Hannah H Arem

Abstract submitted for Forum Undergraduate Research Award

The Faces of Globalization

While abroad in Buenos Aires, Argentina I conducted an independent study.  I researched a social movement where workers took control of the means of production in factories that had gone bankrupt.  Before studying in Buenos Aires, I became interested in the grassroots reaction to the globalization of the economy.  While there is an abundance of literature on globalization and macro changes, it is difficult to find first hand accounts of changes in one’s everyday life.  The workers of Argentina lost their jobs as small and medium size companies were put out of business by cheaper, imported products.  The workers were able to take control of the means of production through the law of expropriation.  Calling on this law, workers appealed to local courts to gain temporary control over the factory.  Those who were able to successfully reform their factory could earn enough to buy the means of production from the government after the temporary control expired.  Furthermore, the wor  kers began to run the movement in the form of a cooperative.  They eliminated a hierarchical system of managers and administration and different pay levels.  Instead, some of the workers instructed themselves on administrative tasks and elected a president, but implemented a common salary and working hours.  All decisions were made collectively so that the workers would invest themselves and see through to the success of their initiatives.  

I first learned about the factories through local literature and then through factory visits and interviews.  I attended a meeting of one of the major coalitions in the movement of “recovered” factories.  In these meetings I witnessed first hand the process by which decisions were made.  In addition, representatives from various factories offered to participate in interviews and offered me tours.  These meetings were an opportunity a great networking opportunity as well as an interesting way to observe the dynamic between the various representatives.  Since all the literature and interviews were in Spanish, I recorded many of them so that I would have the opportunity to review them in writing after so as to make sure that I fully understood the workings of the factory.

One of the most notable results of the research was the attitude which the workers held towards their jobs.  Many of the workers had not been paid in the months previous to the bankruptcy of the factory either because of corrupt bosses or because of an inability to compete with imports or large businesses after the structural adjustment programs were implemented.  The economic collapse of 2001 furthered the difficulties faced by the middle and lower classes.  The workers did not accept economic collapse as the end to their careers.  Rather, they pursued economic success through longer work hours and a different attitude towards the economy.

The movement of recovered factories was based on a concept dubbed the economy of solidarity.  The economy of solidarity revolved around mutual help.  Unlike the U.S. standard of economic efficiency, the Argentine workers were more concerned with the overall quality of life.  Their basis of success was not based on purely on economic standards.  Rather, the movement concentrated on restoring the dignity of the workers.  The different coalitions orchestrated community events such as soccer tournaments where all the families would spend the day as well.  This provided not only recreation, but was also a venue for the sale of products produced in the factories.

After I returned from Buenos Aires, I read a great deal of literature on the anthropology of globalization.  I used this literature as a frame through which I could analyze the movement of recovered factories.  I wrote my honors thesis based on the primary material I had from my research in Buenos Aires.  This project was especially interesting because it not only allowed me to gain a better exposure to the struggles of the middle and lower classes but also furthered my ability to apply my academic knowledge to the real world.  

