practices that have been used by unions and workers collectives in Argentina historically 

to develop and work out political strategies and tactics for mobilization outside of the 

reach o f bosses.248

ERTs’ fourth social innovation: Democratizing the labour process, reclaiming 
surplus-value, and socializing production

In this section o f the chapter I first showed how ERTs’ existence within dual 

realities of having to balance social values within competitive markets place their self

management projects in situations o f tension, directly and indirectly affecting how 

autogestion unfolds at the firm. Secondly, I discussed how the solidarity forged by ERT 

workers living through moments o f microeconomic crises together, and the subsequent 

working out o f the intricacies o f self-managed production in common, contest these 

tensions and shape their two main distinguishing features as worker cooperatives: a 

widespread prevalence ofpay-equity and flattened and horizontalized decision-making 

and organizational structures. The degree to which these two features are incorporated, 

in turn, are linked to the intensity of the struggle to recover the workspace, the age of the 

ERT firm, and the size of the ERT, with smaller and older ERTs and ERTs with more 

combative histories tending to favour more horizontal organizational structures and more 

equitable remuneration practices. Within the Argentine conjuncture o f the past dozen 

years or so, as I will discuss further in Chapter 8, the widespread adaptation of ERTs’ two 

major labour process characteristics distinguish them from other forms of cooperatives in 

Argentina as well as in other conjunctures. These characteristics, rooted in the relation

248 Such informal gatherings in Argentina were particularly used by workers during the dictatorship years 
in order to avoid state repression.
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between external macropolitical and internal microeconomic conflict and solidarity on 

shop-floors, bring us to the ERT phenomenon’s fourth social innovation, an innovation 

that points to how ERTs overcome key aspects o f capitalist exploitation, worker 

alienation, surplus-value extraction, and the capitalist valorization process rooted in the 

capital-wage labour relation:

The redefinition o f  social production as ERT workers democratize 
production, reclaim their surpluses and, ultimately, contest notions o f  
surplus-value, surplus-labour, and worker alienation, even as they 
produce in part fo r  capitalist markets.

Section 2: 
Recuperating Skills, Informal Shop-Floor Learning, and Transformed 
Subjectivities

In this section I begin to suggest how ERT workers transform from employees to 

self-managed workers. I assess how all o f the key ERT informants in my three case 

studies self-reported that since engaging in the project of self-management they have 

experienced some degree o f positive transformations in their knowledge, skills, attitudes 

and values, and practices in six key areas: (1) their democratic and cooperative practices 

at work, (2) personal behaviours towards and interactions with others at the ERT and 

outside of the ERT, (3) abilities to influence political decisions both at and outside of the 

ERT, (4) concern and interest in community affairs outside of the ERT, (5) how 

connected to the community they feel, and (6) how their actual participation in 

community within and outside o f the ERT changed. These changes tend to, on the whole, 

happen informally and immanently, at times by trail and error, and always in the actual 

working out of the processes of autogestion collectively, underscoring how ERT 

protagonists construct solidarity, politicize, and conscientize within an immanent “class-
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in-the-making” process I first discussed in this dissertation’s Introduction, then 

elaborated on theoretically in Chapter 2, and began to show empirically in Chapter 4. 

Moreover, ERT workers’ knowledge of their labour skills and cooperative aptitudes, I 

show, are transferred primarily from older workers to younger or newer workers by the 

old working class strategy of the mentor-apprentice relationship. Ultimately, these 

immanent worker transformations from managed wage-labourers to self-managed 

workers— trabajadores autogestionados—and their informal learning processes, I argue, 

show that, rather than being a fixed trait or part o f a hierarchical social category, class is 

an “active process and an historical relationship” (Wood, 1982, p. 45).

Transforming attitudes, values, and practices at work

In order to begin to assess how these ERT workers acquire and share the skills, 

values, and attitudes needed to self-manage their firms and, in the process, personally and 

collectively transform themselves, I embedded a series of more structured questions into 

my interview protocol that I deployed in order to elicit workers’ own perceptions of their 

personal transformations and learning processes during their time working at their ERT 

(see Appendices A and B). Specifically, these “learning indicator” questions sought to 

draw out ERT workers’ own reflections on changes in their knowledge, skills, attitudes, 

and values concerning their democratic, cooperative, and community practices since 

participating in the ERT project. What I discovered is that, despite the many difficulties 

inherent to starting and sustaining an ERT, and in support o f the theory o f an immanent 

process of “class-in-the-making” I proposed in the Introduction to this dissertation, for 

most ERT workers their politicization and transformed subjectivities emerge from out o f  

their collective actions, motivated as they were initially by the conjunctures of 
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microeconomic crises they found themselves in. In other words, these subjective 

transformations are intimately embedded within the processes o f forging a project of 

autogestion with their companeros.

Methodologically mapped out in Chapter 1, the development o f these questions 

and the subsequent analysis I embarked on were informed, in part, by David Livingstone 

& Reuben Roth’s (2001) worker lifelong learning research, Jack Quarter & Harish 

Midha’s (2001) investigations into informal learning processes within worker 

cooperatives, and Griff Foley’s (1999), Daniel Schugurensky’s (2000), and Bud Hall & 

Darlene Clover’s (2005) theories o f social movement and social action learning.249 This 

literature suggests that a collective of people working on a focused and sociopolitically 

motivated long-term project together, such as coop members, social movement activists, 

or colleagues in a workplace, experience common personal changes when engaging in 

these associated projects rooted in shared experiences. These changes happen mostly 

through collaborative learning processes which are intersubjective (i.e., social) in nature, 

often go unnoticed by members, and are mediated by concrete lived situations that arise 

from contested cultural, social, and political spaces such as workplaces and social

^ C A

movements. Moreover, what all of these studies have in common is to show how 

unionized workers on shop-floors, participants in social movements, or cooperative

24Q Also see Bandura (1977), Gouin (2009), Hall & Turay (2006), Lave & Wenger (1991), Overwein
(2000), Livingstone, Smith, & Smith (2011), Larrabure, Vieta, & Schugurensky (2011), Smith & Dobson
(2010), Vieta, Larrabure, & Schugurensky (2012), and Wenger & Snyder (2000).
250 Given that often, as this informal and social action learning literature suggests, these experiential 
learning dimensions go unnoticed by participants, they need to be drawn out or elicited (Hall & Clover, 
2005; Larrabure, Vieta, & Schugurensky, 2011). As I detail in Appendix B, 1 thus specifically embedded 17 
personal change or learning indicator questions that attempted to solicit conversation around and tap into 
key informant’s changes in knowledge, skills, attitudes and values, and practices in the six key areas I 
mentioned above (also see Chapter 1).
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members tend to mostly learn their political, democratic, and cooperative skills 

informally, in the act of “doing” their collaborative work or cooperative practices 

together. As such, they are closely related to the political economy of the working class, 

class struggle, and class-in-the-making concepts that frame this dissertation.

According to this part of my inquiry, there was a trend in almost all o f the 

workers I interviewed to identify definitive changes in their own attitudes that led them to 

possess a stronger sense o f bien comun (common good, or being in common or in 

community with others), compaherismo, and concern for one’s community when 

compared to their accounts of their attitudes towards others and their communities before 

being part of the ERT project. Interestingly, the degree o f  change in these three related 

attitudes was strongest with newer ERT members (i.e., with those members that were not 

present during the occupation and resistance stage o f the ERT project). There are several 

factors contributing to this. First, it seems that newer members do not come into the ERT 

project with full knowledge of its history of struggle, and are certainly not as invested at 

first in this history compared to an ERT’s founders (i.e., those that were present during 

the occupation and resistance stage). While most new socios are familiar with the ERT 

phenomenon, and some new socios, such as Chilavert’s Martin Cossarini (who ran the 

cultural centre there until 2007), join their ERT specifically because o f their self- 

professed sociopolitical and ideological commitments to workers’ control, most new ERT 

members at first primarily desire to be employed, only developing their political 

commitments to the ERT phenomenon gradually once they form part of the membership 

o f an ERT. Indeed, participating in the ERT as socios in a worker coop forces new 

members to have to adopt cooperative and less competitive attitudes and values quickly.
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Thus the changes newer member must go through to do so is greater and need to happen 

in a shorter period of time to, in a sense, catch up to the attitudes and values of 

community and companerismo o f an ERT’s founders, who initially politicize or 

concientize to cooperative values over longer periods of time beginning with the initial 

microeconomic crises that led them to found an ERT. In other words, founding members’ 

changes in attitudes an values o f cooperation and companerismo had already started long 

before the ERT was formed, in the struggles they were engaging in on shop-floors as the 

old firm was failing, described so vividly by the key informants in Chapter 4. As such, 

ERT members that founded the worker coop and that have lived through the moments of 

occupation and resistance begun this process of concientization with respect to their 

values and attitudes o f community and companerismo long before newer members and so 

reported having experienced less o f a change in these attitudes and values by the time I 

asked them about it. Secondly, older ERT members and founders that were already 

involved in union activity or social movement participation before their involvement with 

the ERT, such as UST’s Mario Barrios, Chilavert’s Placido Penarrieta and Candido 

Gonzalez, and MNER and IMPA’s Eduardo Murua, already had experienced bottom-up 

organizing or work in a politicized project and understood the importance of 

companerismo and sentido comun well before their involvement with the ERT project. 

These more seasoned ERT protagonists were also engaging in participative democratic 

practices in their union-based asambleas well before being a part of an ERT coop and 

brought these ideas and experiences to the ERT. In sum, the most common source of 

positive changes in sentido comun and companerismo is rooted, for founding ERT 

members, in the gradual changes that occur in their subjectivities in the process o f taking
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over and self-managing a firm and the struggles they collectively face on a daily basis in 

the practices of self-managing a workspace. For newer ERT members, learning and 

adopting these values and attitudes must happen more quickly on shop-floors as they 

must learn the dynamics of working at a worker cooperative with the sociopolitical 

characteristics of an ERT as soon as possible after joining the firm. Thus, the sense of 

change in these attitudes and values for these newer workers tended to be more acute than 

with an ERT’s founding members.

ERT workers’ everyday practices o f cooperation, interpersonal communication, 

and community involvement have, in general, also tended to improve, according to my 

interviews. In conversations extending out from the learning indicators (eliciting these 

conversations were the most important reasons for embedding the indicators into my 

interviews), my informants tended to say that they listen better now, that they can talk in 

public with more confidence now, and that they can organize meetings much more 

effectively and with more confidence. These changes in interpersonal and cooperative 

skills, in contrast to the degree o f change in the values o f companerismo, were especially 

marked with ERT founders.

The empirical research I report on in the remainder of this section continues to 

map out connections between ERT workers’ immanent conscientization and their 

experiences with micropolitical conflictivity at the point-of-production or -service 

delivery at the former firm, as well as with the challenges they face in subsequently 

mounting a project o f autogestion at their ERT. It also addresses how and to what degree 

ERT protagonists collectively adopt and learn values o f cooperation and community 

participation.
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Laburantes252 first, cooperativistas second

As I first discussed in Chapter 5, most ERT workers self-identify as laburantes or 

obreros (workers or labourers) and not as cooperativistas. This further shows how 

Argentina’s ERTs are a new type o f cooperative experience unique to the current post

neoliberal Argentine conjuncture in that they do not emerge out o f the traditional coop 

movement but, rather, from, as I elaborated on in Chapter 3, a combination of 

Argentina’s traditional and mostly Peronist-influenced labour movement and the 

contagion o f bottom-up and horizontally organized social justice movements that 

emerged in the country in the past two decades as responses the implosion o f the 

neoliberal model of the 1990s. As UST’s Matias Perralta told me (first cited in Chapter

5): “First we are laburantes, then cooperativistas. We formed cooperatives as an 

alternative for the continuity of our jobs, in order for us to keep on working.” Juan Vera, 

the expert bulldozer operator at UST, said something similar when I asked him if  he felt 

like a worker or a cooperator:

No, I feel that I am a laburante, and I will continue to be one! When we 
go to community meetings, we go with our overalls. And wearing our 
overalls all the time here is important to remind us of where we came 
from.

Indeed, only three of the ERT workers I interviewed had had previous experiences with 

cooperativism. From how they expressed themselves to me, it was obviously easier for 

these three workers to conceive o f themselves as cooperators when compared to the rest 

of their companeros that had not had previous experiences in coops. At the same time, 

however, a larger number of workers I interviewed had had previous union organizing

251 Workers.
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experiences, and most o f my interviewees had periodically attended union assemblies and 

had voted for their delegados (shop stewards) prior to being a part o f the ERT.252 So how 

is it that ERT workers learn and adopt cooperative values? How do they, in other words, 

become cooperators?

Tellingly, ERT workers who have gone through these previous cooperative or 

union organizing experiences are often considered as point-people within the firm, 

holding either formal leadership positions or informal places o f importance in the minds 

of their companeros. These point-people tend to, again informally, convey the values and 

practices o f shop-floor democracy, cooperativism, and such to the rest of their 

companeros, helping communicate over time to the rest o f the collective how to actually 

go about organizing workers’ assemblies, how to carry out democratic decision-making, 

and the dispositions of sharing and solidarity one should to have in order to ensure the 

proper functioning of a cooperative. A small subset o f workers I interviewed who had 

either cooperative or union organizing experience—i.e., Chilavert’s Placido Penarrieta 

and Candido Gonzalez, UST’s Mario Barrios, and, to a lesser degree, Salud Junin’s Jose 

Lopez—were all instrumental in motivating their co-workers in the takeover of the failing 

former plant or in getting production started again as cooperatives. In addition to having 

to recompose a deteriorated plant, deal with continuing legal issues, learn new

252 To recall from Chapter 3, Argentine trade unionism has had a long tradition of shop-floor asambleas 
(assemblies) and a high turnout rate amongst the rank and file when electing shop stewards (in Argentina, 
delegados) that then vote on key national union issues in Argentina’s two union centrals (Godio, 2000; 
Munck, Falcdn, Galitelli, 1987). While union support for ERTs has been sketchy at best (for more, see 
Vieta, 2010), many ERTs used to be former union shops when owner-run and most ERT workers that 
belonged to unions before still belong to their unions while at the ERT. ERTs’ current practices of holding 
regular workers’ assemblies and electing the coop’s administrative positions have deep roots in these 
traditional, union-based shop-floor practices (Clarke & Anteviero, 2009; Munck, Falcdn, & Galitelli,
1985).
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administrative and marketing skills, reorganize purchases and customer orders, and 

generally run a firm in difficulty, learning how to be cooperators adds to the challenges 

ERT workers face. In this light, the role o f these leaders in each ERT seems to be 

paramount to how smoothly or not the project o f autogestion and its inherent cooperative 

values unfold.

Deepening solidarities at work: An emerging sense of companerismo and an 
ethics of “es de todos”

With all ERT protagonists I interviewed, their positive changes in their 

cooperative knowledge, skills, practices, and values and attitudes—again, primarily from 

dispositions o f individualist and competitive employees to ones o f cooperativist socios 

(associates)— occur informally as they unfold their cooperative project over time and 

struggle together to address the crises and challenges that face them.253 Matias Perralta, 

one of the new socios I talked to at UST, already expressed this for us in Chapter 5: 

“Most o f us here learned [cooperativism] from working here....” Jose Lopez from Salud 

Junin emphasized the collective and immanent nature o f how they learn and adopt 

cooperative values when he stated that “We learned the ins and outs o f cooperativism 

sobre la marcha, como todos aca [on the path of doing, like all of us here].” And, for 

UST’s Mario Barrios: “We learn together as we do things...our commitments are 

expressed in our everyday practices.”

253 For Daniel Schugurensky (2000) informal learning “includes all learning that occurs outside the 
curriculum of formal and non-formal educational institutions and programs” (p. 1), is social in nature, and 
often the learner is not aware that he is learning but rather engages in tacit learning.
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This immanent learning occurs most noticeably intra-cooperatively via both the 

social bonds that form organically on shop-floors from having to collectively self-manage 

a firm and from the attitudinal and behavioral examples o f the ERT’s leaders) and their 

previous experience with political or union organizing. Second, this informal learning 

occurs inter-cooperatively, via the horizontal networks that form between ERTs, from the 

influence of ERT umbrella organizations such as MNER and MNFRT, and between 

ERTs and other social movement groups that forge affinity relations with each other. 

Inter-cooperative exchanges especially occur during an ERT’s first days, weeks, and 

months o f high conflictivity when other ERTs and myriad social movement organizations 

come to support workers occupying a plant. During these moments o f high political 

conflict and turmoil, supporting affinity groups begin to transfer their knowledge o f the 

political and judicial system and the values and attitudes o f companerismo and 

cooperativism to the new ERT workers. Salud Junin’s Jose Lopez illustrates clearly the 

inter-cooperative, network-based informal learning and support they experienced:

Meanwhile, what continued to strengthen the processes [of workplace 
takeovers] was the unity and solidarity of other sectors helping out: 
students, sympathetic unions, neighbourhood groups, human rights 
organizations.... That’s what permitted all of these processes to sustain 
themselves over time.... W e’ve had close relations with other ERTs and 
we have participated in national gatherings o f ERTs, as well. There is a 
common saying among ERTs: ‘if  they touch one of us they touch us all.’
Ever since, if  there were other ERTs that were being threatened with 
eviction, many o f us would also go to support them. Like what happened 
at Zanon, we traveled there to support those companeros on two 
occasions. We also went to help the Brukman workers, and the 
companeros from the Hotel BAUEN. And companeros from Brukman and
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Zanon also came here to help us out. There’s been a permanent exchange 
between many o f us [for some time].254

Subsequently, from out o f this intra- and inter-cooperative informal learning and 

deep-seated practices and attitudes of companerismo, an ethical dimension of “es de 

todos” (“it belongs to all of us”) also emerges within many ERTs. One of the things that, 

in practice, more compeherismo and and ethics o f “es de todos” mean for ERT workers’ 

renewed labour processes is that they are now much more likely to help out their 

workmates in situations when in the past they would have stuck to their own tasks and 

worried primarily about their own individual interests. In fact, companerismo and a 

growing ethics o f the other have innumerable consequences for re-shaping the labour 

process along more humane lines than the strictly capitalist workplace promotes. 

Chilavert’s Placido Penarrieta fills in the details o f the collective commitment of 

companerismo and its ethical impact on the labour process when he emphatically told me 

the following:

Before, under owner-management, there was always someone marking out 
the rhythm of your work. You would work because you got paid. Things 
are now different. Now, we have other obligations based on our own 
responsibility to one another and our jobs.... Everything we do [and 
produce] now passes through our own hands.... we have different 
responsibilities to each other and our work nowadays.... Before we were 
“workmates” but today we aren’t workmates anymore. We’re now more 
like “associates,” where the problem o f one associate affects us all. And 
there are times when we have to look at the problems o f each companero 
and try to resolve them so they won’t affect the entire society that we have 
formed here. Before, if  something happened to someone it was the 
owner’s responsibility.. .we were all just mere acquaintances with each

254 Salud Junta’s Ana Maria Barrionuevo’s comments from Chapter 4 also emphasize the deep importance 
many ERT workers give to the community groups that came to support them, especially in the early days of 
occupation: “Many social organizations came to help us throughout our first days.... Many, many groups 
from the left, neighbours from the community, and folks from other ERTs came to help us during those 
days... it just takes my breath away still thinking about it!”
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other, nothing more...we didn’t have direct contact with all o f our 
workmates. But now, we’re a much tighter unit, and what binds us 
together is the fact that we’re all responsible for this cooperative as a 
society and we all have to contribute to moving it forward. In other words, 
we all have to know everyone’s everyday problems for the simple reason 
that we have to protect our work.

Comercio y Justicia’s Javier De Pascuale, summing up Placido’s analysis, articulated 

companerismo and the complementary notion of “es do todos” as follows: “Este proyecto 

es un compromiso, [This project is a commitment], necesita un sentido de etica [it 

requires a sense of ethics], y  es una luchapor el otro [and is a struggle for the other].”

It must be pointed out, however, that ERT workers’ transformations rooted in 

stronger solidarity-based interpersonal relations on ERT shop-floors that recognize their 

increased “obligations” and “responsibility” to each other are not a given for all workers, 

nor are they present to the same degree in all ERTs. As Eduardo Murua explained in 

2006:

The change in subjectivity in some workers is much more powerful than in 
others. The subjectivity and culture o f some workers have not changed.
Some workers go to work everyday and just do their tasks in the 
recuperated enterprise; they do them very well, perhaps with more effort 
than before when they worked under a boss. But they finish their job for 
the day and then they go home like they did in their old jobs. Other 
workers are different. They have reconceptualized the factory differently.
They begin to talk and think in a new way. They have come to understand 
how their former bosses were exploiting them. They have come to 
understand how the economic system functions in Argentina, how the 
capitalist system destroys each one o f our workplaces....

Supporting the findings o f Ruggeri et al. illustrated in Figures 7-2 and 7-3, it 

seems that those workers that experience the greatest changes in companerismo 

and an ethics of the other, according to Murua, are those that actually experienced
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the challenges of taking over their places of work and converting them into 

worker coops:

The strongest change in subjectivity occurs in those workers that 
entrenched themselves the most in the issues of the recuperation o f the 
enterprise and that struggled to turn them into cooperatives, especially 
during in the early days o f occupation.

These different degrees o f transformation in the subjectivities o f individual ERT 

workers, their varying commitments to companerismo, and the degree of change in the 

ethics of the other linked to experiencing past conflictivity collectively, stood out when 

looking at the entire set of interviews I conducted over the years. It was obvious from my 

interviews that tensions—and sometimes, deep tensions—still exist between the 

commitment to cooperativism and companerismo o f some members and the continued 

individualism, competiveness, or indifference of other members. Indeed, sometimes these 

tensions exist within the same worker. At times, some workers have said to me things 

such as: “I didn’t sign up for self-managing my workplace,” or “All I ever wanted was to 

do an honest day’s work and get my regular paycheque.” Some workers, it was obvious, 

are more aware of these tensions within themselves than others as they reflected critically 

on their own contradictions between the desire to self-manage and their longing at times 

for “simpler” days when they would only need to “keep their heads down,” work their 

shift, and go home.

On the whole, however, most workers I talked to and formally interviewed at 

ERTs over the years saw deep changes in their commitments to each other as they engage 

in a common project of autogestion together. Clearly present in the words and thoughts 

of most ERT workers I dialogued with were notions of companerismo, “esto es de todos,"
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responsibility to the project and to each other, their deeper commitments to the 

communities that surround the ERT, and their greater sense o f being an important part of 

creating a more socially sensitive economic reality for Argentina. Here, then, I found 

compelling connections between ERTs as sites o f  learning for workers’ sense of 

solidarity, self-activity, and forging other, less-capitalist productive relations, as 

Proudhon, Bakunin, Kropotkin, Gramsci, and contemporary autogestion theorists alluded 

to for us in Chapter 2.

Autogestidn; More freedom vs. more responsibility

Nevertheless, it was also evident in these conversations and interviews that there 

is a lingering tension between the greater freedoms for self-determination that self

management suggests and the equally prominent sense o f responsibility each worker feels 

for his or her companeros and the project of autogestion more broadly. When, for 

example, I would ask each worker what autogestion meant to them, almost none o f them 

would initially say to me “more freedom,” as I had hypothesized early on in this research 

project. They would rather immediately respond, at times in a begrudging voice, phrases 

like “more responsibility” and “a larger amount o f commitment to my work,” 

complementing the comments of Placido and Eduardo, above. But when I would delve 

deeper and ask them if they would ever consider returning to their previous work 

situation, even if  they received higher salaries, almost all o f my key informants said that 

they would not. One of Chilavert’s founders and its bookbinding specialist, Manuel 

Basualdo, captured this tension vividly when he compared his work-life at the coop now 

with the conditions of work intensity under his former boss:
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Things were very different before, mainly because, before, someone told 
you what to do, and you did it. Now nobody orders you around. Now 
you’re more responsible, because our work depends on us and nobody 
else. It’s just us. Before, with the owner, it was different, because you 
would put in your hours, and leave. But now you sometimes have to work 
a bit harder, or a bit longer, do a little more. Before we were controlled so 
much. That’s why they built the office with windows as walls. It was their 
way of controlling us, making sure we were doing something all the time.

Again, Eduardo Murua (2006), who has been, as the former president o f MNER, 

very close to the pulse o f the average ERT worker in dozens of ERTs across Argentina 

since they first began to emerge, articulates the implicit notion o f freedom mingling with 

an explicit understanding of increased worker responsibility inherent in the new projects 

of autogestion that ERT workers unfold, with the increased feelings o f commitment to 

companerismo that courses through them:

Another change that for us was very fundamental was that, given the same 
salary with the same work conditions, we are most certain that a worker in 
Argentina today would chose to work in a recuperated enterprise over an 
enterprise under the management of a boss. No compahero that has gone 
through the experience o f working in a recuperated enterprise will want to 
return to a job managed by a boss. For sure if  there is an offer o f x  amount 
in wages that is more than what a worker would make in a recuperated 
enterprise it is possible that he would migrate to a capitalist enterprise. But 
under similar conditions, it is certain that that worker would not want to 
work under a boss. Do you understand? This has to do with the degree of 
internal democracy, the degree of freedom that that worker feels by 
working in a recuperated enterprise. That is, the change in subjectivity, I 
would say, happens even within the relations o f production within the 
firm. Today the worker in a recuperated enterprise doesn’t feel like a 
worker any more, inside o f a recovered factory the worker feels like a 
compahero. He doesn’t feel like a worker utilized within an alienating 
job....

What was similarly clear to me in talking to workers and being present at dozens 

of ERTs is that notions and practices o f solidarity and companerismo, although not 

uniformly conceived of and practiced even within the same ERTs by any means, palpably
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exists in all ERTs I have been in to some degree, and with all workers I have talked to 

over the years. At the same time, each worker feels and knows from lived experience that 

there is a vast difference from the workplace atmosphere present at these firms when they 

worked for a boss and the workplace environment under autogestion.

When analyzing and thinking through these seemingly conflictive moments in the 

conversations and interviews I have had with ERT workers I was reminded of the 

tensions already understood by classical anarchists between the responsibilities of 

members of a community to each other and their pull towards the realm o f freedom as 

autonomous individuals (Marshall, 1992; Woodcock, 2004; also see Bauman, 2001). This 

is perhaps one o f the central tensions in the stream o f self-determination o f modem 

Western socialism. Recall from my discussion in Section 1 o f Chapter 2 how the classical 

anarchists sought a balance between individual freedom and participation in economic 

life reflected in the well-known anarchist and socialist maxim “from each according to 

his ability, to each according to his need.” In this sense, self-management is rooted in the 

desire for individual freedom via self-control and self-reliance, but also bears with it a 

strong sense of the collective responsibilities needed to carry out a cooperative project. 

Finding equilibrium between the realms o f association/cooperation and 

individuality/competition is a constant thread running throughout the works of Proudhon, 

for example. It also resonates in the discourses o f ERT workers.

Keeping up and upgrading skills informally: The mentor-apprentice relationship

Other, more top-down and sometimes more formal types o f learning processes 

occur when NGO-based or university-led affinity initiatives approach and work with 

ERTs directly, or when state-based institutions and ministries assist ERTs (see Chapter 
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6). For example, several university-ERT relationships have formed in recent years around 

action-based research partnerships and popular education programs, such as the National 

University o f Quilmes’s worker-based popular education program with UST, or the 

already-mentioned University of Buenos Aires’s team of economic anthropologists 

working out o f the Faculty of Philosophy and Letter’s Extension Program and their close 

relationship with Chilavert that has seen this group, in collaboration with the Chilavert 

workers, open up and run the ERT Documentation Centre at the ERT.

But in the everyday activity of the firm, new ERT workers are, again, informally 

trained both in the ins-and-outs o f cooperativism and in job-specific skills “on-the-job” 

via apprenticing. Tellingly, this emulates the principal way that job training has 

traditionally happened in blue-collar economic sectors in Argentina (Munck, Falcon, & 

Galitelli, 1985).255 But now, in ERTs, cooperative values and ideals are layered into 

apprenticing scenarios on shop-floors. Indeed, shadowing a more senior socio for a 

period o f time on the job or on actual shop-floors, I observed time and again, is the key 

way that ERT workers tend to learn new job tasks, skills, and cooperativist values. As 

UST’s Juan Vera related to me, outlining the continuity of the mentor-apprentice 

practices between traditional working class life in Argentina and ERTs:

I started as an apprentice here [twenty years ago]. I wanted to learn how to 
use the machines here and the old guys taught me as jobs came up. They 
would take breaks during peak hours and let me use the machines while 
they supervised.... And I do the same with my apprentice now. If a job 
comes up I try to go but sometimes I can’t [because o f the other duties I 
have to do here] so I send [my apprentice], whom I’m teaching and he 
replaces me also during my vacations or when I have meetings. When we

255 Mentor-apprentice forms of learning, of course, are prevalent in many work environments throughout 
the world. They are a fundamental way that skills and trades are learned and passed on and, historically, 
long predate the capitalist era.
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have to attend political rallies to support other social movements, we take 
turns with who goes to the rally and who stays and works. And that’s how 
it is here. He’s already starting to replace me! Just like the old guys gave 
me a chance, I’ve also been teaching many o f the young guys here and 
giving them a chance.

On the whole, ERT socios tend to leam not only job skills through the mentor- 

apprentice model, but the model also serves to relay new values and practices of 

cooperativism informally to newer and younger workers. Moreover, workers leam 

informally from each other—again, intra-cooperatively—and on a trail-and-error basis as 

they work out the daily practicalities o f self-management together.

ERTs’fifth social innovation: The rediscovery o f working class practices, 
informal learning, sharing knowledge and skill-sets

In this section I have shown that ERT workers’ subjective changes tend to, on the

whole, happen informally and immanently “sobre la marchd” (“in the act o f doing”), and,

as Mario Barrios termed it, by “learning together.” This informal and collective learning

also often happens by trail and error and in the process of actually working out the details

of autogestion and collaboratively working through the myriad challenges each ERT

faces. Moreover, ERT workers’ job skills and cooperative aptitudes are transferred

primarily from older workers to younger workers and from ERTs’ founders to newer

members by the traditional working class strategy of the mentor-apprentice relationship.

These mentoring relationships are important for both transferring job skills to the next

generation o f workers as well as for passing on cooperative and community values.

In essence, this section has shown that ERT protagonists’ politicization and

transformed subjectivities emerge from out o f  their collective actions learned immanently

within the conjunctures of microeconomic crises they originally found themselves in



when working for bosses, in the actions o f taking over their firms and needing to manage 

them collectively, and, informally, in the daily practices o f self-management. This 

immanent becoming, this subjective transformation within each worker “sobre la 

marcha,” in the act of doing autogestion, underscores the intimate connections between 

these subjective and collective worker transformations and the micropolitical conflictivity 

at the point-of-production they traverse, the challenges they collectively tackle, and the 

collaborative and informal learning that takes place within each ERT. With these 

findings, we arrive at ERTs’ fifth social innovation:

ERT workers’ rediscovery o f  their working class subjectivities and multi
dimensional skills via informal learning processes such as shop-floor 
apprenticing and the sharing o f  expertise and knowledge.

Section 3:
Recuperating Social Production for Social Wealth

Creating solidarity economies within the shop

Jobs, labour processes, the means of production, and decision-making structures 

are certainly key aspects of workers’ labour-power that ERT progatonists recuperate. But 

they are not the only things recuperated. Part o f the transformation of ERT workers’ 

subjectivities involves the recuperation o f control over their capacities to cooperate, both 

between workers at an ERT and between the productive entity of the ERT and the 

communities that surround them. Here, the potentiality o f companerismo extends out 

from the recuperated shop into the community in acts o f bottom-up, community 

economic and social development. This is an integral part o f ERT protagonists’ emergent 

class-in-the-making and promising steps towards, if  still incipiently, alternative economic 

arrangements for Argentina.
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Like other social economy businesses, ERTs tend to also have strong social 

missions and objectives (Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 2010). ERTs’ new forms of 

social production and, as cooperatives, the social wealth they generate and redistribute 

amongst the coop’s members tend to also, with some o f the most promising ERTs, extend 

out from simply producing to meet the business concerns o f the firm to include 

provisioning for the social and economic needs o f surrounding communities and barrios. 

Some ERTs, for instance, soon after recuperating the shop open them up to the 

community. These ERTs double as, for example, cultural and community centres, free 

community health clinics, popular education programs for marginalized children and 

adults, alternative media spaces, or community dining rooms, run by workers, 

neighbours, or volunteers. As I introduced in Chapter 4, two of the three ERTs I worked 

with closely, Chilavert and UST, like other emblematic ERTs such as Zanon/FaSinPat, 

IMP A, and the Hotel BAUEN, regularly open their workspaces to other uses besides its 

daily business interests.

For instance, as I introduced in Chapter 4, Chilavert hosts the ERT 

Documentation Centre, run by student volunteers associated with the University of 

Buenos Aires and used frequently by national and international researchers interested in 

the ERT phenomenon and its history. Indeed, I relied heavily on this centre for much of 

my documentary research for this project. A vibrant community centre called Chilavert 

Recupera (Chilavert Recuperates) also operates on its mezzanine level, hosting plays, art 

classes, music concerts, and community events often linked to Argentina’s social justice 

movements. During one of my weekend visits to the print shop, volunteers from the
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community were giving a class on the dying portefto256 signage art called flleto, while 

workers and visitors from the community were playing ping-pong in the cultural centre. 

On another occasion in July of 20071 witnessed a community play about the ERT 

phenomenon itself, whereby Chilavert itself became a living theatre as the play was 

performed in the midst o f stacks o f papers and printing machinery.257 Furthermore, 

Chilavert houses an adult high school equivalency program focused on a popular 

education curriculum that is heavily used by local marginalized communities. Another 

emblematic ERT, IMP A, the large metallurgic ERT on the border o f the Caballito and 

Almagro barrios of Buenos Aires, is also known as La Fabrica Cultural (The Cultural 

Factory) because it dedicates a large portion o f its space to an art school, silk-screen 

shop, free health clinic, community theatre, and an adult education high school program. 

Here I have also witnessed live theatre of community-based artists collectives where the 

factory itself becomes the stage. And Artes Graficas Patricios, a medium-sized print shop 

located in the economically depressed southern Buenos Aires neighbourhood of Barracas 

(and the particular subject of the play I saw at Chilavert in 2007), houses a primary 

school, a community radio station, and a medical clinic that is run by local community 

volunteers. In August o f 2007 I attended a community fundraising concert on the 

blocked-off streets outside of Patricios where several thousand spectators listened to

256 “Porteho,” literally “one from the port” or “of the port,” is the Argentine-Spanish demonym for a native
of the city of Buenos Aires, also applied as an adjective for anything from the “port city” of Buenos Aries.
257  _ «  •This was the play about the recuperation of the ERT Grafica Patricios entitled Maquinando: La historia 
de la lucha de la Grafica Patricios, collectively written by the popular theatre troupe Grupo Olifante 
(2007) and directed by Argentine playwright, actor, and director Norman Briski. It has been shown in 
numerous ERTs across Argentina since 2007.
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numerous bands playing on a temporary stage improvised from the print shop’s flatbed 

truck as local musicians donated their time and equipment to the occasion.

Looking at the entire sample o f ERT workers I interviewed, transformations in the 

desire for community solidarity practices extending out beyond the walls o f the ERT, 

while less noticeable than the changes in the values, attitudes, and practices of 

cooperativism within the walls of an ERT, were, nevertheless, for most of them top-of- 

mind. This o f course is, again, a marked difference from their individualistic perspectives 

regarding the role of their jobs and places of work when employed by a boss. While 

participation in community projects was most evident in my three cases at Chilavert and 

UST, even amongst members o f Salud Junin, which, due to its workers’ lack of time258 

and the intensity and complexity of their jobs, are less involved in community work 

outside o f the ERT, there is a tangible sense o f the importance o f their project for a 

different, less individualistic and more communitarian kind of social and economic 

project for Argentina. As Salud Junin’s Ana Maria Barrionuevo related to me:

No, I was never involved in a community project o f any sort before 
helping to start this coop.... And now I am only, unfortunately, involved 
in this coop, not in other movements. I just don’t have the time. I ’d like to 
do more work in a disadvantaged neighbourhood, for example, or some 
such thing. But time is limited! For us, it’s about doing as much as we can 
for the community from here, our coop.

While time constraints might prohibit some workers, like Ana Maria, and some 

ERTs, like Junin, from getting involved in community projects, my interview data does 

suggest that, after having worked at the ERT, workers do tend to feel a strong desire to

258 Recall from Chapter 4 that most of its nurse-members work double-shifts, both at Junin and at other 
private clinics.
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personally take up community practices beyond the ERT, as Ana Maria also expresses. 

Some get engaged in community work in their spare time if their ERT is not involved in 

community projects, while, for others, such desires might express themselves in the 

worker becoming more confident in speaking to neighbours about community issues and 

attending community meetings. As UST’s Maxi Rodriquez, a new socio o f the ERT in his 

early 20s told me:

I never worried about community problems or problems in my 
neighbourhood before coming to work here. I just couldn’t see them 
before, in reality. Now, from here, you start to see these problems and you 
start to work [to alleviate them].

Save for five of the workers I interviewed that had community activist or union activist 

backgrounds, it is important to underscore here that most o f my key informants did not 

have previous experiences with community organizing or activism and it was the specific 

involvement with the ERT project that fundamentally changed them into more 

community-minded individuals.

For ERTs such as Chilavert and UST which host cultural and community spaces 

within the firm and involve themselves intimately with the needs o f the local community, 

being involved in such projects does not emerge from self-interest or the public relations 

exercises of “goodwill” or “corporate social responsibility.” Instead, workers from ERTs 

that host community projects tend to eventually see their workspaces as continuations 

and integral parts o f  the neighbourhoods they are located in. ERTs that host community 

spaces and participate in the social and economic development o f the surrounding 

communities also view these projects as ways o f giving back to the communities that 

assisted them during their most harrowing days o f struggle, as I first discussed in the
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Introduction and Chapter 5, and laid out graphically in Figure 5-2. Moreover, and

thinking back to my discussions o f ERTs and their community service strategies from 

Chapters 3 to 6, the first ERT protagonists to open up cultural centres and other 

community projects within an ERT, encouraged by MNER during ERTs’ first era, also 

believed that such projects within a once-private factory or business had valuable 

pragmatic and political ramifications. In these earlier chapters, I discussed how, by 

ensconcing the ERT deep into the heart of the community, it becomes infinitely more 

difficult for the state to close the ERT while increasing the social value o f the firm within 

a neighbourhood and the broader surrounding communities.

Underscoring the importance o f the concept of the fabrica cultural for countering 

the hegemonic discourse o f neoliberalism, as well as for prefiguring another mode of 

economic life that merges the production of culture with the production of other forms of 

social wealth within an otherwise strictly economic entity of a factory, Eduardo Murua 

(2005b, personal interview) articulated this multi-pronged community strategy to me this 

way:

When we took [IMPA] we set out to open the factory up to the community 
and that’s why we generated the cultural centre.... Here—in the middle of 
the city, and against the one-sided discourse in favour o f globalization and 
neoliberalism that existed in the country at the time—from this 
recuperated enterprise we said, ‘OK, we are going to dispute this one
sided discourse o f globalization.’ That’s why we generated the cultural 
centre that was to be a factory o f ideas where people could go and discuss 
another discourse, create new cultural expressions, and generate at least 
from this location a space of resistance against the model.

Having a cultural centre in a factory is a unique development in the world 
in a fully functioning factory. Yes, there have been experiences in other 
parts o f the world where closed factories have been converted into cultural 
centres. But the central difference with our experience here is that at the 
same time that the factory was producing it also had a cultural centre that
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was also producing, but producing culture. This afforded us the possibility 
o f instating the theme o f the recuperated enterprises into the mainstream 
media. And perhaps without meaning to—no, definitely without meaning 
to— the media contributed to the general awareness o f this new method of 
struggle that was the recuperation of factories by workers....

During my extended stays in Argentina since 2005,1 quickly learned that with 

many ERTs their workspace walls do not demarcate enclosures that protect the work inside 

from the community outside. Rather, as many ERT protagonists told me, recuperated 

workspaces are recognized as being deeply rooted in the needs and desires of the local 

community and, as such, their participation in and collaboration with the communities that 

surround them make up vital parts of their new cooperative business practices.

ERTs’ sixth social innovation: Opening up shops to the community

Argentina’s ERT protagonists, then, are recuperating more than just jobs. They are 

also returning the practices of work and the workplace to the neighbourhoods and 

communities that surround them by creating inventive ways of both symbolically and 

practically breaking down the walls that divide work inside a factory from the rest of life 

outside o f it. Confirmed by my own observations during my time spent in several 

Argentine ERTs, these community projects point to the communal values that many ERT 

protagonists have managed to fuse with work life, further collapsing the paradigm that 

encloses labour within capitalist logics and work within proprietary walls. Evocatively, 

such creative fusions being fashioned by ERTs has been said to penetrate and rupture the 

capitalist “secret” (Ruggeri, 2009, p. 79), the proprietary nature of the capitalist paradigm 

enclosing the production and work that occurs within the walls o f a firm from the 

community outside. These community-enterprise fusions, it has been further argued, point
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to productive practices that extend beyond competition. In Argentina, this has been called 

“/a fabrica abierta,” the open factory. With this, we arrive at ERTs ’ sixth social innovation:

ERT workers ’ experiments with the production and redistribution o f  social 
wealth that inwardly open up workplaces to the communities and 
neighbourhoods that surround them and, in the process, strengthen the 
social value o f  ERTs.

Creating solidarity economies and networks beyond the shop

While some ERTs open up their doors to the community, the changes in 

community values and attitudes experienced by ERT workers have encouraged some 

ERTs to integrate into their very business practices social missions that see them sharing 

portions o f their revenues with the community, which essentially extends their productive 

efforts out into the surrounding neighbhourhoods spatially. Here, these ERTs both invite 

the community into their shops while also breaking down the barriers dividing private 

firms with the public outside by extending the shop out into the community. Some of the 

most celebrated ERTs such as UST, Zanon/FaSinPat, and Hotel BAUEN, for example, 

have expanded their business focus to include community economic development 

projects right into their raison d ’etre. UST and Zanon/FaSinPat, in particular, are 

renowned for their practices of divvying revenues between the capitalization needs o f the 

firm, workers’ salaries, and community service. UST is an especially promising case o f 

how to rethink the social, cultural, and economic role of a social business within the 

immediate geographic spaces and the myriad communities that it finds itself immersed in. 

This is especially promising in Argentina given the depleted and neglected reality of 

many working class neighbourhoods that, unfortunately, still remain far from the reach of 

government development programs.
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Like Zanon/FaSinPat, UST consistently redirects a significant portion o f its 

revenues—one quarter o f revenues, in fact—to community development, such as an 

affordable housing project for its workers and the surrounding community. This initiative 

has, as I specified in Chapter 4, already built 100 attractive town homes to replace 

precarious housing for its own members and other neighbours. In addition, UST built and 

continues to support a community centre and youth sports complex in the neighbourhood 

and an alternative media workshop and radio program, while also heading a unique 

plastics recycling initiative for the large low-income housing project located near its 

plant, spearheading a popular education school, a community bank, and several other 

spin-off micro-enterprises. All o f these projects are themselves organized as cooperatives, 

which has also transformed the UST family o f coops into a second-tier, multistakeholder 

cooperative o f coops with UST as the organizing hub of the network. What is also 

noticeable about UST’s community projects is how it seems to interlace its locally rooted 

development with cultural projects and popular histories that resonate with the barrio. 

This is witnessed in its promotion o f traditional Argentine music festivals, theatre 

productions, mural making, and in the cultural texts it produces, identifying the coop’s 

community work with past Argentine workers’ struggles and even with the images o f Eva 

Peron. In short, UST’s community work is o f deep importance to the coop and in 

improving the quality of life of the surrounding neighbourhoods is key to its broader 

social mission. As Mario Barrios, UST’s president, explained to me in several extended 

conversations I had with him, providing for the life-needs o f workers and the surrounding 

neighbourhood in areas such as decent housing, sports, education, and in the vital project 

o f eradicating illiteracy amongst workers and neighbours, are key motivators for the coop
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and integral parts of their production capacities and goals. Indeed, he added, UST is not 

only in the waste management and construction business, but now also in the business o f 

assisting in the provisioning of the life-needs o f its workers and neighbouring 

communities.

Other forms of social and solidarity economy networks

There are several university-based programs; NGO initiatives from Canada 

(CIDA), Spain, and Italy’s coop movement; and various informal collectives of 

radicalized university students attempting to help out ERTs in the reorganization of 

their labour processes, in administrative or marketing tasks, and in pursuing subsidies. 

These experiences show some promising signs of a social economy solution to the state’s 

absence. These programs and initiatives, however, have to date been too few, too local, 

and too geographically dispersed to be effective long-term for the ERT phenomenon as a 

whole. Relying on the volunteer work or solidarity o f sympathetic students, professors, or 

foreign experts with little organization or coordination amongst these disparate initiatives 

has resulted in uneven results for the ERT phenomenon. Some ERTs have benefited from 

these efforts. There are many more who have not formed alliances with these university 

student groups and NGO initiatives, however.

One recently launched initiative that could be foreshadowing how an alternative 

social economy of solidarity might begin to be implemented—and implemented sooner 

rather than later—is the ERT-specific e-commerce website The Working World (2011). 

The Working World’s initiative is a promising example of how the strategies o f online 

product provisioning and e-commerce could be appropriated by Argentina’s ERTs. 

Indeed, The Working World is an actual example of how ERTs could tap into the



decentralized and globally available capabilities offered by internet communication 

technologies in order to meet the production and marketing needs o f ERTs. This type of 

initiative could also fund other fledgling workers’ self-management initiatives with much 

needed cash, offer invaluable support in the pursuit o f larger markets, and assist in 

building relays o f affinity with the growing social justice and cooperative movements 

around the world. Strategically, the initiative is beginning to purposefully tap into a 

worldwide market increasingly interested in products made from firms that engage in less 

exploitative and more environmentally and worker-friendly labour practices, as 

exemplified by the popularity o f the fair trade movement. It also could serve as a site for 

information dissemination as a customer-focused information portal for ERTs, provide 

marketing and website development services, and perhaps become a centralized 

webspace with the capabilities o f collecting donations for a “fund that provides 

productive capital directly to workers through fair loans and investments,” as promoted 

on the Working World website. Launched in December 2005 and spearheaded by a 

collective o f North and South American radical journalists and activists such as Avi 

Lewis, Esteban Magnani, and others, the e-commerce site currently still only provisions 

products produced by a few of Argentina’s ERTs. Such initiatives, however insipient they 

may still be, carry with them hopes o f extending its non-profit, online initiative to similar 

movements around the world in order to help build, as the Working World further 

advocates for on its website, an “international solidarity economy, where economic 

justice and self-determination replace exploitation and inequality” (The Working World, 

2011).
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ERTs* seventh social innovation: Repurposing surpluses for community 
development

Again, symbolically tearing down the walls that, in the capitalist economic model, 

divide the business inside a workplace from the community outside of it, we arrive at 

ERTs ’ seventh social innovation. Summarizing the discussion in this section, this is an 

innovation that markedly separates these new worker coops from solely for-profit, 

capitalist business interests, reclaiming the social wealth and surpluses produced in a 

socialized business not only for the benefit of a cooperative’s members, but also for the 

myriad communities it touches. In sum, the seventh social innovation o f ERTs further 

works out and develops the seventh cooperative principle, “concern for community”:

ERT workers’ reclamation o f  portions o f  their surpluses fo r  outward 
community development, and their engagement in economies o f  solidarity 
with other ERTs and community organizations

Challenging ERTs’ “Dual Realities”

This chapter first highlighted the various tensions that ERT protagonists must 

work within, or their “dual realities” especially brought on by the many challenges I 

analyzed in Chapters 3, 5, and especially 6. In the case of Argentina, as we saw in 

Chapters 3 and 6, these challenges are compounded by the lack o f coherent state policies 

geared towards self-managed workers. I also showed, however, in Chapter 6 how this is 

slowly changing with the new, pro-cooperative and pro-ERT policies o f Cristina 

Fernandez de Kirchner’s government during ERTs’ second era, which are also due in no 

small way to the consistent lobbying efforts of ERT workers themselves, first era ERT 

umbrella organizations such as MNER and MNFRT, and second era organizations such 

ANTA, FACTA, CNCT, and others. In many ways, it is worth reiterating, ERTs’
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challenges parallel the historical challenges faced by worker coops in other capitalist 

conjunctures, where having to produce for the commodity form pushes coops at times 

either to marginal existence and ultimate failure, or to take on more capitalist practices 

(Craig, 1993; McNally, 1993) (see Chapters 2 ,3 , and 6). At the same time, I also showed 

in this chapter how ERTs begin to actively resist the push to self-bureaucratize, self

exploit, and to become “their own capitalist” (Marx, 1978a, p. 79; 1981, p. 571) in the 

very ways that their workers restructure their labour processes, horizontalize their 

workplaces, democratize their decision-making structures, learn cooperative values, and 

tightly engrain themselves into the communities that surround them within incipient 

solidarity economies. In this respect, I implicitly argued in this chapter, ERTs prefigure 

another socioeconomic reality: one based on social and solidarity economic values and 

practices over competitive ones.
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PA R T 3

R e c u p e r a t in g  A  u t o g e stio n



Chapter 8 
Recuperating Autogestion, Prefiguring Alternatives: 
Some Possible Conclusions

“Our dominant classes have always ensured that the workers should have 
no history, nor doctrines, nor heroes, nor martyrs. Each struggle must 
begin anew, separate from previous struggles—collective experiences thus 
get lost, lessons forgotten. History appears, in this way, like private 
property whose owners are the owners o f everything else. This time, it is 
possible for this circle to be broken....”

~ Rodolfo Walsh, “Cordobazo,” Periodico CGT de 
los Argentinos, June 5, 1969

The Spanish language dictionary Real Academia Espanola (2011)259 defines the 

verb recuperar (to recuperate) and pronoun recuperado (recuperated) as follows:

• tr. Volver a tomar o adquirir lo que antes se tenia (transitive verb: To
take back or acquire again what was once had).

• tr. Volver a poner en servicio lo que ya  estaba inservible (tr. v.: To put
back in service or use that which was at one time unusable).

• tr. Trabajar un determinado tiempo para compensar lo que no se
habia hecho por algtin motivo (tr. v.: To work for a determined period 
in order to compensate or make up for what had not been done for 
some reason).

• pm l. Volver en si (pronoun: To return to a former state).

• pm l. Volver a un estado de normalidad despues de haber pasado por 
una situacion dijicil. (pn.: To return to a state o f normalcy after having 
gone through a difficult situation).

259 Real Academia Gspafiola is the Spanish language dictionary equivalent in status and widespread usage 
to the Oxford English Dictionary for the English language.
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From the evidence I have presented in this dissertation, I believe that all of these 

definitions can be applied to the strategies, tactics, and actions of the protagonists of 

Argentina’s empresas recuperadas por sus trabajadores. In taking over the businesses 

that had formerly employed them and controlling the means o f production therein, ERT 

workers begin to, most fundamentally, recuperate crucial aspects o f their human 

capacities, especially their abilities to produce useful things cooperatively and in 

association, without coercion from bosses. Moreover, in their initial acts o f taking over 

their failing workplaces—in those first days, weeks, and months o f occupation—ERT 

workers struggle to “return” their working and non-working lives to some “state of 

normalcy” “after having gone through a difficult situation.”

But in their longer processes o f resistance against eviction and repression, and in 

beginning to produce cooperatively, they also do much more than that. In recuperating 

the machines and tools o f their trade, for instance, ERT workers can be seen to be 

“tak[ing] back or acquiring] again what was once,” historically, theirs and what they 

themselves had been, in Marxian terms, valorizing all along. In recuperating a failed 

enterprise and putting it back into production again under their collective self

management, ERT workers also “put back in service or use that which was at one time 

unusable.” In recuperating control of their labouring capacities (i.e., labour-power), 

which they had once sold to their bosses for a wage, they also “return to a former state” 

those things which all workers possess but that remain in control o f others within 

capitalist modes o f production and the capital-labour relation: i.e., their own abilities to 

make decisions; their capacities to imagine, conceptualize, plan, coordinate, and 

cooperatively produce the end products o f their labours; and to decide how and when to
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manipulate raw materials and other production inputs through the mediation o f their 

tools. In sum, in first embarking on the recuperation o f their jobs and their places of 

work, and then producing useful things under autogestion, ERT protagonists go beyond 

merely rectifying perceived injustices in the workplace or the wage-based or conditions- 

of-work demands of trade unions. Ultimately, and more vitally, ERT protagonists “work 

for a determined period in order to compensate or make up for what has not been done 

for some reason”—that is, they start to collaboratively self-determine and self-control 

their own places o f  work and their own productive lives. These recuperations, then, I 

have been claiming throughout this dissertation, are at the heart o f ERTs’ social 

innovations and their practices o f autogestion. ERT workers, at core, via the takeover and 

recuperation of workplaces once privately owned and the subsequent restructuring of 

these workplaces under cooperative practices and values, begin to directly address the 

ways that capital alienates and exploits actual producers.

As I implicitly and explicitly considered throughout this dissertation, the 

recuperative characteristics o f ERTs—their “recuperative moments”—both prefigure an 

alternative reality to work beyond capital, as well as allude to what workers most 

fundamentally struggle against in the “real subsumption” o f labour under capital—value 

creation under capitalist processes of production. As Marx (1978a) said of the worker 

cooperative movement of his time, Argentina’s ERTs are showing, “[b]y deed, instead of 

by argument,” that

production... may be carried on without the existence o f a class o f masters 
employing a class of hands; that to bear fruit, the means o f labour need not 
be monopolised as a means o f dominion over, and o f extortion against, the 
labouring man (sic) himself; and that, like slave labour, like serf labour, 
hired labour is but a transitory and inferior form, destined to disappear
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before associated labour plying its toil with a willing hand, a ready mind,
and a joyous heart, (p. 518)

A Review of the Ground Covered in this Dissertation

Admitedly, this dissertation has attempted to cover much ground. But the 

experiences of Argentina’s ERTs are rich with creative force and prefigurative 

possibilities for another possible world. This dissertation’s overview and theorization of 

the ERT phenomenon could have discussed many more aspects o f these workers’ paths to 

autogestion. I have attempted throughout to let the actual voices and experiences o f these 

workers guide the narrative and the subsequent analysis as much as possible. From out of 

their own stories and memories of struggle, I then attempted to better understand the 

many challenges that motivated their collective actions and cooperative innovations by 

grounding this work in critical theoretical and historically materialist traditions that both 

critically assess the capitalist system that pervades production on a planetary scale, and 

also consider the ways workers already always struggle against this system. In critically 

assessing the capitalist system of production from critical theoretical lenses and the point- 

of-view of the working class—the political economy of the working class—we can, I 

have argued, better understand what ERT workers—and all workers toiling under 

capitalist modes o f production—struggle against. In also considering how and why 

workers’ struggle within this production process to make their lives more secure, more 

meaningful, more dignified, and less alienated, we can more clearly come to know what 

workers—and ERT workers, in particular—are struggling for.

This dissertation has thus, from out o f political economy of the working class 

approach embedded in the class struggle tradition, has focused on the ERT phenomenon 

from the perspective o f its workers’ self-activity and their self-determination to both 
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perserve their work and diginity and, in the process, begin to move beyond status-quo 

practices of producing things under the capitalist mantle. As such, what has inspired my 

work here are the real accomplishments o f Argentina’s ERT protagonists: their tenacity 

in recuperating jobs and once-failing capitalist workplaces against great odds, their 

creative and innovative responses to the many challenges they have had to traverse in 

order to consolidate autogestion, and their forging o f new forms o f working, productive, 

and social relations in the face o f an often callously anti-worker national economic 

conjuncture and a neoliberal order in perpetual crisis.

Perhaps the ultimate question that remains to be revisited more fully is one that I 

posed early on in the Introduction, that I began this chapter with, and that was implicitly 

present in every sentence throughout the entire dissertation: What are Argentina’s 

workers o f the empresas recupradas actually recuperating? In this concluding chapter I 

would like to attempt to explicitly answer this question. In doing so, I also hope that we 

can come to know better what Argentina’s ERTs ultimately teach us for forging a new 

type o f non-capitalist economic order.

In a final crescendo that should lead to many more future research codas, in the 

remaining pages I reassess the evidence presented in this dissertation’s empirical chapters 

(Chapters 4 to 7) in order to continue the exercise o f seeing how exactly the experiences 

of Argentina’s ERTs are helping us rethink working class agency and self-activity, 

cooperativism and associated labour, and the notion o f autogestion from the perspective 

of workers’ own lived experiences—that is, from a political economy of the working 

class. The final paragraphs o f this dissertation explicitly return to the prefigurative 

potential o f ERTs in light o f our current moment of global economic crisis, proposing
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that ERTs point to how a radical contemporary transformation of economic life could 

unfold in Argentina and perhaps even in other conjunctures.

The Five Conjunctural Realities of Argentina’s ERTs

I began this dissertation by looking at, in the first pages of the Introduction and 

then in a more detailed way in Chapters 1 and 3, why ERTs emerged in Argentina in the 

past two decades. In other words, as I asked in these initial pages: Why in Argentina and 

why now? In answering these two questions, I was compelled to take on a conjunctural 

analysis in Chapter 3 that historically framed the assessment o f the details o f ERT 

protagonists’ experiences in Chapters 4 to 7, the dissertation’s empirical chapters.

According to Antonio Gramsci (1971a), the conjuncture is “defined as the set of 

circumstances which determine the market in a given phase, provided that these are 

conceived of as being in the moment, i.e. as constituting a process of ever-changing 

combinations, a process which is the economic cycle....” (p. 177). For Gramsci, the 

economic base’s “organic.. .situation” is intimately connected to the superstructure’s 

conjunctural moments (Forgacs, 2000, p. 201). Immanent to a given moment, the 

conjunctural can emerge out of the inevitability of capitalist economic crisis and may 

potentially open up the “terrain [for] the forces of opposition to organize” (p. 201). “The 

conjuncture,” in other words, “is a set of immediate and ephemeral characteristics of the 

economic situation,” Gramsci (1971a) explains, and “[the] study of the conjuncture is 

thus more closely linked to [bottom-up] immediate politics, to ‘tactics’ and agitation....” 

(p. 177). Taking a conjunctural approach thus considers the aspects of a particular 

economic situation that nurtures collective actions, tactics, and struggles against a 

particular economic order by those most directly affected by this order’s sociopolitical, 
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socioeconomic, and cultural structures. Within the neoliberal capitalist order that ERTs 

emerged from, a conjunctural analysis helps us come to grips with how and why its 

workers resisted and attempted to move beyond its enclosures, alienations, and 

exploitations at a particular historical moment of its development within a particular 

national setting.

In a similar vein, Italian autonomist social theorist Maurizio Lazzarato (2005) 

asserts that the “political event”—congruent in many ways with Gramsci’s conjuncture— 

organically emerges out of crisis moments, coalescing individuals and collectives via 

creative and collaborative actions spurred on by the realization o f what is intolerable with 

the historical moment they live in. From within certain benchmark political-historical 

moments of crisis and conflict, moreover, “new possibilities for living” get articulated 

through particular events (p. 1). Argentina’s mass protests of December 19/20, 2001 was 

one such event. More ethico-politically charged and immanently bottom-up than 

Gramsci’s analysis of the conjunctural, however, for Lazzarato the political event may 

not only place capital’s contradictions into sharp relief, it may also reveal openings for 

recomposing life for those oppressed by constituted power.

Other recent crisis moments of neoliberalism that inspired particular political 

events within conjunctures that pointed to “new possibilities for living” include “The 

Battle for Seattle” in 1999, Quebec City and Genoa 2001, the global protests against the 

US invasion of Iraq in March of 2003, and the recent Arab Spring and Occupy 

movements of 2011-2012 that responded to the ongoing crisis o f global capital (and that 

are still unfolding all over the world as I write these final lines). Importantly, these 

conjunctural events should not be understood as merely momentary and fleeting reactions
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to the inevitable glitches and cracks present in constituted power. Rather, “the event” is 

the intensified and collective eruption of alternative actions, images, and statements 

within an ongoing social struggle against established forms o f power. It is the creative 

climax in the long narrative of the class-based conflict instigated by the preponderance of 

the commodity form, the political economic structures that uphold the circuits and logics 

o f exchange and accumulation within, in our conjuncture, the neoliberal capitalist order, 

and that entrench the social divisions o f labour with myriad inequalities. The event(s) that 

emerged out o f these conjunctural crisis moments in Argentina in the past two decades 

began to rouse the collective actions of workers and the oppressed and forced them to 

collectively question the dominant values that engulfed their lives, and the regimes of 

production that ruptured for many of Argentina’s working people their established ways 

of life. In the responses subsequently forged by these collectives to these conjunctural 

crises, in turn, new ways of social and productive relations began to emerge as new 

articulations for other possibilities for life.

What were the specific conjunctural moments, then, that served as midwives to 

Argentina’s ERTs? We can conclude, from the evidence presented in this dissertation, 

that five conjunctural realities have existed in Argentina in the past two decades that 

directly relate to the emergence of ERTs.

1. Conjuncture o f economic precariousness

Beginning around 1995 and coming to a head in the crisis years o f 2001-2003, 

thousands of small- and medium-sized businesses in Argentina began to lose market 

share while amassing unwieldy debt loads due to the drying up o f local and export 

markets during the country’s economic liberalizations of the 1990s. In the name of



curbing hyperinflation and reducing a surging national debt that, paradoxically, continued 

to rise throughout the 1990s, Argentina’s IMF-sanctioned liberalizations included the 

‘dollarization’ o f the peso (economic minister Domingo Cavallo’s Plan de 

Convertibilidad), the privatization o f dozens o f once-nationalized or public sector firms, 

the erosion of decades-old labour protections, and the foreign capitalization o f large 

portions o f Argentina’s industrial and agricultural base. By the mid 1990s, it was clear 

that these neoliberal policies were negatively affecting the competitive advantage of 

Argentine products in foreign and national markets. Specifically, the large wave of 

privatization schemes, company downsizings, outsourcing, and the deregulation o f labour 

markets and other anti-labour practices were underpinned by a mass outflow of capital to 

foreign economic interests, compromising the competitiveness o f thousands of Argentine 

firms. Producing ruthless microeconomic crises at the point-of-production that cut across 

all urban economic sectors, this macroeconomic situation eventually caused a growing 

number o f especially small- and medium-sized firms to declare bankruptcy at historically 

unprecedented rates starting around 1995, reaching its apex at the historical moment that 

saw the collapse of the neoliberal model in Argentina in late 2001 and early 2002.

Risking entering the ranks of the structurally unemployed that by the first quarter 

o f 2002 affected well over 20% of Argentina’s active, urban-based workers, the response 

by some o f Argentina’s workers was to occupy and attempt to subsequently self-manage 

their failing or failed firms under the legal rubric of a worker cooperative. Rather than 

being impelled by a revolutionary cause, traditional union demands, or the leadership of 

mainstream political parties, in actuality these responses were, at first, highly risky and 

localized tactics carried out by desperate workers willing to face violent repression by the
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state and returning owners in order to save their jobs, continue to feed their families, and 

safe-guard their self-dignity. Initially, then, ERT protagonists took on the challenges of 

self-management defensively and out of necessity, heightened by the lack of alternative 

employment within an ethically bankrupted political and economic system that looked 

the other way while countless business owners engaged in nefarious schemes to save 

their dying firms at the expense o f the well-being of employees. That is, workers’ initial 

actions involving the seizure o f deteriorating or bankrupted companies, the occupation o f 

them for weeks or months, and their re-opening as worker coops tended to initially arise 

most directly out of common sentiments o f fear and anger. As such, ERTs were first 

impelled by pragmatic and immanent responses to its worker-protagonists’ lived 

experiences o f microeconomic crises at their places o f work and deep worries o f  

becoming structurally unemployed.

2. Conjuncture o f deep class divisions

Throughout the decade of the 1990s and well into the first decade o f the 2000s in 

Argentina, conspicuous consumption by the country’s upper and middle classes, due 

primarily to easy-to-get consumer credit, intermingled with historically high levels of 

poverty and indigence. This reality was visible even during the relative re-composition of 

the country’s national economy during the first two presidencies of the Kirchner’s (a 

recovery in part due to tight fiscal and monetary policy and favourable world commodity 

markets o f recent years). Especially between the years 1995 and 2005—the decade that 

saw the country’s cycle o f neoliberal crisis most dramatically rise, peak, and ebb—deeply 

structurated economic and social divisions perceptibly etched everyday life in Argentina 

as continued social tensions between the haves and have-nots fuelled a culture of 
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combativeness amongst the country’s marginalized groups—the underemployed, the 

unemployed, the poor, and the indigent.

Moreover, and at the expense of the well-being of its rank and file, the CGT 

(Argentina’s historically most powerful and influential union central) helped foster the 

anti-labour climate o f the 1990s as it bought into President Carlos Menem’s neoliberal 

reinvention of the country’s economy and his complementary redesign of the Peronist 

party, the CGT’s traditional political ally. It was no coincidence, then, that ERTs, during 

their first era, received little support from most traditional unions. With the exception of a 

few supportive union locals such as the Quilmes branch o f the steelworkers union and 

ANTA, the incipient union for self-managed workers formed in 2005-2006, the 

Argentine labour movement has been, on the whole, either only tentatively supportive or 

indifferent to the plight of ERT workers. Ensconced within the neoliberal consensus that 

permeated even Argentina’s official representatives o f its working class, and with 

widespread bafflement amongst traditional union leaders as to how to deal with workers 

that no longer reported to bosses, most unions chose instead to focus their efforts on 

employees that continued to work for bosses. As a result, and with the exception of the 

important support ERTs received from some political parties o f the Left, some union 

locals, and many neighbours, sympathetic social activists, academics, and social 

movement organizations, ERT protagonists were mostly left to fend for their own 

destinies in a sea o f neoliberal values and practices that effectively denied them much- 

needed union advocacy.
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3. Conjuncture o f resistive subjectivities

With a dearth of options left for working people on the brink o f structural 

unemployment, between 1995 and 2005—and especially between the years 2001 and 

2003—growing class divisions crystallized into the strident radicalization of 

marginalized groups. A contagion of bottom-up popular resistance and horizontalism 

spread across Argentina’s marginal sectors throughout this period, witnessed in the 

widespread direct action tactics o f property occupations and squattings, the piquetero's 

now-famous road blockages, spontaneous community mobilization, and directly 

democratic organizing structures. What spilled over from these grassroots mobilizations 

onto all forms o f popular struggle was a renewed sense o f collective purpose against a 

callous and overtly exploitative system; a growing ethos o f self-organization and direct 

participatory democracy from below; and a massive recomposition o f community-based 

social experiences that emerged from the urban barrios and industrialized towns of the 

country at the time. In turn, this contagion intermingled with a long history o f working 

class militancy and workers’ collective imaginary o f Argentina’s “golden years,” which 

included a strong labour movement, a prosperous working class, and a mostly 

nationalized and self-sustaining economy. By the early years of the new millennium, 

much cross-pollination was occurring between grassroots social justice groups. As such, 

up until 2005 and the relative re-composition o f Argentina’s economy (which, it should 

be said, included the government’s co-optation o f some o f these grassroots groups via 

strategies of assistentialism and clientelism), much o f daily life in urban Argentina was 

infused with constant protests, land and road occupations, workplace takeovers, and work
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stoppages by myriad marginalized groups demanding better living conditions and social 

change.

4. Conjuncture o f tight community bonds

Over the past two decades there emerged both a spatial dimension and a 

community imaginary that intermingles with the emergence o f autogestion in Argentina. 

Geographically, for instance, ERTs are situated deep within the communities and barrios 

each enterprise finds itself in. As I describe in the empirical chapters o f this dissertation, 

especially Chapters 4, 5, and 7, economies and networks o f solidarity between a 

recuperated enterprise, the neighbourhood, and other local ERTs have in some cases 

formed into rich community links o f mutual aid. This was driven in part by the fact that 

most workers live in or near the neighbourhoods where the enterprises are located. 

Moreover, neighbours were often supportive o f and at times active players in the 

recuperation o f workplaces. Consequently, neighbourhood cultural centres and other 

community services tend to emerge within many recuperated enterprises as a way for 

ERT workers to give back to the communities that supported them, as a way o f further 

valorizing the ERT within the community, and also as a strategy for protecting the ERT 

from ongoing repression and threats o f closure via the bonds o f solidarity that form 

within these networks o f mutual assistance.

5. Conjuncture o f  cooperativism and workplace solidarity

Cooperativism, strong workplace solidarity networks, and shop-floor democratic 

institutions are long-held traditions amongst Argentina’s working class that extend as far 

back as the early waves of European immigration in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
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Many o f these immigrants brought to their new country the anarchist, socialist, and 

cooperativist ideals o f their homelands, ideals that guided the early Argentine labour 

movement in the first years of the 20th century (Munck, Falcon, & Galitelli, 1987). 

Moreover, democratic workers’ and workplace intuitions that have often side-stepped 

official union hierarchies and infused strong bonds o f shop-floor solidarity have equally 

imprinted themselves onto the everyday practices o f Argentina’s working class over the 

decades. Subsequently practiced in myriad economic sectors and eventually entrenched 

in national business legislation, the country’s ERTs have adopted the framework of 

cooperativism as an important legal organizational model for former owner-managed, 

now worker-recuperated firms. I explored the implications o f this broad adoption of 

cooperative values, structures, and practices in the emergent and horizontally transformed 

labour processes o f ERTs in Chapters 4 and 7. Moreover, these working class traditions 

and practices, especially as articulated on shop-floors, have central roles to play in how 

autogestion unfolds within each ERT, as well as in the phenomenon’s seven social 

innovations that I will revisit shortly.

ERTs* conjunctural realities: Taking stock

These five conjunctural realities suggest the most direct roots of Argentina’s wave 

of workspace recuperations. ERT protagonists’ tactics o f workplace occupations, while 

distantly rooted in cultural memory of past labour struggles, were, on the one hand, most 

directly modelled after the new social transformations and mobilizations that were taking 

shape around them at the time, and most directly responded to the rise o f precariousness 

and insecurity impinging upon workers’ expectations for dignified and long-term jobs 

and social security. On the other hand, and simultaneously, the practices o f workspace



occupations and recuperations were themselves inspiring other social and cultural 

expressions of self-determination. Moreover, Argentina’s rise o f “communitarian social 

experiences,” as Maristella Svampa & Sebastian Pereyra (2004) articulated for us early 

on in this dissertation, were also encouraged by the contagion o f directly democratic and 

popular forms o f resistance across Latin America surging at the time. For many workers 

in Argentina, participation in direct action to recuperate and recompose their workspaces, 

then, seemed to be the only viable alternative left in the face of a retreating and 

ineffectual state committed to its neoliberal project.

Workers’ direct actions of “occupy, resist, produce” are also rooted deeply in the 

links between workers’ solidarity in the labour process that develops organically in the 

inherent cooperation of workers brought together by capital. Marx’s analysis of 

cooperation within the labour process can help us see this more clearly.

The increased capacity to produce value when workers cooperate within the 

capitalist production process was, for Marx (1976), the prime motivator for capital’s 

mustering of the “socially productive power o f labour” (i.e., workers’ cooperation), 

which is “a free gift to capital” (p. 451). On the other hand, the harnessing o f workers’ 

cooperative capacities also compels capital to mobilize “the work o f control” (p. 332) 

specifically because the “co-operative character of the labour process” is fundamentally 

rooted in “an antagonism o f  interests between capital and labour” (p. 332, emphasis 

added). But, Marx (1988) also points out that “[cjooperation which is a productive power 

o f social labour, appears,” through the ideological lenses of capitalism, as “a productive 

power o f capital, not of labour” (Marx, 1988, par. 21-22, emphasis added). However, 

capital is really only the mediator here, the organizer o f the cooperative forces and
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valorizing capacities o f labour within the capitalist process o f production (Lebowitz, 

2003, p. 87).260 And this organization means that the capitalist must exert forms o f 

explicit or implicit control over the worker because, again, within cooperation under the 

labour process, “an unavoidable antagonism” grows between “the exploiter and the living 

and labouring raw material he exploits” (Marx, 1967, p. 331). This is because 

cooperation within capitalist production processes is—like the labour process, labour- 

power, technologies of production, and the division of labour—two-folded: On the one 

hand, cooperation in capitalist processes o f production requires the generation of worker 

consensus under the suasion o f the labour contract negotiated between two ostensibly 

“equal” and “free” agents (i.e., employers and employees). It also requires outright 

managerial control at times in order to reign in the separation o f workers who have 

negotiated their labour contracts individually. On the other hand, the fact that capital 

needs cooperation amongst workers to catalyze the “socially productive power o f labour” 

means that the capitalist also helps foster interdependence between workers. In this 

respect, cooperation on capitalist shop-floors brings workers together and forms “the 

collective worker.” This is a positive side o f capital, the side that “socializes the worker” 

(Lebowitz, 2003, p. 87) and begins to create solidarity between them based on common 

interests, shared experiences, and common struggles (Atzeni, 2010).261

260 As Marx (1967) clarifies, while “co-operation [within capitalist processes of production] only begins 
with the labour process,” and that “by then [co-operation and the labour process] have ceased to belong to 
[workers]” (p. 451), “the connexion existing between their various labours appears to them, ideally, in the 
shape of a preconceived plan of the capitalist, and practically in the shape of the authority of the same 
capitalist” (p. 331, emphasis added). As we know from our critical theoretical analysis in Section 2 of 
Chapter 2, however, these appearances, in practice, incorporate the actual valorizing capacities of workers 
into capital via workers’ consensus, managerial control, and the wage-labour contract which secures 
workers’ incorporation into capital “[a]s co-operators, as members of a working organism” (p. 451).
261 “But, with [the immiserating and exploitative nature of capital] too grows the revolt of the working
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But, asks Michael Lebowitz (2003), “[w]hy [within capitalism] are producers 

themselves not able to capture the fruits o f cooperation in production?” (p. 87). Because 

the capitalist’s “planned cooperation” (p. 87), mixed with detailed divisions o f labour and 

managerial control, focuses their cooperation squarely on the extraction “o f the greatest 

possible amount o f surplus value” (Marx, 1967, p. 331). The “[d]riving motive and 

determining purpose of capitalist production,” Marx asserts (1976, p. 449), is not the full

sided development o f the worker, after all, but “the self-valorization of capital” (p. 449). 

For workers’ true self-development and self-determination, then, they must, according to 

Lebowitz (2003), “reduce their degree o f separation at the heart of the process o f each 

individual labourer selling individual labour-power to the capitalist” (p. 87) by 

recuperating from the control of capitalists a power capital does not really possess and 

that belongs, in essence, to workers in the first place: the power o f  cooperation. And 

workers can begin to recuperate the power of cooperation for themselves by struggling to 

control the means o f production and, ultimately, consume “disposable time” for 

themselves (Marx, 1967, p. 233). Such a crucial recuperation would, for Marx, 

effectively begin to replace “capital as mediator in all phases” o f the circuits of 

production (Lebowitz, 2003, p. 88) via, for instance, workers beginning to self-organize 

within worker/producer cooperatives and take control of their working lives.262

class, a class always increasing in numbers, and disciplined, united, organized by the very mechanisms of 
the process of capitalist production itself’ (Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 763).

As Marx writes: “If the labourer consumes his disposable time for himself, he robs the capitalist” (p. 
233). Moreover: “It is, however, clear that in any given economic formation of society, where not the 
exchange-value but the use-value of the product predominates, surplus-labour will be limited by a greater 
set of wants which will be greater or less, and that here no boundless thirst for surplus-labour arises from 
the nature of the production itself’ (p. 235).
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For class struggle Marxists, the possibility for worker reappropriations (i.e., 

recuperations) o f the means o f production—and, ultimately, the control o f their time— 

begins with materializing, or bringing to the surface, the historical reshaping of the power 

of cooperative labour by capital (Feenberg, 2002; Lebowitz, 2003). For Marx, this 

realization could happen for workers within moments o f economic crises that disturb the 

flow of capitalist circuits o f exchange and production. Such crisis moments, he believed, 

put into sharp relief for workers the contradictions at the heart of the class struggle 

between the “the class o f capitalists” and “collective labour, i.e., the working class” 

(Marx, 1967, p. 235). In turn, these moments of crises may make labourers aware of the 

exploitative and alienating character o f capitalist work. Economic crises have, in other 

words, the potential to monkey wrench the circuits of capitalist production and exchange 

by bringing the exploitative tendencies o f capital to the surface, problematizing capital’s 

obscuring and securing o f surplus-value extraction, and beginning to suggest to workers 

the need for overt resistance to the capitalist process o f production.263

The same social relations o f capitalist work that compel workers to form into 

unions and to agitate and bargain for shop-floor improvements and better wages also 

open up the potential for conflict to extend to other areas of working life beyond the shop 

and the labour contract (Atzeni, 2010, p. 22). And the already always contradictory and 

exploitative nature o f the labour process under capitalism is at the heart of this conflict;

263 “Along with the constantly diminishing number of the magnates of capital,” wrote Marx (1967), “who 
usurp and monopolise all advantages of this process of transformation [of labour], grows the mass of 
misery, oppression, slavery, degradation, exploitation; but with [the centralization of capitals and the 
intensification of the capitalist labour process] [t]he monopoly of capital becomes a fetter upon the mode of 
production.... Centralisation o f the means ofproduction and socialisation o f  labour at least reach a point 
where they become incompatible with their capitalist integument. Thus integument is burst asunder. The 
knell of capitalist private property sounds. The expropriators are expropriated” (p. 763, emphasis added).
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the capitalist labour process is already potentially charged with the possibility for conflict 

to explode beyond the point-of-production. “For our understanding o f workers’ 

mobilization,” Maurizio Atzeni (2010) argues, “the contradictory and conflicting nature 

o f the capitalist labour process, as an organization o f production driven by valorization, is 

crucial” (p. 22). And this contradictory and conflictive nature o f the labour process under 

capitalism can come to the surface when situations of exploitation at the point-of- 

production are ratcheted up to extremes, or the wage-labour contract is explicitly or 

callously breached by employers, or when workers’ quality-of-life diminishes beyond 

acceptable levels where workers can no longer consent to capitalist processes of 

production, or where the obscuring and securing o f surplus is clearly revealed and made 

painfully obvious to workers. In the Argentina o f the mid 1990s and early 2000s, as 

Chapters 3 and 4 made vividly clear, these otherwise latent conflicts and contradictions in 

the capitalist labour process would finally tense to the point o f rupturing, triggering 

workers’ overt resistances to business owners’ and managers’ actions of cheapening 

labour costs by increasing rationalization drives and increasing work intensity, asking 

employees to take salary cuts “for the good of the team,” or when explicitly violating the 

labour contract by holding back wages, not paying wages at all, by locking out workers, 

and eventually by resorting to outright firings. As the consent o f increasingly resistive 

workers slipped away from capitalist overseers during Argentina’s neoliberal crisis years, 

employers would resort more and more to openly coercive methods of control, as more 

and more sacrifices were asked of workers by desperate owners and managers.264 These

264 “So long as trade is good, the capitalist is too much absorbed in money-grubbing to take notice of [the] 
gratuitous gift of labour[, i.e., valorization, surplus-value], A violent interruption of the labour-process by a
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explicit employer actions—immersed more broadly in a collapsing neoliberal order— 

brought into sharp relief for workers the real exploitation that is always present (but 

usually obscured under the rubric of consensus) in the capital-labour relation.

In tum-of-the-millennium Argentina, the intersubjectively shared struggles of 

some workers’ collectives would eventually merge with the solidarity already present on 

troubled shop-floors, solidarities that would increasingly crystalize during these times of 

rising microeconomic crises at the point-of-production, which had as a backdrop 

intensifying macroeconomic crisis within the greater political economy. As more workers 

in Argentina were experiencing more obviously exploitative labour processes, as more 

and more firms began to fail, and as workers across the country began to learn o f how 

other workplaces were being taken over and self-managed by their workers, a contagion 

of workplace recuperations began to emerge by the late 1990s and early 2000s amongst 

workplaces that were experiencing some of the most egregious forms of exploitation. 

From the perspective o f workers, such times of micro- or macroeconomic crises can 

reveal the real nature of capitalist processes o f production—exploitation—and the real 

interests o f capital—accumulation and profit seeking rather than workers’ interests. And 

from out o f these revelations there can emerge spontaneous and bottom-up workers’ 

revolt and self-activity fundamentally challenging the capital-labour relation itself. 

Ultimately, these more spontaneous or organic working class resistances and revolts 

begin to tear through “previously accepted practices o f management control” that now 

are, to workers, an “unbearable invasion into [their] lives” (Atzeni, 2010, pp. 22-23). In 

times o f labour peace, it is easier to attribute “[ejvery improvement in society” to capital,

crisis makes him sensitively aware of it” (Marx, 1967, p. 207). 
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effectively keeping out o f sight its exploitative nature (p. 23). However, in times of acute 

macro- or microeconomic crises either spawned by competitive market cycles, 

contentious labour policies such as neoliberal rationalization and anti-labour laws, or due 

to broader crises in the capitalist system, the class compromise is put into question and 

can make workers accutely aware that their dependence “on particular capitals” is 

actually vulnerable to the whims o f market fluctuations and capitalists profit motives (p. 

24). “At different times and places, but continuously,” writes Atzeni, struggles “against 

the system that is exploiting them” surface, especially during hard economic times. As 

Atzeni clearly puts it:

When the impelling need o f capitalists for profitability breaks even the 
illusion o f an equal exchange relation, exploitation is revealed. Changes in 
the workers’ everyday working conditions (longer hours, harder work or 
greater danger), despotic managerial control (less freedom o f movement, 
tighter definition of tasks or separation of workers), reduction of wages 
and redundancies are some o f the forms in which this exploitation is 
represented, (p. 25)

Certainly, then, not all workers’ struggles are about the specific factors that 

occupy the thoughts and actions of trade unions under normal conditions o f class peace, 

such as tweaking up wage rates, improving the conditions at work while preserving 

capitalist ownership and management structures, and sundry collective bargaining issues. 

In times where accustomed ways o f work life central to workers’ consent and the class 

compromise are violated or put at risk by employers or the broader capitalist system 

(especially in times o f crises), workers can and sometimes do spontaneously organize in 

more extreme ways than laying down tools, walkouts, strikes, or strike threats. In these 

situations, where accustomed ways o f work are put at risk, a “moral economy of work,” 

kicks in. As Atzeni further writes: “Workers struggles are not just about money but also



about their conditions as human beings” (p. 25). At particular conjunctures, workers’ 

struggles can transform into “a question o f freedom against control and authority, the 

creativity o f each individual as against the dehumanization produced by machines and the 

existence o f fully developed human beings as against alienation” (p. 25).

Such were some o f the conjunctural roots of Argentina’s ERTs.

Autogestion and Argentina’s ERTs

As I genealogically defined it in Chapter 2, currently in Argentina, the struggle 

for autogestion is the struggle to self-organize and self-direct working life cooperatively 

as an alternative to owner-managed work organization and the perpetual crises of 

(neoliberal) capital I just revisited. To autogestionar is the verb that drives how more and 

more groups throughout Argentina are democratically and ethically reconstituting 

productive life. Autogestion, so crucial for how ERT protagonists eventually conceive of 

and imbue their collective work projects, has equally been the key and overarching 

concept o f this dissertation. The concept has assisted us in assessing and better 

understanding ERTs’ strategies and tactics o f “occupy, resist, produce;” the 

cooperativized workplaces they eventually form; the social innovations that directly 

address and begin to move beyond their challenges; and the recuperative moments their 

worker-protagonsits tap into.

Under the auspices o f autogestion, the ERT phenomenon in many cases and in 

numerous ways problematizes the very practices of wage-labour and the privileging of 

property rights over not only the right to work, but also the right to self-control one’s 

capacities to labour and the products o f one’s labour—especially in the neoliberal 

capitalist paradigm that Argentina found itself in throughout the past two decades. What 
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some o f the protagonists o f the ERT movement in Argentina are fundamentally 

challenging is, in Marxian terms, the proprietors’ practices o f extracting and exploiting 

the surplus-value of workers’ expended labour-power over and above the right of the 

worker to live un-alienated lives—that is, to own the products of his or her labour, to 

control the means of production, and for workers to ultimately self-direct their own 

productive lives. One o f the major breakthroughs of autogestion in Argentina, then, is 

that it begins to open up the social divisions o f labour enclosed within capitalist logics of 

production to other values and practices that lie outside of the profit motive, the pursuit of 

accumulation, and the incessant drive towards surplus-value. It is a reclaimed drive 

towards self-production and self-determination. In this respect, the ERTs share many of 

the values and practices of the world-wide cooperative movement, social and solidarity 

economies, participatory economic’s theories o f work sharing, Kropotkin’s mutual aid, 

and the everyday bottom-up practices o f countless people’s collectives that have emerged 

within the alter-globalization and anti-capitalist social justice movements in recent years.

Moreover, autogestion has made those practicing it in Argentina increasingly 

aware that, on the one hand, any stark separation between work life and the rest o f life is 

a fantasy—sociability, needs, and desires overflow artificial divisions between private 

life and public work. On the other hand, there is also an increasing awareness that the 

neoliberal drive to increasingly merge capitalist production with the reproduction of life 

itself is a move by this contemporary form of capital to more totally capture for its 

projects o f accumulation and incessant pursuits o f profit the moments that Marx (1967) 

called “the intervals between the buying and the selling” (p. 155)—the spaces o f life that, 

for capital, are about “unproductive consumption” (p. 573) and “unproductive labour”
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(1976, pp. 1038-1044). The crisis o f the neoliberal model in Argentina made many 

workers that were standing on the precipice o f permanent structural unemployment 

realize that neoliberalism’s absolutist promises of abundance and well-being “for all” 

within free markets, unencumbered competition, and perpetual growth were false ones. In 

actuality, they now realize, these “promises” were not about increasing workers’ well

being but rather ideologically-driven moves by contemporary capital to further secure 

workers’ dependence on the system, consolidate the powerbase o f an elite minority (the 

entrepreneurial class), maximize productivity via intensification o f labour processes that 

served to minimize labour costs, and assure the creation o f surplus-value and profits, 

even—and especially—during Jiard economic times.

The worker cooperative model is the most effective form o f organizing the desire 

for autogestion for ERT protagonists because it specifically addresses other values, such 

as caring for one another, horizontality, self-reliance, and equity—values that gradually 

and imminently grow in the imaginary o f ERT workers’ during the process o f fighting for 

the control of workplaces, securing jobs, and ensuring dignified and humane working 

conditions. Moreover, the worker cooperative model serves to place a workable 

organizational framework around ERT protagonists’ desires to self-manage their work. It 

also serves to symbolically and practically counter the abusive and exploitative relations 

ERT workers suffered under former bosses. The worker cooperative model, for instance, 

encourages each worker member to have an equal say in the running o f the recuperated 

shop. This is most readily visible in the regular workers’ assemblies and elected workers’ 

councils that administer ERTs. As well, and due in part to the political lobbying and 

direct action pressure tactics of ERT protagonists’ and ERT-based organizations such as
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MNER and MNFRT, the worker cooperative organizational framework has become one 

of the only recognized legal models in Argentina for former employees to begin to self- 

manage bankrupted enterprises. Furthermore, the potential for workers’ liberation from 

alienation and exploitation implicit in the worker cooperative model emerges out of the 

different productive world that it reveals to workers due to its focus on self-reliant labour 

processes grounded in the principles o f “labour hir[ing] capital” (rather than the other 

way around) (Smith, Chivers, & Goodfellow, 1988, p. 25), “work” as the common 

contribution of each member (INAES, 2007), and “control linked to work” (Oakeshott, 

1990, p. 27). In sum, the worker cooperative form articulates most effectively for ERT 

workers their desires for their projects of autogestion.

Prefiguration and cooperation

Workers’ organizations and self-activity rooted in autogestion, as I laid out in 

Chapter 2, have prefigurative force for delineating a different socioeconomic reality for 

the future in the present. The prefigurative practices o f autogestion foreshadow another 

type o f world in the now. ERTs, as worker cooperatives—like other historical workers’ 

combinations that I sketched out in Chapters 2 and 3—are organizations pregnant with 

possibilities for working class recomposition, mapping out another reality to life beyond 

capital. Prefigurative practices, the reader will recall, chart aspects o f a post-capitalist 

world “by experimenting with alternatives that develop the seeds of the future in the 

present society,” creating the new society out o f the shell o f the old one (Larrabure,

Vieta, & Schugurensky, 2011, p.?).

The concept of prefiguration in utopian socialist and classical anarchist writers, in 

particular, and in some of Marx’s and Engels’ writings, as I pointed out in Chapter 2, 
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underscores how workers’ self-directed work, cooperative projects, and social practices 

long predate market economies. They have persisted even with the rise o f capitalism as 

ongoing, if at times intermittent, working class experiences. Within the already existing 

capitalist order, these practices become moments and spaces for workers to learn about 

how to self-organize, resist, and begin to experiment with alternative forms of economic 

and social arrangements that point to the shape o f the alternative, cooperative-based 

society to come. For Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1989), for instance, workers’ and peasants’ 

organizations were “generating from the bowels o f the people, from the depths of labour, 

a greater authority, a more potent fact, which shall envelop capital and the State and 

subjugate them” (p. 399). And specifically pointing to producer cooperatives and 

mutuals, he would ask: “Do not the workmen’s unions at this moment serve as the cradle 

for the social revolution?” (p. 78). Similarly for Michael Bakunin (1990): “the 

organisation o f the trade sections and their representation in the Chambers of 

Labour.. .bear in themselves the living seeds o f the new society which is to replace the 

old one. They are creating not only the ideas, but also the facts o f the future itself’ (p. 

255). For Marx (1978c), as for Bakunin in a moment of agreement with the anarchist 

theorist and revolutionary, the Paris Commune o f 1871, for instance, prefigured the 

future communist society directed by free and associated labour. “Yes, gentlemen,” Marx 

would exhort (1978c), “the Commune intended to abolish that class-property which 

makes the labour o f many the wealth of the few.... But this is Communism, ‘impossible’ 

Communism!” (p. 635). Moreover, coops, for Marx, served what can be seen as a 

prefigurative function for the working class, the seeds o f a “possible Communism” (p. 

635):
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The cooperative factories run by workers themselves are, within the old 
form, the first examples o f  the emergence o f  a new form ... [T]he 
opposition between capital and labour is abolished here, even if  at first 
only in the form that the workers in association become their own 
capitalist.... These factories show how, at a certain stage o f development 
o f the material forces o f production, and of the social forms o f production 
corresponding to them, a new mode o f production develops and is formed 
naturally out of the old. (1981, p. 571)

And, Gramsci (2000), drawing from this long tradition o f prefigurative theory in 

working class organizations, viewed factory councils, socialist clubs, peasant 

communities, and other workers associations as harbingers of workers’ democracy on a 

society-wide level. In the thick the general strikes and factory occupations o f the bienno 

rosso o f 1919-1920, Gramsci (2000) would write that

the social life o f the working class is rich in the very institutions and 
activities which need to be developed, fully organized and co-ordinated 
into a broad and flexible system that is capable o f absorbing and 
disciplining the entire working class, (p. 80)

Furthermore, with an aim to “stimulate thought and action” (p. 79), for Gramsci the 

prefigurative moments of this working class “social life,” the workers’ councils o f the 

biennio rosso, and other working class organizations, were spaces o f learning for the 

unleashing of workers’ democracy under the workers’ state. They would make him ask, 

in a posture of prefiguration: “How can the present be welded to the future, so that while 

satisfying the urgent necessities o f the one we may work effectively to create and 

‘anticipate’ the other?” (p. 79).

The moral economy o f work: From managed employees to self-managed 
workers

ERTs, I have been arguing throughout, are imbued with such prefigurations. Jose 

Luis Coraggio and Maria Sol Arroyo’s (2009) recent ethnographic analysis o f the
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subjectivity transformations they witnessed in five ERTs in Greater Buenos Aires 

parallels and helps summarize my own findings in this dissertation in regard to ERTs’ 

prefigurative force. From within microeconomic moments o f crises, ERT workers, 

Coraggio & Arroyo argue, as I did in Chapter 7, move from thinking of themselves as 

mere employees to something more akin to associated producers that place themselves at 

the centre of a new, infinitely more democratic work life. As I have also discussed often 

throughout this dissertation, these transformations come about gradually, 

intersubjectively, and from within the struggle to self-manage their places o f work. These 

transformations unfold as ERT workers involve themselves in working out their 

challenges collectively by, as Coraggio & Arroyo put it, “multiskilling”—i.e., the 

changing of work patterns within shop-floors based on the job at hand, shop-floor 

practices that see workers eating together and taking more breaks throughout the day, 

practices of playing and socializing together, practices o f helping each other learn new 

skills, job mentoring, etc.—and “multitasking”—i.e., job sharing, the use of ad hoc work 

groups, opening up shop-floors to the community, flexible production processes moving 

beyond alienating capitalist specialization, etc. (p. 146). For Coraggio & Arroyo, as with 

my findings, these transformations are centred around workers’ very responses to the 

challenges o f self-management, which include changes in “working patterns” that create 

new, more participative processes of production, more directly democratic decision

making processes, and merged “time-space distances of factory, neighbourhood, home, 

and work” that, as with the fourth to seventh social innovations o f ERTs (see below), 

“replace the heteronomy o f the capitalist production line and its distance from the life- 

world” (p. 146).
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Moreover, rather than traditional capitalist values o f profit maximization and 

intensified labour processes that lead to individualism, competition, and alienated work, 

the forms of autogestion being forged by ERTs prefigure values and practices that sketch 

out different possibilities for economic and productive life, which include:

(1) an ethics of solidarity, mutual aid, companerismo, and “es de todos”;

(2) a spirit of collaborative learning amongst workers, both out of need 
(i.e., responding to market demands) and eventually out o f their own 
desires to leam new cooperative skills;

(3) a greater desire to “confront social injustice” stemming from ERT 
workers’ own experiences of having suffered injustices (p. 140);

(4) a view o f self-managed work as “more dignified,” especially because 
o f the “joint effort” now needed to sustain a cooperative firm (p. 143); 
and, in general,

(5) a changed “social subjectivity no longer harnessed to capitalist work 
(pay in exchange for labour) but to a principle o f worker solidarity” and 
cooperative work. (p. 147)

In sum, ERTs—despite the continued challenges they face—ground their new social and 

economic practices in a new moral economy o f  work that infuses their social innovations 

and recuperative moments.

The Social Innovations and Recuperations of Argentina’s ERTs

But, as Chapter 6 made clear, ERT progatonists, as with most worker coops in 

other conjunctures, still must operate within a capitalist market system. As such, they 

must deal with some o f the contradictions inherent to all cooperative models still 

operating within the shell the capitalist order, as Marx previously pointed out for us in his 

two-fold view o f worker coops. The tensions between the desire for autogestion and the
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challenges brought on by obstinately competitive markets—what I called ERTs’ “dual 

reality” in Chapters 5, 6, and 7—get played out in each ERT on a daily basis, shaping the 

cooperative labour processes ERTs adopt.

ERTs many challenges are, most fundamentally, rooted in this dual reality, a 

reality, in essence, inherent to some degree with all worker coops operating within 

capitalist market logics. Two factors underwrite this dual reality. First, the fact that 

worker cooperatives and workplace takeovers (such as ERTs) emerge historically as 

“children o f distress”—defensive solutions to socioeconomic crises (Bayat, 1991; Briscoe 

& Ward, 2005)—positions these labour-managed firms in situations o f economic 

tenuousness, particularly where capitalist markets remain intact. This economic 

tenuousness increases these firms’ pressures to adequately perform and compete with 

other, usually capital-managed, private firms. Situated as “children o f distress” within 

competitive markets, labour-managed firms must often struggle to simply stay afloat in 

conjunctures o f continued market competition, which could compromise or stunt their 

cooperative reorganization, values, and their social objectives. Often starting out as firms 

in depleted conditions that must nevertheless contend with competitive market pressures, 

converted labour-managed firms such as ERTs face heightened temptations o f 

reconverting back at some point into firms motivated by accumulation and competition 

rather than by the communal values and ethics of mutual aid that should guide labour- 

managed firms such as worker coops. In the context of Argentina’s ERTs, as Fajn & 

Rebon (2005) pointed out for us earlier, echoing Marx’s critiques o f worker/producer 

coops, when workers become overwhelmed by the daunting demands o f self

management within competitive markets populated by competitors that do not have to
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take on the added responsibilities of social objectives, compensatory tendencies can 

include retaining the hierarchical organization o f the original firm or replacing the former 

employer with a new form o f authoritarianism rooted in the workers’ or administrative 

council that, in essence, act like “collective foremen” (Marx, 1981, p. 571). These 

tendencies, in turn, can only lead to a mode of production ensconced in “self-exploitation 

and -bureaucratization” that risks reverting the cooperative workplace back to an 

ideology o f capitalist technological rationality above other values, the reproduction of 

capitalist management hierarchies, the privileging o f technical and marketing skills above 

other skills, and ultimately, as in a handful of ERTs to date, the desire to return the firm 

to former owners, new owners, or enter into a mixed-model private-coop ownership 

scheme. In short, beginning to privilege, once again, the maximization o f revenues over 

other social objectives thus risks returning the firm to the primarily capitalist labour 

process that ERT workers originally had contested.

The second related factor burdening worker cooperatives that must still operate 

within capitalist markets is rooted in the continued preponderance of the commodity 

form. As David McNally (1993) reminds us, drawing from Marx’s critique o f worker 

coops:

when workers’ co-operatives are forced to accumulate in order to meet 
socially necessary labour-times, which are determined on the 
market...workers [are forced] to utilize a quality and quantity o f the 
means o f production [to] ensure the market viability o f the firm. This is 
why even workers’ co-operatives producing commodities for the market 
will tend inevitably to ‘become their own capitalist’—they will be driven 
by market competition to accumulate a growing surplus from their own 
labour in order to invest in new means o f production which give them a

265 I discussed this point in light of how ERTs’ dual realities affect their labour processes in Section 1 of 
Chapter 7.
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fighting chance to meet the survival conditions established on the market.
(p. 181)

Their drive to “meet the survival conditions established on the market,” as McNally puts 

it (and as my discussion and the work of Maurizio Atzeni & Pablo Ghigliani (2007) 

highlighted for us in Chapters 6 and 7) could transform worker coops into less radical 

spaces.

It is important to note here that, o f course, the issue is not with the validity of 

workers’ control of the means o f production, as I argued in Chapter 2, 5, and 6. Indeed, 

the return o f the full means of production to all workers is a crucial step in any socialist 

vision that aspires towards the fundamental transformation of society beyond capitalist or 

centrally managed divisions of labour and circuits of capitalist production and exchange. 

More pragmatically, worker coops and other forms o f labour-managed firms have proven 

to be, as the LMF literature showed us in Chapters 2, 5, and 6, viable, efficacious, and 

even more “efficient” ways of organizing the production of socially useful goods and 

services. But in the conjuncture of contemporary Argentina, for example, the real issue 

still jamming a more complete social transformation o f its society, even with the 

promising early successes o f the ERT phenomenon, rests with the continued presence o f  

the commodity form  and competitive capitalist markets. As McNally (1993) explains it: 

“the key issue” blocking a true socialist transformation lies in the stubborn continuation 

o f a system that still supports the commodity form and the buying and selling o f labour- 

power under the abstractions of socially necessary labour-times (p. 181). The 

continuation of this economic system guarantees that even worker cooperatives will 

always live in a tension that may include “the compulsion to competitive accumulation
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which entails the domination o f living labour by dead labour—something which can 

occur even within a worker-managed firm producing for exchange” (p. 181).

But, while it is true that Argentina is nowhere close to transforming into a directly 

democratic, socialist, or workers’ society where the actual producers decide what, how, 

and when to produce socially useful products at a societal level (rather than the market 

“deciding”), and where there does not exist a market for wage-labour, the ERT 

phenomenon is nevertheless showing ways—prefiguratively—that such a transformation 

could take place, one workplace at a time. And perhaps the ERT phenomenon is paving 

the way for how this transformation can gradually emerge in ways that do not rely on a 

vanguardist-led party or the “total” social revolution but that, rather, rests with small, 

gradual transformations of each workspace into autonomously run workers’ collectives 

engrained tightly within the neighbourhoods they find themselves in, where control is 

linked to work, and where workers are not “hired” but, rather, are included in the 

productive enterprise as members and co-owners (i.e., associates) of the labour process 

and the means o f production therein. This prefigurative possibility that embraces ERTs 

regards another mode of economic and productive life echoes in many ways, I believe, 

the proposals o f Western socialism’s stream self-determination and the radical theorists 

o f autogestion that I reviewed in some detail in Chapter 2.

In sum, it is not easy for workers to attempt to rebuild and reconfigure a broken 

company within a capitalist market system, especially given the financial and production 

challenges that still plague many ERTs, the stubborn market competition they must still 

face, and a state and trade union bureaucracy that remains, on the whole, indifferent to 

their plight. But, despite these challenges and dual realities, ERTs are beginning to forge
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a different world, or, at minimum, are pointing to the possible economic and productive 

dimensions that such a world could embrace. Within them, several social innovations 

emerge, creatively and organically, and that reflect the particularities o f each ERT.

Moving beyond ERTs’ “dual realities”

In Chapters 4 to 7 we learned that ERT protagonists, in explicitly addressing their 

challenges and implicitly responding to their dual reality, engage in and co-create seven 

social innovations. To recall, these social innovations include both innovating new, 

cooperative processes o f work and pointing them towards outcomes o f socialized 

production and social wealth generation. Moreover, these social innovations arise 

immanently out of, yet also begin to move beyond—prefiguratively—their micro- and 

macroeconomic challenges and, more broadly, the capital-labour relations that undergird 

these challenges. Implicitly throughout this dissertation, I have suggested that these social 

innovations should provide much inspiration for workers facing growing job losses, 

business bankruptcies, and other conjunctural challenges in our current moment of global 

financial crisis. In the case o f Argentina’s ERTs, these seven social innovations include:

(1) The mobilization of direct action strategies and the re-forging of 
workplace solidarity within each ERT in order for workers to keep their 
jobs and safeguard their places o f work via the occupation o f the firms that 
had been employing them and their subsequent pursuit o f self-managed 
production (Chapter 4).

(2) The ongoing lobbying of the political and legal establishments, the 
reappropriation and reform o f laws, and the application o f cooperative 
values in order to reconstitute their work and begin to consolidate their 
self-management projects (Chapter 5).

(3) The reincorporation o f working class organizing strategies between 
ERTs in order to collectively respond to their production, financial, and
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legal challenges and begin to create a new organized labour environment 
that extends beyond traditional union strategies and tactics (Chapter 6).

(4) The redefinition of social production as ERT workers democratize 
production, reclaim their surpluses and, ultimately, contest notions of 
surplus-value, surplus-labour, and worker alienation, even as they produce 
in part for capitalist markets (Chapter 7).

(5) ERT workers’ rediscovery o f their working class subjectivities and 
multi-dimensional skills via informal learning processes such as shop- 
floor apprenticing and the sharing o f expertise and knowledge (Chapter 7).

(6) ERT workers’ experiments with the production and redistribution of 
social wealth that inwardly open up workplaces to the communities and 
neighbourhoods that surround them and, in the process, strengthen the 
social value o f ERTs (Chapter 7).

(7) ERT workers’ reclamation o f portions of their surpluses for outward 
community development, and their engagement in economies o f solidarity 
with other ERTs and community organizations (Chapter 7).

These seven social innovations, I would like to now propose, can be condensed 

into four overarching social innovations: (1) ERT protagonists’ collective and creative 

responses to intensive market competition andfinancial and production challenges', (2) 

their commitment to democratize and cooperativize labour processes and divisions o f  

labour, (3) their reclamation o f  social production within solidarity economies that 

recuperate workers’ surpluses and potentially contest notions o f surplus-value and 

surplus-labour; and (4) their rediscovery o f  notions o f  social wealth, opening up 

workplaces to the community and extending them out territorially, thereby strengthening 

the social value o f these worker-managed workspaces.

Furthermore, ERTs’ social innovations are imbued with six key recuperative 

moments. As I elaborated on in detail in Chapter 2, these moments o f recuperation are 

spread across the usually long process o f occupying failing workplaces, resisting
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repression from the state or returning owners, and beginning production under the 

auspices of autogestion. They are moments that deeply mark the paths o f “ocupar, 

resistir, producir,” where workers’ take back for themselves key aspects o f their 

productive and creative capacities when they liberate them from the constraints of the 

wage-labour contract. To recall, these six recuperative moments are:

(1) the recuperation of workers’ labour-power,

(2) the recuperation of workers’ surpluses,

(3) the recuperation of workers’ own capacities to associate and cooperate
in production,

(4) the recuperation of the social production of social wealth,

(5) the recuperation of the labour process, and

(6) the recuperation of the division o f labour.

Perhaps, at this point, the reader could question my claim that these six 

recuperative moments are inherent to the actions and practices o f ERT protagonists by 

pointing out that the protagonists o f the ERT phenomenon never possessed self-control or 

self-determination of these things six things before being a part o f an ERT. So, this 

sceptic reader might ask, how is it that they are being recuperated? Certainly, workers 

who work for a wage or salary within any form o f capitalist paradigm, on the surface, do 

not self-control these things. Indeed, they sell-off control o f these capacities when signing 

on to become employees. But, as I argued in Chapter 2 and rephrased at the beginning of 

this chapter, in the very acts o f saving their jobs, taking over their places of work, and 

eventually self-managing themselves, ERT workers in many ways begin to move beyond 

the capitalist framework and, in the process, begin to take back, or recuperate for 
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themselves and for their own control, key aspects o f their subjectivities that they once 

legally surrendered to capital in the wage-labour contract, such as their labour-power, 

their cooperative capacities to produce social wealth, the labour process, and so on. It can 

also, then, be equally argued from a critical theoretical and historical materialist 

perspective, as I have done thorughout this study, that the six major aspects o f working 

life and workers’ subjectivities that ERT protagonists recuperate also extend beyond their 

most obvious recuperations (i.e., jobs, workplaces, machines, and tools), pushing, in their 

very self-directed actions and practices, the theories of work and production beyond the 

imaginings and practices o f liberal economics and capitalism’s modes o f organizing 

work.

The six things that ERT protagonists fundamentally recuperate—labour-power, 

surpluses, cooperative capacities, social production o f social wealth, the labour process, 

and the division of labour—were clearly under the control o f the direct producers to some 

degree and at different moments in the past, as productive and creative human beings 

compelled to work in cooperation to survive. Moreover, they have continued to remain 

within the control of workers, to some extent, even throughout the capitalist age in more 

traditionally-organized societies and in myriad worker-controlled organizations that have 

continued to exist or have emerged within the global capitalist order, such as craft-based 

production, workers’ collectives, worker coops, or any form o f labour carried out in 

cooperation and in a spirit of mutual aid.

To be clear, I agree that the direct producers do, under capitalist processes of 

production, renounce control over their labour-power, surpluses, cooperative capacities, 

control of the distribution o f social wealth, labour processes, and the division o f labour;
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in other words, within the standard capitalist wage-labour contract, workers do give up 

the legal right to self-determine what, when, where, and how to produce. Moreover, 

organized to work under a capitalist framework o f production, direct producers do also 

experience separation from each other, the tools and products o f their labour, and from 

what is common to all human beings— labour-power. Indeed, it is precisely in the loss of 

self-control over our labour-power and our coooperative capacities to produce social 

wealth, as well as the feeling of and actual seperation we experience from others and the 

products we produce, that Marx’s theory o f alienation rests. This alienation, moreover, is 

at the heart of the wage-labour/capital nexus. But this loss of self-control over these 

things within the capitalist framework does not mean that waged-workers completely lose 

or absolutely give up their capacities and potential to do these things without the 

mediation o f capital. We do not completely surrender our entire bodies and lives to 

capital when entering into the capital-labour relation. Even under the real subsumption of 

our labour-power to capital, the actual and potential capacities o f our bodies and minds to 

be productive and to create socially useful things-—i.e., social wealth—remain aspects of 

our humanness that we continue to corporeally possess and still, to some degree, wilfully 

direct, despite what the ideology of private property and contract law might stipulate. 

When workers recuperate a formerly capitalist firm that they were employed at and 

eventually self-manage it cooperatively, they implicitly begin to renounce and move 

beyond the assumptions of the wage-labour contract and the capitalist mode of 

production—that others should dictate when, where, what, and how workers are to 

produce; that part of the working day of the direct producers should go to enriching the 

non-producers; that private ownership of the means of production is the most effective
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way o f provisionng for life’s needs and wants; that competition is part of human nature 

and guarantees efficient production; and so on. The protagonists o f the ERT 

phenomeonon begin to challenge these assumptions in their collective actions o f taking 

over and converting formerly capitalist workplaces into cooperative ones, and in their 

reorganizations o f working life. In sum, ERT protagonists, in their direct actions and in 

their subsequent projects o f autogestion, begin to recuperate key aspects of what it means 

to be fuller, more complete human beings producing socially useful things in association 

with other human beings.

As such, Argentina’s ERTs are, I believe, beginning to experiment with new 

“economic imaginaries” (Gibson-Graham, 2006, pp. xix-xxxvii), new economic 

practices, and a newly inspired form o f cooperativism that transform fundamentally a 

formerly capitalist enterprise into a cooperative one. Moreover, tese new experiments and 

practices emerge from out of the shell of capitalist processes o f production to start 

becoming something else. These new imaginaries, practices, cooperative relations and 

values, and organizational transformations are suggested in what ERT protagonists begin 

to recuperate when taking over and self-managing their firms (i.e., their recuperative 

moments), and, most noticeably, in their horizontally co-managed and democratically 

infused rethreading of the labour processes and organizational structures of formerly 

capitalist firms (i.e., their social innovations).

The critical theoretical and historical materialist perspectives I have framed this 

dissertation within helped put into relief for us both the historical roots of ERTs in the 

long struggle o f workers’ against exploitation, domination, and alientation, and the fuller 

significance of ERTs’ and their protagonists’ social innovations and recuperations for
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workers’ ultimate struggle against the capitalist valorization process., .for the recent 

Argentine conjuncture of neoliberalism, as well as for other conjunctures, elsewhere and 

elsewhen.

The Uniqueness of Argentina’s ERTs for Workers’ Self-Determination

Worker takeovers o f firms or even national economic sectors are not new in the 

region. Historically in Latin America, however, instances o f workspace occupations and 

attempts at co- or self-management have occurred in exceptional political contexts and 

usually with direct leadership from state governments, political parties, or unions. The 

most salient historical examples include the factory occupations of failing firms in Chile 

in the late 1960s; the 125 factories that were nationalized under workers’ control in 

Salvador Allende’s Chile between 1970 and 1973; the nationalization and co

management o f mines and rural enterprises during Bolivia’s National Revolutionary 

Movement of the 1950s and again during J.J. Torres’s dictatorship o f the early 1970s; the 

surge in cooperativized “industrial communities” in General Velasco Alvarado’s leftist 

military regime in Peru during the late 1960s; and the situations o f union-instigated and 

temporary workplace takeovers in Argentina in the late 1950s, throughout the 1960s, in 

the first half o f the 1970s, and in the mid 1980s, as I mapped out in Chapter 3. Similar 

takeovers o f firms and economic sectors by workers are also not new from a world 

historical perspective. Such experiences appeared at different historical junctures of 

socioeconomic crises or political upheaval in, for instance, the European revolutions of 

1848; the Paris Commune of 1871; the Russian Revolutions o f 1905 and 1917; Italy’s 

bienno rosso o f 1919-1920; in regions of Spain in 1936; in Hungary in 1956; in post

colonial Algeria in 1962; in the numerous revolts and uprisings around the world in 1968; 
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in factory occupations and takeovers in France, Italy, and the UK in the 1970s and 1980s; 

and, more recently, in the occupations o f workplaces in the US, Canada, Europe, and 

South Korea coming out of our contemporary global financial crisis (Bayat, 1991;

Horvat, 1982; James, 1988; McNally, 2010; Munck, Falcon, & Galitelli, 1987; Ness & 

Azzellini, 2011; Petras & Veltmeyer, 2002; Vieta, 2010).

With a few exceptions, however, earlier experiences with workspace takeovers in 

Latin America and in other historical conjunctures in other regions did not form ERTs. 

Historically, instances of workplace occupations by workers have tended to be centred on 

temporary union tactics occurring over short periods o f time in the pursuit of bargaining 

demands, against rationalizaiton drives or firm closures, or carried out in support o f other 

political ends. Here, the exceptions might be the French experiences o f the workers’ 

takeover and self-management of the LIP watch factory in France in the early 1970s 

(Thobum, 2003) as well as others throughout that decade and in the 1980s in France, 

Spain, the UK, and Italy; the Paris Commune o f 1871; and the anarchist communes and 

collectives o f Spain 1936, where the initial takeovers of factories, shops, and even public 

services were certainly driven and sustained by workers at the grassroots level (although 

in the last two instances, both situations were short-lived compared to the relative 

longevity o f the Argentine experience with ERTs). The phenomenon of worker- 

recuperated enterprises as we know it today in Argentina is, rather, in many ways a 

particular process associated with another type of socioeconomic situation that emerges 

most directly out of a unique historical conjuncture of a hegemonic neoliberal political 

and economic order in crisis within a developing and heavily indebted country.
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Moreover, the practice o f self-management in the Argentine context of ERTs has 

not, to date at least, been about the revolutionary takeover o f the state by the working 

class, as was the intention of the Bolsheviks in 1919. Nor is it about the reinforcing of an 

already-established or aspiring socialist state under the rubric o f co-managed factories or 

farms, as in the state-owned and worker-run factories or agricultural entities in Tito’s 

Yugoslavia, Allende’s Chile, the ujamaa experience in Nyerere’s Tanzania, or the in the 

current aspirations o f President Hugo Chavez in Venezuela (Bayat, 1991; Lebowitz,

2005; Petras & Veltmeyer, 2003). Argentina’s ERT phenomenon is also not about 

fighting for sectoral labour rights or better collective agreements via the pressure of 

temporary workspace takeovers, such as the experiences of earlier Argentine factory 

occupations, or worker takeover of plants in Canada as with the TWU workers’ 

occupation and self-management o f BCTel in 1981 (Bernard, 1982; 2011), the 

occupation o f the Maple Leaf meat packing plant in Edmonton, Alberta in 2005 (UFCW, 

2006), or the takeover and running of Alcan Quebec by its workers in early 2004 (La 

Nuit, 2004). Nor do Argentina’s ERTs emerge out o f workplace buyouts, as with some 

Employee Share Ownership Plans (ESOPs) in the United States (Melnyk, 1985).

Instead, the origins of Argentina’s ERTs more resemble, at first, other situations 

that emerge in other conjunctures during downward economic cycles that see a large and 

sustained rise in unemployment and business closures during moments of economic crisis 

and sociopolitical turmoil. In these situations, as Johnston Birchall (2003) asserts, “the 

most direct response” to the effects o f economic depression, deregulation, and 

globalizing markets has been in some cases “to set up workers’ co-operatives that took 

over failing firms or parts of firms that were still viable” (p. 48). With the exception of
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other contemporary Latin American experiences with ERTs (see Chapter 3), similar 

surges in worker coops as solutions to the growing rate o f unemployment and economic 

crisis occurred, for example, with the noticeable expansion in labour coops in Finland in 

the 1990s in the wake o f the economic disruption of that country’s white collar and 

service sectors caused in part by the break-up of the Soviet Union, or the exponential 

growth in the Industrial Common Ownership worker coop movement (ICOM) in the 

United Kingdom during its deep economic recessions in the late 1970s and early 1980s 

(Birchall, 2003; Melnyk, 1985; Oakeshott, 1990). Worker cooperatives have also proven 

to be a robust business model for reorginizing economic sectors and securing the 

economic viability of entire regions. Indeed, in Canada, the province o f Quebec has had a 

long tradition o f worker cooperatives that has promisingly weathered many economic 

storms, most notably in its forestry and health services sectors (Quarter, 1992). Many 

examples o f similarly sustainable and economically robust worker coop movements can 

also be witnessed in;Italy, France, and Spain. And in the US’s Pacific Northwest, its 

plywood industry was populated by dozens o f worker cooperatives until recently that 

similarly withstood many economic downturns and provided self-managed jobs to 

thousands o f Workers throughout a large part o f the 20th century (Dow, 2003).

But something different undoubtedly also happened with the surge o f ERTs in 

Argentina in recent years when compared to the growth in worker cooperatives, 

workplace occupations, sit-ins, and the like in these and other historical conjunctures of 

economic crises. In a nutshell, the ERT phenomenon is multisectoral and cuts across 

Argentina’s entire territory. In addition, they are not affiliated with state politics or 

political parties, tend not to be union aligned, do not emerge directly from an older

Chapter 8 532



cooperative movement, and have been surprisingly long lasting. Furthermore,

Argentina’s ERTs suggest that these new worker-managed firms are new experiences in 

organizing production and service-delivery cooperatively and a new moment in the 

history of workers’ self-determination and self-activity. They do so in the new social and 

solidarity economic imaginaries and practices they are beginning to forge, in their more 

radical notions o f worker cooperativism rooted in autogestion they promote, in their new 

organization models for (re)organizing labour by creating affinity projects with other 

social movements and the communities that surround them, and in their direct struggles 

against neoliberal modes o f organizing the economy at a microeconomic level. This new 

form of cooperativism—a cooperativism that emerges from micro- and macroeconomic 

crises and that dramatically converts a formerly privately-owned capitalist firm into a 

worker-co-owned and labour-managed one—is visible in what their protagonists begin to 

recuperate when forming an ERT: less-alienated labour, control over their own surpluses, 

a return to associated forms o f work under their collective control, an engagement with 

bottom-up community development projects, and, most noticeably, in the horizontal 

rethreading o f their labour processes and the organizational structures o f formerly 

capitalist firms.

A  working definition of E R T s

Now, then, at the end of our journey and from the evidence provided by the lived 

experiences o f ERT protagonists in this dissertation, we can define ERTs as follows:

(1) ERTs are formerly investor- or privately-owned capitalist businesses 
taken over and reopened by embattled former employees after either risky 
occupations or confrontations with former owners or with Argentina’s 
juridical-political establishment. These actions were motivated by, at first,
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workers’ fear and desperation at having to face the closure o f their 
workplaces and falling into the ranks o f the structurally unemployed.

(2) ERTs overwhelmingly become worker cooperatives redesigned by 
workers along the lines of extremely flat, or horizontal, administrative 
structures and almost all to some degree engage in one worker, one vote 
direct-democracy via workers’ councils and workers’ assemblies.

(3) Unlike most traditional cooperative practices, ERT worker coops are 
distinguished by a predominance of near across-the-board egalitarian 
remuneration schemes despite variations in worker seniority or skill-sets.

(4) ERTs thus endeavour, as much as they can, to not replicate the 
management hierarchy and exploitative practices o f the former firm they 
have emerged from.

(5) Some ERTs open up their workspaces to the community or engage in 
outwardly focused community economic development in ways that 
intimately embrace the seventh principle of cooperativism—“concern for 
community.”

And finally, (6) these five characteristics both emerge out o f and directly 
address ERTs’ legal, production, financial, and other challenges, 
interplaying intimately with their protagonists’ conceptualizations and 
practices o f autogestion.

O f course, while other worker cooperatives in other conjunctures have 

encompassed one or more of these distinguishing marks, as I have shown in Chapters 2 

and 3, the pervasiveness of these characteristics in most o f Argentina’s ERTs are, taken 

together and in the context of the neoliberal conjuncture from which most of them 

emerged out of, unique experiences in the history o f workers’ struggles against capital. I 

believe this dissertation has provided ample evidence for justifying this assertion, 

beginning with the three stories of recuperating workplaces that I highlighted in Chapter 

4 and the subsequent evidence I provided in Chapters 5 to 7. In these empirical chapters I 

sought to underscore how the historical experiences of autogestion has been lived and

Chapter 8 534



practiced, and how the theories of autogestion and workers’ self-activity have been 

pushed forward by Argentina’s ERTs. Most astounding, I believe, has been their 

longevity as self-managed productive entities, and their protagonists’ innovative zeal in 

forging new forms of work relations, despite the many challenges they face along the 

path to a self-determined work life, and in the overall aim that ERT protagonists 

eventually embrace for taking destiny into their own hands.

Concluding Thoughts, Potential Openings

Under the auspices o f autogestion and within the legal and organizational rubrics 

of a worker cooperative, Argentina’s ERTs are beginning to exemplify innovative ways 

of reorganizing work that directly address the inevitable instability wrought by an over

reliance on the global neoliberal market system. They also offer viable community-based 

alternatives to welfare plans, government make-work projects, assistentialism, 

clientelism, unemployment, and underemployment. Moreover, ERTs can be understood 

as articulating new ways o f critically thinking about the power of employers to determine 

the working conditions and life situations o f employees. The ERT phenomenon is also 

modeling for Argentina’s improving but still-precarious political economy alternative 

forms of economic relations, which include the practices o f inter- and intra-ERT 

solidarity economies and networks—the sharing of customers, orders, prime materials, 

technological know-how, administrative duties, legal assistance, and even machinery and 

labour processes between workplaces that practice infinitely more horizontalized and 

egalitarian labour processes when compared to capitalist firms. Most importantly, these 

alternative economic models are pointing to possible paths beyond recurring and, what is 

clear in our current world economic conjuncture, systemic macroeconomic crisis. Rooted 
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deeply in the neighbourhoods and communities that surround them, ERTs rely more on 

the principle of subsidiarity—intimately engaging in production practices that privilege 

the local—rather than in a global system o f capital irresponsive to local needs.

On the whole, then, ERT protagonists’ socially innovative experiments with 

autogestion as long-term solutions to dire macro- and microeconomic situations, even 

with the myriad challenges they continue to face, are providing suggestive alternatives to 

traditional capital-labour relations in Argentina and beyond, especially during hard times. 

Emerging in an industrialized but still peripheral capitalist economy, and with its 

neoliberal system in tatters in recent years, the reopening and self-management of 

struggling or failed capitalist firms as worker coops by former employees perhaps 

prefigure the types of bottom-up solutions available to workers in the most recent crisis 

of the neoliberal system that hit with force in 2008, and that still engulfs us as I write 

these final words. Indeed, the case of Argentina’s ERTs should be of particular interest to 

workers in our current conjuncture of crisis, especially given the global North’s working 

class’s fate tightly entangled in the dropping fortunes of global financial capital through 

their debt-financed consumerism and home ownership (an indebtedness connected to the 

relative drop in real wages over the past 40 years) and the privatization o f their pensions 

(fuelled by the neoliberal mantra of less state intervention and more market mediation) 

(Gindin, 1998). This is especially so considering sharply rising unemployment rates 

(Andrews, 2009; Steinhauer, 2008) and, it is almost certain, a coming wave of small- and 

medium-sized business bankruptcies over the next years.

Indeed, the idea o f employees occupying or self-managing workplaces in trouble 

during moments of deep economic crises is not unheard o f in developed capitalist
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economies. Take, for example, the case o f workplace sit-ins during the Great Depression 

in the US; the worker takeover and self-management of the LIP factory in France in the 

early 1970s (Thobum, 2003) or the Tower Colliery coal mine in Wales in 1994-1995 

(Waddington, Parry, & Critcher, 1998); or the already-mentioned Alcan workers 

restarting production o f their closed aluminium smelter under self-management in 

Quebec in 2004. Or take the more recent Republic Windows and Doors employee sit-in 

in Chicago in late 2008 (Lichtenstein & Phelps, 2008), or the recent workplace 

occupations and self-management o f failing firms in Ireland, England, Italy, Spain, and 

France (Grevatt, 2009; Socialist Appeal, 2009). Even though the possibilities o f worker- 

managed firms emerging in the global North en masse as workers’ microeconomic 

responses to the current financial crisis would have to be looked at in light o f each 

conjunctural particularity, taking over failing or failed businesses by employees and 

reopening them as worker coops in developed industrial economies such as Canada, the 

US, and Europe is not as fare-fetched as neoliberal ideologues or sceptics might have one 

believe.

I believe the most crucial things that the protagonists of Argentina’s empresas 

recuperadas teach us—and what I have been trying to show in some detail in this 

dissertation—is that: (1) workers can forge an alternative reality for their working and 

non-working lives, (2) that they can overcome situations o f socioeconomic crises and 

exploitation on their own terms, and (3) that they can, in the process of securing their 

livelihoods by self-managing their places o f work, begin to recuperate key aspects of 

their very humanity and dignity. This alternative reality ERT workers begin to recuperate 

is perhaps a reality that already lives within each of us, latently present in our very human
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capacities to be creative and make useful things cooperatively. And this, perhaps, is even 

the case as workers continue to toil away as wage-labourers. Moreover, by experimenting 

with autogestion and putting into play the possibilities it opens up for both confronting 

micro- and macroeconomic crises and reinventing productive life along more cooperative 

and directly democratic values, ERTs and their worker-protagonists are pointing to viable 

ways workers can seek to take back control of their own skills, labour-power, surpluses, 

the labour process, and even their own time (which is, after all, the source of true wealth).

ERT workers’ everyday practices o f autogestion and their promising social 

innovations are, while emergent and always in tension with the capitalist system that 

surrounds them, living testimonies o f a commitment to another, less exploitative and less 

alienating mode o f productive life. Most inspirational to me were the many personal 

testimonies I had the privilege of hearing in hundreds o f conversations I engaged in with 

ERT workers since 2005. Tellingly, ERT protagonists that I spoke with told me they 

would not go back to the exploitative and alienating work conditions they previously 

experienced under managers and business owners despite the long struggles needed to 

achieve autogestion in Argentina. This is the case, most insisted, even if  their salaries or 

wages were to increase with an employer and, most surprising to me earlier on in my 

work with them, despite the many challenges to material security that autogestion entails 

in Argentina’s recent socioeconomic conjuncture.

We can better understand the potential o f ERTs for prefiguring new modes of 

productive and economic life if we think more about what exactly it is their progatonists 

are recuperting. This is, ultimately, what I attempted to do in this study. In thinking 

through ERT protagonists’ recuperative moments, we begin to see the other world that is
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emerging in their projects of autogestion. . .slowly perhaps, and in suggestive hues and 

outlines maybe, yet nevertheless emerging. This other world that ERTs suggest is a world 

at once distant but palpable. It is a world with other potential arrangments for meeting our 

social, economic, productive, and reproductive needs beyond capital.
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Appendix A 
Interview Protocol

NOTE:
• Questions marked “***” are those directly related to workers’ learning processes and 

subjectivity changes.

A. Demographic information. / Informacidn demogr&fica.

1. Age / Edad:
2. Birth place / Lugar de nacimiento:
3. Where grew up / Lugar donde creciste:
4. Last level of formal education completed / Ultimo nivel de educacion/formacion:
5. Family status (married, single, children, etc.) / Estado civil:
6. Current position at the ERT / Tu puesto formal en la ERT (position):
7. When started work at the firm (whether as an owner-run firm or as an ERT) / 

^Cuando empezaste a trabajar ack (aunque con el patronal o como ERT)?
8. Brief work history and professional designation and what did before working in the 

ERT / Breve historia laboral y tu designation profesional.
a. What do you do here in this ERT? / ^Que haces aca en esta empresa?
b. What did you do before starting to work here? / <,Que hacias antes de 

trabajar en esta empresa?

B. Questions about the participant’s personal history with the ERT and his or her 
perceptions of the origins of their particular ERT (i.e., first questions on their “change 
in subjectivity”). / Preguntas sobre tu historia personal con la ERT y tus percepciones 
sobre los origines de esta ERT (es decir, primeras preguntas sobre su “cambio de 
subjetividad).

1. ’•"'"''How and where did you leam your trade/occupation? / ^Como y cuando 
aprendiste tu trabajo actual?

2. [Ifwasn ’t a part o f  the initial group that took the firm :]
a. ***When and how did you first leam about the recomposition of this firm 

as an ERT? / ^Cuando y como te enteraste que esta empresa era una ERT?
b. ***When and how did you first here about the ERT movement? / ^Cuando 

y cdmo te enteraste que existia un fenomeno de ERTs?
c. Did you have other offers to work at non-ERT firms and, if so, why did 

you decide to come here? / ^Tuviste otras ofertas para trabajar en una 
empresa que no era una cooperativa o una recuperada y, si si, cuando 
decidiste venir a trabajar aca?
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d. ***What do you know about the firm when it was under owner- 
management and the early days of it as an ERT? / ^Que sabes de la 
empresa cuando estaba bajo la gestion del patron?

i. ***Do you and your co-workers talk much about those days today? / 
^Hablan los compafieros de esta cooperativa sobre las condiciones de 
trabajo cuando era la vieja empresa?

e. Why did the firm decide to become an ERT, in your opinion? / ^Cuando 
fue que la empresa decidid empezar el camino a formarse como una ERT, 
en tu opinion?

i. Why was this decision important? / <,Por que fue importante esta 
decision?

ii. Do you and your co-workers talk much about those days today? /
Vos y tus compafieros hablan mucho sobre esos primeros dias de esta 
cooperativa?

f  ***What institutions support or have supported this ERT? And the
neighbourhood? / iQud instituciones, individuos, o entidades apoyaron o 
siguen apoyando a esta ERT? [,Y el barrio?

g. What institutions, individuals, or entities do you think were or still are 
against or opposed to your ERT? / ^Qud instituciones, individuos, o 
entidades estaban o estan todavia, segun vos, en contra de esta ERT?

h. Is the community or neighbourhood supportive of your ERT and if so, how 
so? If not, why not? / ^Que piensan de esta ERT el barrio, los vecinos, o la 
comunidad que te rodean? ^Apoyan a esta ERT? ^Como? [Y  si no los 
apoyan, por que?

i. What do your clients/customers/patients/firms that you work with think of 
this ERT? / i,Que piensan tus clientes/pacientes/las empresas con las cuales 
trabajan de Uds. y esta cooperativa?

j. How much time did it take for this ERT to recuperate your
clients/customers/patients/firms that you work with? / ^Cuanto tiempo 
tardo para recuperar los clientes/pacientes/proveedores/las empresas con 
las que trabajas despues que tomaron control de la cooperativa?

3. [If was a part o f the initial group that took the firm:]
a. How many employees from the old firm stayed and decided to occupy and 

self-manage this ERT? / ^Cuantos empleados de la vieja empresa se 
quedaron y decidieron tomar y autogestionar esta ERT?

b. * * * Why did you decide to ultimately join your compafieros and risk 
[occupying the firm and begin self-managing it as a worker coop]
[restarting the firm as a self-managed worker coop]? / ^Por que decidiste 
vos en juntarte con tus compafieros y arriesgarte [.. .con la toma de la 
empresa y empezarla a autogestionar?] [.. .con reabrir la empresa como una 
cooperativa de trabajo?]

i. Tell me a bit about the firm when it was under owner-management. / 
Contame un poco sobre la empresa cuando estaba bajo de la gestion 
del patron.

ii. Wouldn’t it have been easier to find a job somewhere else? / i,No 
hubiera sido mas facil para vos encontrar otro puesto en otro lugar?

c. *** Where did you and your co-workers leam about [taking over a firm and 
reconstituting it as a worker coop] [reopening a firm collectively and 
restarting a firm as a worker coop]? / /,Donde aprendieron el proceso de
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[.. .ocupar una empresa y reabrirla como una cooperativa de trabajo?] 
[...reabrir la empresa como una cooperativa de trabajo?] 

i. Did anyone help you in the process of [taking over the firm and 
reconstituting it as a worker coop] [reopening the firm collectively 
and restarting the firm as a worker coop]? / ^Alguien o algun grupo 
les ayudo en el proceso de... [.. .tomar la empresa y reabrirla como 
una cooperativa de trabajo?] [.. .reabrir la empresa como una 
cooperativa de trabajo?]

d. Do you and your co-workers talk much about those days today? / ^Vos y 
tus compafieros hablan mucho sobre esos primeros dias?

i. What do you talk about? / ^De que hablan?
e. ***What institutions support or have supported this ERT? / 6 Que 

instituciones, individuos, o entidades apoyaron o siguen apoyando a esta 
ERT?

i. Why? / ^Por que? Can you give me specific examples? / ^Me podes 
dar ejemplos especificos?

f. Is the community or neighbourhood supportive of your ERT and if so, how 
so? If not, why not? / ^Que piensan de esta ERT el barrio, los vecinos, o la 
comunidad que te rodean? ^Apoyan a esta ERT? ^Como? si no los 
apoyan, por que?

g. What do your clients/customers/patients/firms that you work with think of 
this ERT? / <,Que piensan tus clientes/pacientes/las empresas con las que 
trabajas de Uds. y esta cooperativa?

h. How much time did it take for this ERT to recuperate your 
clients/customers/patients/firms that you work with? / ^Cu&nto tiempo 
tardo para recuperar los clientes/pacientes/proveedores/las empresas con 
las que trabajas despues que tomaron control de la cooperativa?

C. Questions about the cultural and political histories of ERT workers’ militancy, their 
experiences of prolonged struggles with occupation and resistance, and their subsequent 
endeavours to attempt to create viable self-managed enterprises (i.e., their “change of 
subjectivity”). / Preguntas sobre las historias culturales, politicas y de militancia de los 
trabajadores de las ERT, sus experiencias de luchas para la ocupacidn y resistencia de 
sus empresas, y sus esfuerzos para crear viables empresas autogestionadas (es decir, el 
“cambio en su subjetividad”).

1. ***In your experience, what are the major differences between working under a boss 
and working in a self-managed cooperative firm? Another way of thinking about this 
is: What does it mean to you to work at a worker-recuperated worker coop as a socio 
rather than a boss-managed or owner-managed firm as an employee? / En tu 
experiencia, ^cuales son las diferencias principales entre el trabajo bajo patron y el 
trabajo autogestionado en una cooperativa? Otra manera de pensar en esto es <,que 
quiere decir para vos el trabajo en una empresa recuperada como un socio en vez de 
en una empresa gestionada por un jefe o su patron como un empleado?

a. Where do you enjoy working more? / ^Donde te gusta trabajar mis? ^Por 
que?

2. Would you ever go back to working for a boss? [Why?] [Why not?] / ^Volverias a 
trabajar en una empresa gestionada por un jefe o un patron? ^Por que?
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***How have you changad since you began working at a worker-recuperated 
enterprise? / ^Como has cambiado vos despues de haber empezado a trabajar en una 
empresa recuperada?
*** [Walk through Learning Indicators here (see Appendix C)J.
Were you ever personally involved in working at a cooperative before you arrived 
here? / ^En el pasado, antes de pertenecer a esta empresa ̂ estuviste involucrado con, 
o en algun momento fuiste miembro de, una cooperativa?

a. *** [If so, tell me a bit about that experience. Has it informed your 
understanding of how to self-managed your ERT? Where did you leam 
about cooperative values and how to practice self-management more, at 
your previous cooperative or here?] / Contame un poco sobre esa(s) 
experiencia(s) anterior(es). ^Donde aprendiste mas los valores del 
cooperativismo y las practicas de la autogestion, aca o en la(s) previa(s) 
cooperativa(s)?

b. *** [If not, how or where did you leam about cooperative values or how to 
self-managed a business? What do you think about working at a worker 
cooperative?] / ^Cu&ndo o donde aprendiste los valores del cooperativismo 
y como autogestionar una empresa?

c. ***Does someone or did someone help you in learning how to self-manage 
a cooperative? ^Alguien te ayuda o ayudo a aprender como gestionar una 
empresa cooperativamente?

***Were you ever involved in social, political, or grassroots organizing or projects at 
the community level befote being a part of this cooperative? / ^En el pasado, antes de 
trabajar y ser parte de esta empresa, habias participado en un proyecto social, 
gremial, politico, o comunitario?

a. ***Ifso, tell me a bit about that experience. / Si si, contame un poco sobre 
esas experiencias.

i. ***Has it informed your understanding of self-managing this ERT?]
/ ^Esas experiencias pollticas previas te ayudaron a entender y 
practicar la autogestion de esta ERT?

***Are you now involved in other types of political or community work? / Y ahora, 
^participas en otros proyectos comunitarios, gremiales, politicos, o sociales?

a. ***Ifnot, do you think you will be in the future? / Si no, <,vas a participar 
en ellos en el futuro?

***Do you have union representation? ^Tiene gremio Uds.?
a. *** [ I f  so...]  Tell me a bit about the experiences you’ve had or have with 

your union? Contame un poco sobre las experiencias que tuvieron o que 
tienen con el gremio.

***What types of events does this ERT organize or participate in outside of the usual 
daily work of this cooperative? / ^Cuales tipos de eventos o proyectos fuera del 
trabajo comun de esta cooperativa organiza o participa esta ERT?

a. *** [ I f  so] Why is it important for this cooperative to engage in organizing 
these community-based projects? / i,Por que es importante para esta 
cooperativa organizar estos proyectos comunitarios?

i. Who organizes this? / ^Quienes los organizan?
b. ***Does this cooperative want to participate in [other] community event 

sin the future? / ^Esta cooperativa quiere hacer [otros] proyectos 
comunitarios en el futuro?



10. ***Do you try to attend non-work activities your ERT organizes? / ^Tratas de asistir 
a los eventos comunitarios o solidarios que organiza esta ERT u otras ERT o grupos 
comunitarios o solidarios?

a. If not, why not?/ Si no, ^por que no participas?
11. How has your involvement with this cooperative affected your family life? / ^Como 

impacto o impacta a tu situacion familiar tu participacion en esta cooperativa?

D. Questions about self-managing a small- or medium-sized, formerly capitalist firm as a 
worker cooperative and the ERT’s labour processes, decision-making structures, 
technological condition, and market. / Preguntas sobre la autogesddn de una PYME 
debajo la forma de una cooperativa de trabajo y los procesos de trabajo, las tomas de 
decisiones, las condiciones tecnoldgicas, y el mercado.

1. How does your firm measure success? / ^Como mide el exito esta cooperativa?
a. Is it just about [producing your products] [delivering your service] or are 

there other things you measure success by? [Such as solidarity with other 
ERTs, or community initiatives...] / ^Vos pensas que el exito de esta 
cooperativa se trata solo de producir mas o atender a mas clientes m&s 
eficientemente, o es mas que esto?

2. Is your firm achieving this or not, or did it achieve this in the past? [If not, has it in 
the past? What is different between then and now?] / ^La cooperativa esta logrando 
estas metas ahora, o la ha logrado alguna vez en el pasado?

a. If it was in the past, what happend between then and now? / Si fue en el 
pasado, £qud paso entre entonces y ahora?

3. What do you think are your firms’ major challenges to success? ^Cuales son los 
desafios mas grandes de esta cooperativa?

a. Why does your firm have these challenges? / ^Por que tiene estos desafios?
4. How do you think these challenges compare to the challenges faced by the firm when 

it was under owner-management? / ^Como crees que estos desafios se comparan con 
los desafios que tenia la empresa bajo el viejo patron?

5. Who are your competitors and describe to me the market you are in? / ^Cuales son 
tus competidores y hablame un poco sobre el mercado o sector en que esta 
involucrada esta cooperativa?

a. How does your ERT compare to the other firms in your market sector? / 
^Como se compara esta cooperativa con las otras empresas en el mismo 
sector?

b. Is your firm competitive? / ^Son competitivos Uds?
6. What market challenges do you have? If you can, please tell me a specific situation 

that illustrates these challenges. / ^Que desafios tienen en el mercado donde ustedes 
trabajan? Si podes, contame de una situacion especifica donde tuvieron desafios en el 
mercado?

a. How will you overcome or how did you overcome these challenges? / 
^Como superaron o como van a superar estos desafios?

7. How much time did it take for this ERT to recuperate your 
clients/customers/patients/firms that you work with? / ^Cuanto tiempo tardo para 
recuperar los clientes/pacientes/proveedores/las empresas con las cuales trabajas 
despues que tomaron control de la cooperativa?
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8. What is your role in this [production process] [service delivery process]? / ^Cual es 
tu papel en el proceso de produccion, servicio al cliente, o el reparto de los servicios 
de la cooperativa?

9. Can you describe to me the process of production or service delivery here? In other 
words, what is the process from order to product/service delivery? / ^Me podes 
contar cual es el proceso de produccion o provision de servicios al cliente acd en esta 
cooperativa? En otras palabras, ^cual es el proceso de produccion que tienen Uds?

a. How has this changed since it was under owner-control and from the first 
days of the cooperative? / ^Como ha cambiado desde cuando estaban bajo 
patron y desde los primeros dias de la cooperativa?

b. Could we physically walk through the firm after this interview, showing 
me the process of service delivery or production and the machines? / ^Me 
podrias Uevar por la planta despues de esta entrevista, mostrandome el 
proceso de produccion o provision de servicios y las maquinarias? -> GO 
OVER WORK FLOW CHART if they have one.

10. What is the production flow or the flow of work in this cooperative? That is, when do 
you have more and when do you have less work or orders and how do you organize 
your system of production work? / ^Como es el flujo o el movimiento de produccion 
o trabajo en esta cooperativa? Es decir, ^cuando tienen mas y cuando tienen menos 
trabajo y como organizan el sistema de produccion?

11. How many orders do you have per month, on average...? / ^Cuantos pedidos de 
trabajo tienen por mes...? .. .or how many customers/clients to you have per month, 
on average? / ...o ^cuantos clientes/pacientes tienen/atienden Uds. cada mes?

12. Could you describe to me some specific moments when you have had difficulties in 
provisioning your products or services to your customers or the firms you work with 
now or in the past? / ^Me podrias contar de unas situaciones ahora o en el pasado 
cuando han tenido dificultades en cumplir con sus pedidos de trabajo o servicios a 
sus clientes o con las empresas con las cuales trabajan Uds.?

a. If you did, why do you think you had or currently have these challenges? / 
Si si £por que tuvieron o tienen estas dificultades?

b. Did your customers or partnering firms go elsewhere to fulfill the job? / 
<̂ Tus clientes o empresas asociadas fueron a otra empresa para completar el 
trabajo?

c. How did you deal with these challenges? / ^Como manejaron o superaron 
estas dificultades?

13. Do you think your current production process is adequate enough to meet these 
order/service deliverables? If not, why do you think it is not? / ^Pensas que tu nivel 
de produccion o servicio es lo suficientemente adecuado?

a. If not, why not? / <,Si no lo es, por que pensas que no?
14. How has your level of technological capacity changed since you worked under a 

boss? / ^Como ha cambiado el nivel tecnologico de esta empresa desde los dias 
cuando estaban bajo patron?

15. Do you think your machines of production or your technologies are up-to-date? / 
i,Vos pens&s que la tecnologia o maquinas de produccion que usan aca estan 
actualizadas o estan suficientemente al dia? Es decir, ^les rinden las maquinas o las 
tecnologias que tienen? -» GO OVER TECHNOLOGY INVENTORY & LIST OF 
PURCHASES OVER YEARS if they agree to and know about this.

a. I f  so, how do you maintain them up to date? / Si crees que si, ^como las 
mantienen al dia y actualizadas?
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b. I f  not, why do you think they are not up to date? / Si crees que no, por que 
pensas que no estin actualizadas?

i. What remedies is your ERT putting in place to fix these machines / 
technology? / ^Como van a remediar o arreglar los problemas que 
tienen con las maquinas y la tecnologias de produccion?

c. Do you work with INTI (Instituto Nacional de Tecnologia Industrial) o 
INAES (Instituto Nacional de Asociativismo y Economia Social) or other 
state institutions or NGOs that help you in perfecting your technological 
and production capacity? / ^Trabajan Uds. con el INTI (Instituto Nacional 
de Tecnologia Industrial) o INAES (Instituto Nacional de Asociativismo y 
Economia Social) u otras instituciones estatales o ONGS para la mejora de 
la produccion y capacidad tecnologica?

i. If so, how so? Si si, ^como?
ii. If not, why not? Si no, £por que no?

d. Where do you get your funding to fix or mantain these machines? / ^Como 
fmancian el mantenimiento y los arreglos de las maquinas?

e. How do you fund the purshase of new technology? / ^Como fmancian la 
compra de nuevas maquinas?

f. What machines or production methods would you like to acquire or 
implement in the fiiture? / ^Que maquinarias, tecnologia, o metodos de 
produccion les gustarian adquirir o implementar en el futuro?

16. ***How does your cooperative’s members keep up-to-date with their skills or leam 
new skills? / <,Los socios de esta cooperativa, £c6mo mantienen sus capacidades de 
trabajo al dia o c6mo se capacitan con nuevas tecnicas del trabajo?

17. With what other firms do you work with? / ^Con cuales otras fabricas o empresas 
trabajan Uds?

a. Are they ERT or owner-managed firms? / ^Son ERTs o empresas bajo 
patron?

b. If you work with other firms, how do you work with them? / Si trabajan 
con otras empresas, i,como trabajan con ellas?

c. Do you work as a contracted enterprise for other firms’ production runs? 
^Hacen trabajo terciarizado o a fagonl

d. If you don’t work with other firms, do you think you will in the future? / Si 
no trabajan con otras empresas, £lo van a hacer en el futuro?

18. Who makes the decisions for what orders or jobs your take or customers or patients 
you service long-term? / ^Quien decide cuales pedidos o trabajos van a tomar o a 
cuales clientes/pacientes van a atender al largo plazo?

19. Who decides what the cooperative should be working on each day? / ^Quien decide 
en cuales trabajos o ordenes o pedidos van a trabajar cada dia? Es decir, ^como 
toman las decisiones de produccion o servicio al cliente en esta empresa en el dia-a- 
dia?

20. How do you personally decide what to work on at any given moment? / ^Vos como 
decidis cuales trabajos vas a hacer cada dia?

21. Who makes the major managerial decisions in your firm? / ^Quien o quienes 
gestiona(n) las decisiones mas grande o importante en esta cooperativa?

22. Do you feel you have an important role to play in making decisions? / ^Vos pensas 
que tenes un rol importante en la toma de decisiones en esta cooperativa?

23. Do you try to attend all workers’ assemblies? Are they obligatory? / ^Tratds de asistir 
a todas las asambleas? <,Son obligatorias?
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24. How do you all get along as associates of this cooperative? / /.Como se llevan Uds 
como socios y compafieros?

25. How does the camaraderie amongst all of you compare to the camaraderie of the firm 
when under the control of the former boss? / /.Como se compara el compafierismo 
entre Uds ahora y cuando estaban bajo patrdn o cuando vos estabas en otra empresa?

E. Questions about the production and distribution of social wealth, the solidarity
economy, and the future of ERTs. / Preguntas sobre la produccifin y distribucifin de la 
riqueza social, la economia solidaria, y el futuro del fendmeno de las ERT.

1. Is this cooperative profitable now or was it in the past? / /.Tiene rentabilidad esta 
cooperativa ahora o fue alguna vez rentable en el pasado?

a. If it was in the past, what happened between then and now? / Si fue en el 
pasado, /.que paso entre entonces y ahora?

b. How does your revenue situation compare to when you worked here under 
the former boss? / /.Como se compara la rentabilidad de la cooperativa con 
la rentabilidad cuando estaban bajo patron?

2. How do you divide the revenues of this firm? / /.Como se reparte las ganancias de 
esta cooperativa?

a. Who decides this? /.Quien decide esto?
3. What are the salaries in this firm? /.Cuales son los salarios en la cooperativa?

a. How do your salaries now compare to the salary you all received when 
under owner management? / /.Como se comparan los salarios ahora y 
cuando estaban bajo patron?

4. How do you distinguish between salaries? /.Como distinguen los salarios entre los 
socios, si hay diferencia?

5. When do you get paid your salaries? /.Cuando se cobra y como se reparte los 
salarios?

6. How and when do you decide to increase or cut your salaries? /.Como y cuando 
deciden en aumentos o reducciones en salarios?

7. Do you have interns or employees that aren’t members of the cooperative? /.Tienen 
pasantes o empleados que no son socios?

a. If not, have you had any in the past? / Si no, /.Han tenido en el pasado?
b. When can they become members? /.Cuando se pueden asociar a la 

cooperativa esta gente?
c. How do they get along with members of the cooperative? / /.Como se 

llevan con los socios de la cooperativa?
8. How do you take on new members of the coop? / /.Como y cuando toman nuevos 

socios?
9. Did you ever have to dismiss an associate of the coop? / /.En algun momento tuvieron 

que despidir un socio de la cooperativa?
a. Why? /.What were the circumstances? / /.Por que? /.Cuales fueron las 

circunstancias? Eg: were these dismisals because of market conditons, 
production needs, skills needs, or because of illegal behaviour? / Por 
ejemplo, estos despidos fueron por condiciones del mercado, de 
produccion, de capacitacion o formation, o por comportamientos ilegales o 
malos?
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10. Does the coop have social security, health benefits, and workers’ comp? ^Los 
miembros de la cooperativa tienen seguro social, beneficios de salud, jubilacion, o 
seguro de riesgo laboral?

a. Does your firm use the Argentine national system of worker-based
collective contributions to workers’ benefits? / ^Ustedes usan el sistema de 
monotributo social?

11. How do you cooperate with the retired associates of the coop or with ex associates 
that are already retired? / ^Como cooperan ustedes con los socios que se jubilan, o los 
ex socios que ya est£n jubilados?

12. ***How do you work with or cooperate with other ERTs, cooperatives, small 
enterprises, or social movements that are not linked to your everyday production? / 
£C6mo trabajan o cooperan con otras ERT, cooperativas, emprendimientos, o 
movimientos sociales en cosas no relacionadas con la produccion cotidiana de esta 
cooperativa?

13. *’"*How do you work with the neighbourhood ? / ^Como trabajas con el barrio?
14. ***What does the social economy mean to you? / iQue quiere decir para vos una 

economia social o solidaria?
15. ’""'•ERTs have existed in their current form in Argentina for over a decade now. This 

is a long time in the history of similar workspace occupations and self-management. 
Why do you think ERTs have survived as long as they have here in Argentina? / Las 
ERT han existido en Argentina por mas de una decada ahora. Esto es bastante tiempo 
en la historia de experiencias de ocupaciones y autogestion similares en el mundo. 
(,Por que pensas que han sobrevivido en la Argentina por tanto tiempo?

16. ***What major struggles is the ERT movement still engaged in? / En tu opinion, <,en 
que luchas y desafios estan involucrado el agrupamiento de ERTs en Argentina hoy 
en dia?

17. *’"*Do you think the ERTs have a role in transforming work and the economy in 
Argentina / ^Cre^s que las ERT tiene un rol en la transformacion del trabajo y la 
economia nacional argentina?

18. ***Do you think ERTs and their cooperative production models are here to stay? / 
^Vos pens&s que las ERTs y sus modelos de produccion cooperatives y autogestivos 
van a perdurar? Es decir, £tiene futuro?

19. ♦**Do you think the processes, experiences, and achievements of the ERTs can be 
transfered to other parts of the world? / ^Crees vos que se puedan transferir las 
experiencias y procesos de las ERT a otros lugares del mundo?

F. Questions for the workers’ council members? / Preguntas para los trabajadores del 
consejo de trabajadores.

1. Do you have an organizational chart of the firm that I could see? / ^Tendrias un 
organograma de la empresa que podria ver? (Bajo patron. Y ahora).

2. Do you have information on the assets and liabilities or profits and losses of the 
previous firm, and similar records of the curret cooperative that I could see? / 
i,Tendrias informacion sobe los activos y pasivos o las ganancias y perdidas de la 
empresa previa en sus ultimos 5 o 10 afios, y de la cooperativa desde sus comienzos?

3. World you have any information on the subsidies that your firm has recieved that I 
could see? / ^Tendrias informacion sobre los subsidios que ha recibido la cooperativa 
que yo podria ver?
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Appendix B 
Learning Indicators
NOTES:

• For my analysis of the “learning indicators” I report on in Chapter 7 ,1 grouped my 17 
learning indicators into six “indicator sets.”

• While I had each interviewee rank these questions on a likert scale (from 1 to 5, where 1 
was never and 5 was always), for this dissertation I applied these indicators, following 
Larrabure, Vieta, & Schugurensky (2011), as conversation stimulators rather as statistical 
measures. Each interviewee was asked to think about how each learning indicator applied 
to his or her own experiences before joining or being a part of the ERT and after.

I. Direct democratic practices at ERTs or cooperative (habilidades I)
1. Habilidad de organizar y planificar reuniones / Ability to organize and plan meetings
2. Habilidad de tomar decisiones en forma colectiva / Ability to make decisions within a 

collective, or in a collective form

II. Personal behaviours (habilidades II)
3. Disposicidn a ayudar a otros / Disposition to help others
4. Hablo en publico / 1 speak in public
5. Trato de escuchar a otros / 1 try to listen to others

III. Personal influence in political decisions (actitudes y valores I)
6. Confianza en su capacidad de influir decisiones politicas / Confidence in my capacity 

to influence political decisions

IV. Participation in community, or concern and interest in community outside of ERT or
cooperative (actitudes y valores II)

7. Preocupacion sobre problemas de la comunidad / Concerned about the problems of 
the commnity

8. Preocupacion sobre los problemas de la ciudad (o municipalidad) donde yo vivo / 
Concerned about the problems of the city (or municipality) where I live

9. Interes en participation comunitaria / Interest in community participation

V. Connected to the community (actitudes y valores III)
10. Me siento conectado a mi comunidad / 1 feel connected to my community
11. Me preocupo por el bien comun / 1 concern myself for the wellbeing of the 

community

VI. Participation in community within and outside of ERT or cooperative (acciones y
comportamientos)

12. Hablo con mis vecinos sobre los problemas de la comunidad / 1 talk to my neighbours 
concerning the problems of the community

13. Pienso ideas y soluciones para esos problemas / 1 think about ideas and solutions to 
those (community) problems

14. Voy a reuniones de la comunidad / 1 attend community meetings
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15. Conocimiento de sus necesidades y las de su comunidad / Knowledge of your 
needs and the needs of your community

16. Procuro informacion sobre asuntos politicos y sociales / 1 seek out information 
concerning political and social issues

17. Participo en campanas electorales / 1 participate in electoral campaigns
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Appendix C 
Interviews Conducted and Meetings Attended
NOTES:

• Where no explicit permission was given to use last names I have omitted them from the 
following list.

• ERTs and meetings/assemblies mentioned include only those where I conducted formal 
interviews or formally recorded proceedings.

Mario Alberto Barrios President of Union Solidaria de
Trabajadores (ERT), Asociacion 
Nacional de Trabajadores 
Autogestionados

April 2007 
August 2009

Diego Ledezma Union Solidaria de Trabajadores (ERT) August 2009
Oscar Barrios Union Solidaria de Trabajadores (ERT) July 2007 

August 2009
Pablo Rolandi Union Solidaria de Trabajadores (ERT) August 2009
Maximiliano (“Maxi”) 

Rodriquez
Union Solidaria de Trabajadores (ERT) July 2009

Ju&n Vera Union Solidaria de Trabajadores (ERT) August 2009
Matias Perralta Uni6n Solidaria de Trabajadores (ERT) August 2009
Claudia Alvarez Universidad Nacional de Quilmes, 

Bachillerato Popular of Union 
Solidaria e Trabajadores (ERT)

December 2009

Fermin Gonzalez Chilavert (ERT) July 2005 
August 2005 
August 2009

Candido Gonzalez Chilavert (ERT) July 2005 
August 2005 
July 2007

Placido Pefiarrieta President of Chilavert (ERT), Red Grafica July 2005 
September 2009

Walter Basualdo Chilavert (ERT) August 2005
Manuel Basualdo Chilavert (ERT) August 2005
Daniel Suarez Chilavert (ERT) August 2005
Belen Chilavert (ERT) August 2005
Martin Cossarini Chilavert (ERT) August 2005
Raul Chilavert (ERT) September 2009
Jos6 L6pez Former president of Salud Junin (ERT) July 2007

July 2009

Alejandro Torres Treasurer, Salud Junin (ERT) August 2009
Ana Maria Barrionuevo Salud Junin (ERT) August 2009
Edith Allende Salud Junin (ERT) August 2009
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Javier De Pascuale

Eduardo Martin 
Mario Rodriquez 
Eduardo C. 
Carolina 
Arecely 
Jorge
Edith Oviedo 
Jorge Bevilaqua

Eduardo Murua

Julio Tomada 
Eduardo

Soledad

Andres Ruggeri

Natalia Polti

Santiago Luzain

Veronica Montes 

Alicia Ressel 

Julian

Martin

Jose Luis Coraggio

Former president of Comercio y Justicia 
(ERT)

Comercio y Justicia (ERT)
Comercio y Justicia (ERT)
Comercio y Justicia (ERT)
Comercio y Justicia (ERT)
Comercio y Justicia (ERT)
Grafico Patricios (ERT)
President of Cefomar (ERT)
Federacion Argentina de Cooperativas de 

Trabajadores Autogestionados 
(FACTA)

On workers’ council of IMPA (ERT), 
former president of Movimiento 
Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas 
(MNER)

President, Asamblea Barrial “Pompeya” 
Trabajo y Autogestion (ERT support 

organization)
Trabajo y Autogestion (ERT support 

organization)
Director of Facultad Abierta

(Universdidad de Buenos Aires) 
(ERT support and research 
organization) and ERT 
Documentation Centre 

Facultad Abierta (Universdidad de 
Buenos Aires) (ERT support and 
research organization), manages ERT 
Documentation Centre 

Works in researching issues concerning 
cooperatives and policies geared to 
cooperatives, Centro Cultural de la 
Cooperacion (cooperative support 
and education centre, cultural centre) 

Co-director, Tecnicatura en Cooperativas 
program (Universidad de La Plata) 

Co-director, Tecnicatura en Cooperativas 
program (Universidad de La Plata) 

Students in the Tecnicatura en
Cooperativas program (Universidad 
de La Plata)

Students in the Tecnicatura en
Cooperativas program (Universidad 
Nacional de La Plata)

Director, Maestria en Economia Social 
(Universidad Nac. General San 
Martin)

July 2009

July 2009 
July 2009 
July 2009 
July 2009 
July 2009 
August 2005 
August 2005 
September 2009

July 2005a 
July 2005b 
June 2006 
February 2007 
July 2009 
July 2005 
August 2009

August 2009

August 2005 
March 2006

September 2009

July 2009

September 2009 

September 2009 

September 2009

September 2009

August 2009
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Francoise

Carlos La Serna

Sandra Gallardo

Cristian Wertmuller

Jorge Suarez

Jose Roselli 
Susana Berasatian

Hector Palomino 

Pablo Pozzi

Student, Maestria en Economia Social August 2009
(Universidad Nac. General San 
Martin)

Director, Instituto de Investigation y July 2009
Formation en Administration 
Publica (Universidad Nacional de 
Cordoba)

Researches and heads funding for self- August 2009
managed workplaces, Ministerio de 
Produccion (Province of Buenos 
Aires)

Director of program for cooperatives and August 2009
self-managed workplaces, Ministerio 
de Produccion (Province of Buenos 
Aires)

Government lawyer (Autonomous City of July 2005
Buenos Aires)

Naional Senator of Argentina August 2005
Head of program funding self-managed July 2005

workplaces, Ministerio de Trabajo 
(Argentina)

Head of research, Ministerio de Trabajo July 2009
(Argentina) August 2009

Profesor, Catedra de Historia Oral August 2005
(Facultad de Filosofia y Letras,
Universidad de Buenos Aires)

jst 2009

MNER assemblies

IMPA assembly
Hotel BAUEN/FACTA meeting 
ANTA assemblies

Joint ANTA-MNER assembly 
CNCT assembly

July2005 
August 2005 
February 2007 
August 2009 
August 2009 
July 2009 
July 2009 
August 2009 
August 2009 
August 2009
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