1 The Worker-Recovered Enterprises Movement in Argentina: 
Workers’ Self-Management and Hope within Social-Economic Crisis 

Marcelo Vieta, PhD Candidate in Social and Political Thought, York University, Toronto, Canada

March 20, 2006

For CERLAC Brown Bag


2 Over the past dozen years or so Argentina has witnessed myriad grassroots social justice groups struggle against the encroachment of the neoliberal enclosures of everyday life.
 One of the most talked about groups engaged in these struggles has been the nascent yet tenacious phenomenon of worker-recovered enterprises (movimiento de empresas recuperadas por sus trabajadores, also know as ERTs). Most immediately, the ERTs emerge out of Argentina’s most recent socio-economic and -political turmoil that took hold towards the end of the 1990s with the collapse of the brazen neoliberal model of the 1990s. Historically, however, the ERT phenomenon has deeper roots in Argentina’s turbulent, militant, and influential labour movements going back at least to Peron’s first two presidencies – if not even informed by the country’s anarchist movements and the working class militant strategies that immigrants brought to Argentine dating back to the beginning of the 20th century. But the most recent widespread expression of working-class struggle in Argentina, ERT movement, began tentatively with a few factory occupations in the late 1980s, then, circa-1998 began to surge into tens of dozens of workspace occupations and recoveries by laid-off, soon-to-be laid-off, or underemployed workers in the months that followed the country’s monetary, political, and economic crisis of Dec. 19-20 2001. As of early 2007, the movement was still continuing to craft promising – and workable – alternatives for the everyday lives of thousands of Argentine workers.

My talk today is a synthesis of some of the themes I’m exploring in my PhD research. In a nut-shell, that research is seeing me look into the social-historical, organizational, and phenomenological conjunctures of the ERT movement. First, I’d like to understand how the Argentine ERT model is both a continuation of working-class responses to capitalism and the historical practices of workers’ control and self-management. But I’d also like to see how it is unique, as well, in particular as a response that is not aligned with a revolutionary overthrow of the state, a centralized economy, or union demands. Rather, the ERT movement in Argentina is a bottom-up, horizontalized working-class alternative to neoliberal capital that is being forged by workers co-organizing themselves in order to find a way out of recent moments of deep socio-political and economic crises. 

While full of challenges in the face of a stubborn capitalist market and the recomposition of the Argentine economy after the financial crisis of December 2001, it is still, six years after that momentous “Argentine December,” offering promising, if still nascent, dreams for the reappropriation of the means of and the rearticulation of the relations of capitalist production by workers and for workers. Through notions of social-innovation and the expansion of the notion of production to encompass social and cultural production within and out of worker-recovered workspaces, the ERTs are offering hope not only for Argentina’s and Latin America’s working classes, but perhaps even beyond. 

Time today, however, will not allow me to touch on all of the points I’d like to linger on. As such, in today’s presentation, I’d like to specifically focus on three themes that weave implicitly and explicitly throughout my greater research: 1) I’ll first be briefly discussing the most recent historical roots of the ERT movement. 2) Secondly, I’d like to look at how the protagonists of the ERT movement in Argentina are experimenting with innovative ways of not only recovering work in the midst of massive unemployment and indigence but also, in the process, recomposing the means and the meanings of production by including in their new work practices the democratization of workplaces and the introduction of social production into these workspaces. 3) And, thirdly, I’d like to look sketch out how the risks of and the struggles for recovering and putting back into operation bankrupted or abandoned enterprises incite the politicization and subjectivation of some ERT protagonists, pointing to new possibilities for the reconstitution of individual lives and their social realities. 

Some of the themes that I’ll have to leave out of my talk today include the connections between the ERT movement in Argentina and similar movements in Venezuela, Brazil, and Uruguay; the links and differences between this workers’ self-management movement and ones that we have historically witnessed world-wide; and the future prospects of the ERT movement for long-lasting social change in the region. Perhaps we can pick up on some of these themes I leave out today during the discussion period.

<><><><><><><><><><><><><>

Argentine labour expert Héctor Palomino writes that the political and economic impacts of the ERT movement are more “related to its symbolic dimension” than the strength of its size since, to date, the movement in Argentina involves between 180-200 mostly small- and medium-sized enterprises estimated to include between 10,000-12,000 workers. It is true that this only reflects a small percentage of Argentina’s 14,400,000 officially active participants in the urban-based economy, and only a fraction of the potential economic output of the country. But, regardless, Palomino points out that the ERTs have nevertheless inspired “new expectations for social change” in Argentina since they especially show innovative and viable alternatives to chronic unemployment and underemployment, work-for-welfare programs, clientelism, and the ideology of what in Argentina is called “assistentialism.” In short, the ERT movement is cutting paths beyond the stagnant solutions offered by traditional state institutions and even mainstream unions.
The most immediate political impetus for workspace recuperations in Argentina is linked to the social mobilizations that began around 1996 with the movement of unemployed workers (movimiento de trabajadores desocupados, or MTD) – popularly known as the piqueteros. By the mid-1990s, the radical liberalization of the national economy being implemented at the time by the government of Carlos Menem saw hundreds of multinationals take over Argentina’s industrial and financial sectors, national energy sectors, and even public transport, health, and the post office. In no small part, because of a chronic export deficit that took hold by the mid-90s due to an overvalued peso, the massive sell-off of Argentina’s state-owned corporations and infrastructure, and the implementation of a mostly unregulated free-market economy, the country’s extreme neoliberal policies had the effect of relegating hundreds of thousands of once-secure workers to the ranks of the unemployed and the impoverished. 

But as Toni Negri observes, grassroots responses to this immiseration such as the piquetero movement also bore witness to a new “energy of universal conviction and of egalitarian social recomposition” that was concretizing at the time throughout the country. What was common in these early mobilizations by the growing and increasingly militant population of the unemployed – which overflowed onto other forms of popular struggle – was a renewed sense of collective purpose against a callous, exploitative, and socially alienating neoliberal system, as well as a growing ethos of democracy from below. Since then, as Maristella Svampa and Sebastián Pereyra assert in a recent book on the experiences of the piqueteros in Argentina, the country has witnessed a continued “reactivation” of “communitarian social experience,” coming to a head in particular on Dec. 19-20, 2001 and in the crisis year of 2002.

But the ERT movement in Argentina has historical roots extending much earlier than the “Argentine December.” The ERT movement’s strategies and tactics of direct action and the takeover of workplaces are grounded in and inspired by a long and storied tradition of influential worker militancy and labour activism that has sharply marked and guided the imaginary of Argentina’s working classes for the better part of the 20th century. Over the past 60 years, in particular, the cultural and political practices of the country’s workers and labour movements have been influenced most vividly by the nationalist and corporatist ideologies of Peronism. This Peronist-tinged imaginary has, not surprisingly, overlapped into the cultural and political milieu of the ERT movement. This is especially witnessed in the belief held by many ERT protagonists that work is not only a “right” but that it also defines much of their human “dignity” – views that, within the context of the Argentine working class, Perón himself was the first to persuasively articulate. 

But the Argentina of the 1990s also witnessed an intensification of the severing of the strong ties that syndicalist Peronism had traditionally enjoyed with the country’s popular sectors since as far back as the ascendancy of Perón in the middle years of the 1940s. The imaginary of the “just society” (“la sociedad justa”) and “la grande Argentina,” and a highly industrialized although internally-focused consumer-based economy with low levels of unemployment, was first consolidated and articulated by Perón. This imaginary began to be dismantled full-bore with the brutal repressions and disappearances conducted by the 1976-83 dictatorships. Many contemporary Argentine economists and social commentators agree now that the real purpose of the US-backed dictatorship of ’76-’83 was to cleanse the country of its strong union-base and the vocal and mostly middle-class left intellectuals and opposition in order to open up the country’s socio-political environment and economy to the neoliberal model. The disappearance of 30,000 Argentines at the hands of the brutal, fascist military government during this time served to, in part, begin to “free” the right, the elite classes, and business sectors from the incommodious interventions of Peronism and the progressivist left more broadly. The final vestiges of Perón’s vision of social justice for all Argentines finally dissolved with the Menem administration’s zealous neoliberalist plans which, again, many commentators believe would not have been possible without the blood-stained neoliberal model first experimented with by the ’76-’83 regime, spearheaded by its most prominent economics minister, former Argentina Steel company president Jose Martinez de Hoz, who came from a prominent Argentine land-owning family. By the mid-1990s, the neoliberal experiment began to fray: Together with an increasingly crippled economy, fading export markets due to the high peso, growing unemployment and destitution, and foreign ownership of much of Argentina’s industrial base, Menem’s final dissolution of the “benevolent state” of Peron relegated hundreds of thousands of Peronist syndicalism’s traditional grassroots supporters – the unionized working classes – to the ranks of the unemployed and the desperate. The ranks of the majority of the piqueteros came from these popular and marginalized sectors.

Given this history, for many workers in Argentina, participation in direct action to recover their workspaces, modeled after the new social transformations that were taking shape around them, and inspired by the labour militancy that many of them had experienced in the past, provided fertile alternatives to a life of chronic under- and unemployment. Out of this socio-political history rooted in workers’ struggles, Peronist syndicalism, and newer forms of social protest, thousands of Argentine workers subsequently began to experiment with occupying abandoned, bankrupted, or otherwise closed companies and setting them up as manager-free, horizontalized, and self-managed workplaces organized within the legal rubric of a workers’ cooperative.
“Occupy, resist, produce”: The long road to self-management

3. In worker-recovered workplaces spanning sectors as varied as education, printing and publishing, shipbuilding, gas, metallurgy, foodstuffs, and tourism, workers’ stories, while all unique, tend to follow a similar plotline: After years of suffering under economic hardship, broken institutional promises, the threat of or the outright closure of the firm due to legal or illegal bankruptcies, massive unemployment and underemployment, and the ineptitude and greed of business owners compromised by their support of the establishments’ market liberalizations of the 1990s, thousands of workers were pushed into carrying out risky workplace takeovers leading to long periods of round-the-clock occupation and resistance. 

4. Gradually, through workers’ struggles to recover their workspaces and through 
their subsequent practices of autogestión (self-management), ERT protagonists eventually began to discover that it is indeed possible to change their own circumstances for the first time in their lives. This in spite of and, indeed, because of, a political and economic system that remained unresponsive to their quotidian needs. 

Palomino identifies three stages to the long period of struggle for workers’ self-management that ultimately leads to the forming of an ERT in Argnetina: 1) the genesis of conflict with former bosses and/or the state; 2) the transformation of workers’ perceptions of their capacity to change their situation and shift the terrain of conflict from their workspaces and onto the streets and the houses of power; and 3) the struggle to regulate and normalize their work once again. The National Movement of Recovered Enterprises (or MNER), one of the two major ERT lobby groups, evocatively captures this three-staged struggle towards autogestión in the following slogan: “occupy, resist, produce.” 

“Occupy”: As workers realize the very real possibility of the disappearance of machinery and inventory – and, thus, their jobs – while business owners contemplate abandoning their firms, and further realizing that they will most likely never see the months of wages, salaries, and benefits they were owed, workers mobilize and take action. Often with the help of dozens of supportive neighbours, and sometimes by themselves, workers seize and occupy their workspaces in order to prevent the often illegal vaciamento, the “emptying,” of the firm’s assets and machinery by returning owners, court trustees, or owner-hired thugs, using their own bodies as living blockades against the repression from police or thugs that could follow. 

“Resist”: Soon after the initial workspace occupations, militant workers begin the arduous task of lobbying local politicians and judges in order to be formally recognized as a worker-controlled cooperative. At the same time, they endevour to begin production runs or offer services as quickly as possible so they can start earning a living once again. During these early days of militancy, ERT protagonists might even take their struggle to the streets as well as occupy local legislatures and courts as pressure tactics while their cases are being deliberated on. The National Movement of Recovered Enterprises, calls these tactics of occupation and protest “the war of bodies.”

More often than not, substantial production runs must wait until regional legislatures decide to grant the workers the right to operate as a cooperative and have the ley de expropiación definitiva (the definitive law of expropriation) declared on their behalf. The ley de expropiación, a law that the movement has used effectively to sway judges and legislators to grant workers the ability to legally use and put into operation once privately owned firms, is vitally important to it because it prevents the auctioning off of a company’s assets or further repression while giving the workers’ cooperative control of the plant for up to twenty years. Eventually, usually after long bouts of occupation, resistance, and lobbying, some of the struggling workers’ collectives are allowed to legally use the machines under the auspices of a “temporary” law of expropriation that usually lasts two-to-five years while their request for the more permanent law is being heard in regional legislatures. Moreover, during the first months of operation, most ERTs continue to struggle under various burdensome court-ordered conditions. In some unfortunate cases the workers are ordered to take on the debt of the previous owner or to rent or lease back the firm’s assets from former owners or the state, thus burdening the fledgling cooperative even further. 

“Produce”: If all goes well with the occupation, the early months of production under self-management, and the first year or so of temporary control, the process of worker recovery culminates in the workspace becoming an official, worker-run cooperative, fully controlled by its workers. 5. Recent data compiled by the University of Buenos Aires’s ERT Documentation Centre reveals that most ERTs – 94% to date  – decide to become cooperatives, with 71% of them practicing pay equity under the democratic auspices of workers’ assemblies. The other 29% of ERTs practice more hierarchical forms of remuneration tied to specific skill sets, seniority, or whether or not workers were present during the initial moments of 
occupation. 

According to Palomino, the “egalitarian income structure prevails” with most ERTs. The two largest sociological studies of ERTs to date, Fajn et al. from the UBA’s Faculty of Social Sciences, and Ruggeri et al., from the Faculty of Philosophy and Letters at the UBA, both agree. Fajn et al. found that 72% of ERTs practice pay equity amongst its workers
. 6. However, a major point regarding pay equity must be mentioned: While it is clear that pay equity is practiced by most ERTs, the issue of whether or not to practice pay equity still remains the topic of continued discussion within individual ERTs and across the greater movement as a whole. Interestingly, the political and economic challenges that an ERT’s protagonists have had to live through is correlated with the decision to practice pay equity: The older recovered firms (especially those recovered during Argentina’s most recent economically and politically turbulent years between 1998-2002) are more likely to practice pay equity than more recently recovered firms. For example, 70% of ERTs recovered during or before 2001 practice complete pay equity while only 39% of those recovered between 2003-2004 do so. Further, the size of 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% of firms with more than 50 workers. 

One hypothesis I have for this and that I will explore further in my upcoming fieldwork in Argentina is alluded to by these findings; it relates to the size of the ERT, the intensity of its experience with political struggle and greater socio-economic crisis, and the changing subjectivity of its protagonists: It seems that the older and smaller ERTs with tighter community bonds amongst workers tend more towards pay equity than newer or larger worker-recovered firms because workers in older and smaller plants have known each other and worked together for longer periods of time, have experienced common struggles and conflict together, or perhaps because of the intensity of their specific collective struggles and militancy endured during the most harried economic days of the movement. If this is the case, it might suggest a Merleau-Pontian, more imminent and localized type of class-consciousness formation: That is, with ERT protagonists class-consciousness is not rooted in a pregiven notion of a “working class” or “proletariate” that will one day seize the reigns of state power. Rather, their communal consciousness as a working class is rooted in an intersubjectively formed, existential social structure rooted in necessity, common bonds, and shared experiences of struggle. That is, it is rooted in having had faced and lived socio-political and economic crisis together, within a “common lot” as Merleau-Ponty writes.

It’s also important to note that, while it is true that not all ERT firms practice egalitarian salary schemes, it is also clear that the strong tendency amongst ERTs is to reconstitute work practices and remuneration schemes under the rubric of far more egalitarian forms of production processes and compensation than when they were under the control of proprietors. Thus, on the whole, struggle, cooperation, and workers’ own sense of the communal value of their living and collective labour tend to dictate the measure of worker compensation and reward in the ERT movement. This seems to be replacing the capitalist tendency to link remuneration to exploitative power hierarchies, the inhuman demands of piece-meal production, the divisions of labour based on specific skill-sets, or the prerogatives of machines [dead labour]. 

Consequently, one can begin to conclude that the tendency with most ERT cooperatives is to attempt to engage in production practices that aspire to minimize capitalist forms of surplus value and wealth accumulation. These practices, I argue, are promising first-steps towards, as David McNally advocates, the “de-commodif[ication] of human life” which is rooted in, fundamentally, the de-commodification of human labour (McNally, 2002, p. 233). In Capital, Vol. 1, Marx was clear on what the de-commodification of life entailed. As David McNally paraphrases, for Marx de-commodificaiton entailed: “workers’ self-management (‘free association’), communal ownership [of the means of production and distribution], and social-coordination of production” (McNally, 2002, p. 233). 

How might ERTs be grappling with these more non-capitalist forms of social production? Besides pay equity schemes, their cooperative structure, and the opening up of the firm to the community, which I will touch on shortly, another clear example of their non-capitalist tendencies is the following: While not always possible, ERT cooperatives try to first distribute the major part of their revenues equally between workers’ salaries, the material needs of workers that periodically arise, and pensions for retired members of the cooperative before reinvesting revenues back into the production needs of the cooperative. That is, the preference for most ERT cooperatives is to redirect any remaining revenue into the needs of production and the maintenance of the firm only after individual workers’ needs are met. Thus, since ERTs tend to privilege workers’ necessities over the logics of capitalist accumulation and the profit motive, these practices of remuneration and revenue allocation can be seen as experiments in forms of work and production that move beyond some of the exploitative practices inherent in capital-labour social relations.
Production challenges and solutions
However, analysis of the situation of ERTs in Argentina from another Marxian angle would also suggest that because ERTs must still compete within the greater capitalist economic form, they are constantly being affected by the tensions that inevitably arise between the quotidian needs of workers and the production and marketing challenges of the firm. 7. While each ERT’s daily struggles are uniquely nuanced within their own particular microeconomic and historical conjunctures, the most commonly shared challenges within the movement tend to be underproduction, difficulties in reaching new markets, the need for workers to learn new skill sets, and the continued precarious life conditions of workers. 
These challenges mean that many ERT cooperatives operate with the constant awareness that sufficient revenues might not be generated to pay salaries. This is pushing some ERTs to begin to engage in less cooperativist, more capitalistic forms of management and production preoccupied increasingly with the maximization of revenue. As a result, these tensions are tempting some ERTs to begin to engage in practices of self-exploitation and self-bureaucratization, illustrating one of the contradictions implicit in self-management within can cooperativism a greater capitalist system
: When staying afloat and competing in a capitalist marketplace become the primary focus of a worker-run cooperative, workers risk losing sight of the collective spirit and democratic ideals that drove them to become a workers’ cooperative in the first place. The risk, in other words, becoming a capitalist cooperative.

When one considers ERTs’ long periods of struggle for self-management, the technical and productive limitations they face due to the paucity of official outlets for loans or subsidies available to them, and the general lack governmental and union support for the movement, it is not surprising that most ERTs
 currently only produce at between 30-60% of their output capacity when compared to their production runs under owner management. Indeed, as of the summer of 2005, only 12% of all ERTs that had been operating for over 3 years under worker self-management were producing at more than 60% capacity. 

Certain ERT sectors that depend on smaller machines operated by one or two operators, such as those in the metallurgic, printing, textiles, food processing, plastics, and the service sectors, tend to be producing at higher capacity rates than those in heavier industries such as shipbuilding, pulp and paper, gas, and electricity, which depend on much larger machinery and production processes. Perhaps this is the case because the latter, more capital-intensive sectors require higher levels of automation and management expertise using more sophisticated machinery and more complex production cycles. As such, ongoing operational necessities such as machine repairs and technological renewal become hard to come by without access to regular and reliable funds for capital investments. 

But the ERTs are showing much industrial innovation in the face of a lack of capital funds: In the former, less capital-intensive sectors, the tendency is for worker-operators themselves to repair their own machines. As well, structural barriers to production are tackled by engaging in “just-in-time” and small-batch production practices or by asking customers to pay for raw materials and production inputs when placing orders. And ERT workers are increasingly learning and sharing new skills such as accounting, marketing, and administrative skills and tasks.

Thus, because of these operational challenges and the lack of sources of funds for operational and market expansion from banking institutions and government bodies, and illustrative of the adaptability and innovative capacities of the ERT movement’s self-managed workers, most ERT cooperatives have had to resort to the individual and collective ingenuity and determination of its workers for ensuring the ongoing operation of the firm. The flip side of these challenges is that many ERT workers are constantly developing new skills and capacities that remained untapped under owner control. This is showing one key aspect of how ERTs are rearticulating what “social production” might mean in an alternative, more democratic, and more human world: Out of necessity, ERT protagonists are showing us not only alternative ways that labourers can re-skill and self-actualize themselves, but also pointing to ways of improving Argentina’s national productivity and perhaps even showing the way towards cooperatively reconstituting labour processes in general. 

So, to summarize, the innovative alternatives that are helping ERTs begin to move beyond these structural and economic barriers, and perhaps point to ways through to the recomposition of economic life more broadly, include the following emerging tendencies with the ERT movement: 8.

· job sharing amongst workers,

· infinitely more transparent administrative and managerial methods than when ERT firms operated under owners,

· horizontal organizational structures framed within workers’ councils and assemblies,

· ad-hoc work committees that are integrated into actual production processes and within the shop floor,

· practices of recycling materials for economic and ecological purposes,

· a nascent initiative by some ERT protagonists to brand products produced by the movement “fair work,” emulating the “fair trade” model,

· “day-to-day” or “just-in-time” production runs, 

· asking customers to pay for the cost of raw materials when purchase orders are made, 

· affiliations with research projects and internship initiatives initiated by national and international universities and social justice groups in conjunction with National Movement of Recovered Enterprises,
 
· the problematization of worker individualism, 

· setting up community centres, medical clinics, and popular education schools within once capitalist workspaces, and

· the development of neighbourhood and community solidarity funds for ERTs.

One promising and sustainable response to the structural and economic difficulties faced by the ERT movement I’d like to point out in particular is the inter-ERT networks of solidarity and mutual assistance that are beginning to form. 9. These alternative, social economic models include the practices of inter-ERT support
 during workspace occupations and legal battles and, increasingly, the sharing of customers, business strategies, orders, prime materials, technological know-how, administrative duties, legal assistance, and even machinery and labour processes between ERTs. While these social economic networks remain underdeveloped, they show promise for assisting newer ERTs that are just starting to produce under self-management and for those firms that belong to more precarious economic sectors. They also begin to problematize the competitive business practices of capitalism and are, again, extending the workers’ cooperative into other forms of production outside of their core business area – that is, social production….
Workspaces transform into community spaces

Jobs, machinery, and labour processes are not the only things being recovered and recomposed by ERTs. Much weight, for example, is also placed on how some ERTs tend to engrain themselves in the communities and neighbourhoods that surround them; many ERTs double as cultural and educational centers and even community dining rooms and free medical clinics run by workers, neighbours, or volunteers. 10. Chilavert, for example, has a vibrant community centre on its mezzanine level called Chilavert Recupera (Chilavert Recovers), hosting plays, music concerts, community events, or just opening up the space for the neighbourhood to come and relax every Saturday night.
 Chilavert also converts its main shop floor into an art workshop on weekends. During one of my visits to the print shop over the summer of 2005, volunteers from the community were giving a class on the dying Buenos Aires signage art called fileto, while workers and visitors from the community were playing ping-pong in the cultural centre. 11. IMPA, a midsized metallurgic cooperative located in Buenos Aires’s western neighbourhood of Caballito and one of the first recovered enterprises, dedicated space to an art school, silkscreen shop, and theatre. 
12. Artes Gráficas Patricios, in the economically depressed southern Buenos Aires neighbourhood of Barracas, houses a primary school, a community radio station, and a medical clinic that is run by local community volunteers. 
13. And Cefomar, a publishing workers’ cooperative in the historical neighbourhood of Monserrat, runs an early childhood education centre on its premises.

Hosting such cultural and community spaces is not just a way of giving back to the neighbourhood out of self-interest or corporate “goodwill.” In the first days of the movement, certain workers and militants felt it was important to create cultural spaces within the very factories they were occupying, with the cooperation of other sectors of the social economy. From these cultural spaces ensconced within worker recuperated and operating factories, the movement’s most progressive protagonists felt that alternative spaces for debating the monopolistic discourse of the neoliberal model that was entrenching around them at the time could open up. Since those early days, ERT protagonists have discovered that the cultural spaces within the worker-recovered enterprises are sites from which to continue not only the struggle for social justice, but also sites that can provision for the needs and desires of the neighbourhoods that they find themselves in, in light of the paucity of such spaces in certain economically depressed communities. As Edith Oviedo, an ERT worker at Cefomar eloquently told me in a conversation I had with here in 2005: [Insert quote from Edith…] 

It is no coincidence then that the ERTs that have opened up their spaces to the neighbourhood they are also physically located within: Most ERTs are located within urban areas and are tightly entwined into the neighbourhoods they are situated in. Workers live in those neighbourhoods and many have been actively involved in the neighbourhood assemblies of the barrio, a phenomenon that arose across Argentina with fervour during the economic crisis of 2001-2002.  

The cultural spaces within recovered factories are thus sites for other types of production: cultural production, social recomposition, and the ongoing work of community sustainability and solidarity in light of the erosion of the Argentina welfare state over the past 30 years. In addition, the National Movement of Recovered Enterprises also encourages setting up community centres in ERTs for pragmatic and political reasons: By ensconcing the ERT deep into the heart of the community it becomes infinitely more difficult for the state to close the ERT and repress its workers. The presence of community spaces within ERTs also pressures some legislators to vote in favour of granting temporary and permanent expropriation to the recovered enterprises that host them because they come to realize that the interests of the recovered firm extend far beyond the self-interest of workers. Again, capital-labour relations are deeply problematized and put into question in these practices
In the time I am spending in Argentina I am quickly learning that with many ERTs their workspace walls do not demarcate enclosures that protect the work inside from the community outside. Rather, recovered workspaces are recognized as being deeply rooted in the needs of the local community since, as more and more Argentines are rediscovering, and individual’s work life is also an integral part of the economic and social life of the community that encircles the workspace. Thus, Argentina’s ERT protagonists are recovering more than just jobs, they are also returning workspaces to the neighbourhoods and communities that surround them by creating inventive ways of destroying the walls that divide work from the rest of life.
Towards a new future? Reconstituted subjectivities and social transformation

For ERT protagonists, the politicization and reconstitution of their subjectivities from employees to self-managed workers and activists emerge slowly and collectively within their shared conjunctures of economic and political crisis. Their hope grows from out of the creative and collective responses to their difficulties rather than from an enlightened vanguard; from below and from within their moments of struggle, not from above or outside of them. 14. Cándido González, ERT activist and long-time Chilavert worker, eloquently articulates his own immanent change in subjectivity:

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 of other enterprises. 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 of the legislature to the point where you’re actually stopping the official proceedings taking place, influencing change…something that you would never imagine yourself doing.

And what about the revolutionary potential of the ERT movement’s direct action tactics for greater social change? It cannot be denied that there does not seem to be a deep revolutionary rationale that guides company takeovers in the initial months of struggle. What inspires workers to action at the beginning of their struggles to recover their workspaces are basic life needs: the necessity of each worker to feed and provide for his or her family. That is, workers’ fears of the possibility of being without work within a brittle economic system usually foment their initial actions of workspace occupation. But slowly, throughout their months and years of collective lucha and their efforts to restart production runs under self-management, many workers become politicized and start to realize that they can change their own circumstances for the first time in their lives in spite of and, indeed, because of a political system that remains unresponsive to their daily needs. In doing so, their subjectitivies as workers transform from managed employees to a collective of self managed workers in control of their own lives. 

Still to do

· Re-read my pieces on ERTs

· Update on state of the ERT movement in LA (read my McNally piece)

· What is going on and how experiences in Uruguay, Peru, Brazil, Venezuala different

· Update on state of ERT movement in Argentina (read my writing on MNER, MNFRT, and include ANTA and loosely-based association of factories now and print-shops)

· Get the role of unions straight

· Read Ligia’s piquetero piece

· Read up on social history of Peronism and labour

· Read Viviana’s pieces

· Read McNally’s piece

� E.g, see the work carried out by the Argentina Autonomista Project (� HYPERLINK "http://www.autonomista.org/intern_MNER.htm" ��http://www.autonomista.org/intern_MNER.htm�) and the University of Buenos Aires’s Faculty of Philosophy and Letter’s ERT Documentation Centre, affiliated closely with MNER and housed in Artes Gráficas Chilavert.





�1) Intro Slide (have up during organization of talk at beginning).


�2) Slide of pictures of ERTs


�???) INSERT ONE CHART -  ON NEOLIBERALISM – WITH GRAPHS: Nationalization, Bankruptcy, Debt, EXPROPRIATIONS, Unemployment, Exports: 1985-2002





�3) [stats on what type of companies are autogestionado]


�4) Perceived causes of workplace takeovers.


�5) Legal structure of ERTs and Distribution of Revenues


�6) Payshemes, year recoverd, and size of ERTs


�“Let us finally imagine, for a change, an association of free men, working with the means of production held in common, and expending their many different forms of labour-power in full self-awareness as one single social labour force” (Marx, Cap. Vol. 1, Penguin, p. 171)


�7) Causes of underproduction


�Articulated by Karl Marx in Captial, Vol. 3. (McNally, 1993, p. 181).


�[according to the UBA’s ERT Documentation Centre]


�8) Non-capitalist social economic practices.


�9) Show picture of graphics workers at Chilavert…


 �10) Chilavert


�11) IMPA…


�12) Picture…Patricios


�13) Cefomar


�We communicated the existence of the free special needs school


throughout the neighbourhood. The neighbourhood of Monserrat, where


we find ourselves, is part of the historic heritage of Buenos Aires. Seventy


percent of its population is in vulnerable situations. There are many hotels


for long-term stays that are financed by the city government here. There


are many tenants with little means, and many houses that are being


squatted. Many of these kids don’t have toys, they don’t have spaces for


playing in. They’ll never be able to learn. In response to this, Cefomar put


together a play area with toys, a library for kids, a centre for early


childhood education. Last year, coinciding with the Day of the Child in August we


organized, together with MNER and other co-operatives, a festival for over


300 kids here in the local plaza in Monserrat. We had balloons, chocolate,


and presents for all of the kids, and games that went on all day. We also


held a murga. They lived a truly beautiful day. It was the kind of day that


most of them had never had before.
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