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Abstract This paper offers an ethnographically grounded analysis of the trans-

formative possibilities of the Argentinean empresas recuperadas (ERs), which

speaks to current debates on the ‘social economy’. The ERs emerged in a context

shaped by the crisis of neoliberalism and of the Argentinean political system and a

huge upsurge in popular self-organisation. In response to widespread factory clo-

sures, thousands of workers occupied abandoned companies, forming cooperatives

and often introducing assembly-based decision-making. By 2002, they established a

national organisation, which connected workers’ struggles to a wider movement for

institutional change. However, by 2006, the organisation had fragmented and many

ERs had reinstalled traditional control methods. Much of the literature divides

between idealistic and deterministic interpretations, which conceive as a technical

material process. The paper proposes an alternative, a concept of labour as a process

of creating value—subjective needs and values, and surplus value—which links

organisations to society. Conceiving the ‘politics of value creation’ highlights

continuities within the financial management and institutional relations of many

ERs, but most importantly, it also recognises the different ways in which emerging

social identities articulated a new need for control. Through two case studies, the

paper explores the social processes through which these actors shaped their coop-

eratives in very different ways—highlighting innovations in accounting techniques

and state-society relations. This reveals why a focus on accounting can enable

anthropologists to recognise the general limitations of cooperatives and also their

specific cultural diversity. In conclusion, the paper reconciles current discussions on

the concept of the social economy by theorising it as the internal socialisation of

capitalism and as an institutional expression of new cultural needs.
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Introduction

In the working class neighbourhood of Barracas, Buenos Aires, about 25 people are

crowded into an office on a summer’s day in February 2006. The office is above the

factory-floor of what has been a worker-run cooperative printer since the former owner

abandoned it four years previously. Inside the factory, the meeting that workers are

having is tense, some people are angry, others are frustrated. Ricardo, one of the

cooperative directors is trying to explain something to the others: ‘‘… the reason that we

have the assembly meetings is so that you can voice your concerns, contribute your

ideas’’. Angel, a machine operator in his late 40s, interrupts, ‘‘for one thing, the assembly

is only once a month, that’s not enough’’. ‘‘He’s right about one thing though’’, says

Paulo, also a machine operator but only 27 and one of the youngest workers, ‘‘we don’t

have time for more than one a month, and anyway, they are just a waste of time, we end

up arguing all day when we need to be working’’. The issue of time triggers discussion in

the background. Some people are talking about the recently opened adult learning centre

in the factory, sponsored by the local government. Marta complains that she has no time

or energy to attend classes; Carlos says that anyway, the school was just a ‘deal’ between

local politicians and directors and out of the workers’ control. ‘‘But the real point’’,

Angel raises his voice, ‘‘is that the assembly mechanism on its own doesn’t give us real

power over what we are building here, over the value that we’re generating. Maybe we

participate more in running production, but most of us have no idea what is going on in

financial management’’. Comments come from all sides now; some workers are saying

that financial control is ‘management work’, but others disagree. Marta, who has two

children and is a long-term employee in the factory, says, ‘‘… some of the directors here

just use the accounts to pressurise us into meeting targets. They talk about our labour as

if it was just a cost. Maybe it’s true we need to build a working capital, but sometimes it

feels like it’s the ‘capital’ that’s controlling us and not the other way around’’.

Can worker cooperatives enable self-realisation, or are they simply doomed to

reproduce the limits of the existing socio-economic and political system? Why

might a focus on the roles of management accounting enable us to recognise these

potentials and limits? The paper addresses these questions through an ethnograph-

ically grounded analysis of the Argentinean empresas recuperadas (ERs), which

seeks to provide a critical contribution to current debates on the notion of the ‘social

economy’. In what follows, I set the general context before suggesting how my

approach to the specific case of the ERs enables a rethinking of wider issues in

economic and political anthropology.

Towards a critical notion of the social economy

There is, in fact, a new optimism about cooperatives currently gaining momentum

within the social sciences and institutions. In recent years, many scholars have
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begun to highlight the growing importance of cooperatives and other ‘participatory’

economic forms—including mutual societies, associations, and foundations—

conceived as part of a social economy (e.g. Coraggio 2003; Chaves and Monzón

2007; Laville 2003; Montolio 2002). It is widely recognised that the macro-

economic significance of these business entities has increased rapidly in the last

decade, with Europe and Latin America as key centres of growth (Toia 2008: 10;

Chaves and Monzón 2007; 569). However, as highlighted by a number of recent

reports, there is still a lack of statistics on this emerging phenomenon (Toia 2008:

5).1 A key problem, it is commonly argued, is that there remains no definitive

concept of the social economy. Financial bodies such as the European Commission

and academics have proposed numerous definitions (see Montolio 2002), but

interestingly, it is a set of orientating principles proposed by one of the emerging

organisations of cooperatives that has become the most widely accepted approach.

In 1998, the European Committee of Cooperatives, Mutuals, Associations and

Foundations (CMAF) issued a communication proposing that the ‘‘orientating

principles’’ of the social economy should include ‘‘the primacy of the individual and

the social purpose over capital’’ and ‘‘the coincidence of the interests of user

members and the public interest’’ (CMAF cited in Toia 2008: 8). Despite, or even

because of, their inherent contradictions, these principles raise important questions

about the social processes through which they were articulated, their contradictions,

and their future implications. They also encourage us to think about how such

principles might become institutional reality.

In fact, the ‘institutional invisibility’ of the social economy has emerged as a key

concern, both at international forums and within the literature. The task, according

to the dominant academic perspective, is to develop a definition of the social

economy that fits with national accounting systems (Chaves and Monzón 2007: 557;

Toia 2008). In this way, the ‘‘main aggregates of the entities in the Social Economy

can be quantified and made visible in a homogenous and internationally harmonised

form’’ (Chaves and Monzón 2007: 557). From this perspective then, accounting

systems appear as a universalising tool that provides an ‘objective’ measure of a

business entity’s ‘aggregates’, in other words, its profitability. The key shortcoming

of this approach, however, is that in naturalising the general role of management

accounting in determining the limits to economic activity—that is, the social

constraint of profit-maximisation—it disregards the possibilities that accounting for

cooperatives could embody alternative cultural values and motivations.

The functionalist view of subjectivity that underlies this perspective informs

much of the mainstream literature on the social economy. According to this

scholarship, we must recognise how cooperatives generate ‘new social relations’,

‘values’, and motivations such as an ‘‘enthusiasm to explore new business

1 According to the latest reports, the social economy represents 10% of all European businesses and 6%

of total employment (Toia 2008: 10; Chaves and Monzón 2007; 569). However, while the figures for

Europe are the most comprehensive, they cannot be strictly compared with each other as some counties’

data is only up to 1995, while that of others is up to 2005 (URL: http//www.socialeconomy.eu.

org/spip.php?article420). In Argentina, data collected by the national regulatory body for the social economy

(INAES) shows that were 16,906 companies registered as part of the social economy in 2008 (URL:

http//www.inaes.go.ar/ar/es/userfiles/file/libro/INAESCooperativasymutuales_2008_parte.pdf (5/2009)).
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opportunities and to incorporate the challenge of business activities’’ (Fernandez

and Vivas, cited in Montolio 2002: 29). They contend that the social economy is a

‘pole of social utility’ within a market economy, which fosters a ‘new entrepre-

neurial spirit’ by linking the public and private poles (Laville 2003; Toia 2008:10).

On one level then, this perspective seems to offer a way to think about the

connections between economy and society. Its essential problem, however, is that it

assumes a change of spirit while disregarding the possibilities for wider systemic

transformations. This literature tends to stress the creative capacities of particular

‘relations in production’, but it simply naturalises their embeddedness within

capitalist ‘relations of production’—that is, general relations formed between

capital and labour in the creation and control of surplus value. So doing, it runs the

risk of conflating the diversity of values and motivations that potentially underlie

economic action with the rationality of a capitalist system.2

Anthropologists have offered quite a different interpretation of the increasing

importance of cooperatives and participatory management forms. In the context of

wider critiques of neoliberalism, many conceive ‘cooperation’ as an ideological

response to the crisis of Fordist labour relations. They argue that ideologies of

‘labour-management cooperation’ support processes of flexibilisation by shaping

workers’ subjectivities through discourses of ‘self-actualisation’, ‘personal respon-

sibility’, and ‘risk-taking; (e.g. Casey 1995; Kondo 1990; Kasmir 1999; Parker and

Slaughter 1988). Yet while this critique provides an important counter-balance to

the mainstream perspective, there is a danger for a kind of Marxist functionalism,

which conceives anthropological subjects as products of capitalism. Perhaps the

central contribution of this literature, then, is to show ethnographically that new

relations in production do not simply generate enthusiasm for profitable activity,

and that in some cases, they can ‘‘unleash other forms of consciousness’’ (Kasmir

2005: 90–91). Through historically grounded ethnography, these scholars provide

insights into how the scope for workers to question or actively resist the aim of

profit-maximisation was often linked to wider dynamics within state and society

(e.g. Fantasia 1988; Nash 1989). Kasmir’s ethnography of the Spanish Mondragón

cooperative corporation, in particular, shows that some workers challenged the

management model by building connections with workers in conventional factories,

which drew on values formed through participation in Basque cultural politics.

2 Such an argument develops the ‘critical’ perspective offered by economists such as Stiglitz on the

limitations of the first waves of neoliberal reforms. In the aftermath of the Argentinean crisis, Stiglitz,

former chief economist of the World Bank (WB), called for a shift from ‘shallow’ policy

recommendations to a ‘deep interventionism’ aimed at integrating new areas of social, public and

institutional life into market supporting activities (WB report 2002, cited in Cammack 2004: 197).

Ironically, mainstream scholarship has achieved this conceptual innovation partly through its

appropriation of the ideas of Polanyi. Stiglitz, for example, asserts that Polanyi teaches us that economic

reforms and systems can ‘‘… affect how individuals relate to one another … as the importance of social

relations has increasingly become recognised, the vocabulary has changed’’ (2001: x). Polanyi’s critique

goes deeper than Stiglitz, however, by recognising that the ‘‘specific motives and laws’’ in capitalist

society reduce what he calls the ‘factors of production’—labour, land and money—to exchange values

(2001: 57). Polanyi argues that within market societies, ‘‘instead of economy being embedded in social

relations, social relations are embedded in the economic system’’ (2001: 57). The problem is that without

making an ontological distinction between relations in and of production, his concept of embeddedness

quickly loses its critical edge.
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Class consciousness, as Kasmir points out, is not a given, ‘‘and the anthropol-

ogist’s job is to document the mutable character of workers’ identifications and to

determine the conditions in which different identities are made’’ (2005: 81). The

approach that I propose here is that we conceive labour as a process of creating

value—subjective values and needs, and surplus value—linking organisations to

society. Theorising the ‘politics of value creation’, I aim to show, allows us to

unpack the social processes through which emerging social subjects can come to

understand and shape their cooperatives in potentially very different ways. In doing

so, I will also suggest why a focus on the roles of accounting can provide important

insights into the tensions between the claims to the legitimacy of economic

rationality and political authority and into the belief in that legitimacy. In the

context of the Argentinean ERs, this framework will help to identify and explain

how some social actors came to understand self-determination as the struggle to

maximise profits and how this aim intertwined with a culturally specific desire to

gain independence from personalistic institutional relations. These actors conceived

transparent accounting techniques as a means both of improving their control of

‘capital’ and of differentiating themselves morally from former owners. Perhaps

most importantly, however, we will also be able to explain why, for others, practices

of calculation offered a way to institutionalise alternative goals and values as part of

a wider societal movement for regulatory and cultural change.

The politics of value creation: the case of the empresas recuperadas

The ERs formed as a social force in a context shaped by the dramatic failure of

neoliberalism, the collapse of much of the Argentinean political system, and a massive

upsurge in popular forms of resistance and self-organisation. In response to

widespread factory closures brought on by free market policies, thousands of workers

occupied and revived around 180 bankrupt or abandoned companies mainly from the

industrial manufacturing sector (Howarth 2007: 8). In contrast to the paternalistic

management structures of the former companies, workers generally formed cooper-

atives and introduced assembly-based decision-making. In 2002, the ERs were

consolidated in a national political movement (MNER), which articulated a campaign

for ‘dignified work’, ‘horizontal power’, and ‘open-door politics’ that linked workers’

struggles to other social movements. However, by the time I began fieldwork in

February 2006, the movement had fragmented several times, and many of the

individual ERs had begun to reinstall traditional methods of control. How, then, can

we account for these innovations and subsequent processes of degeneration? And does

evidence of degeneration imply an inevitable and linear process of regression?

Most scholars attempted to understand the innovativeness of the ERs through an

‘autonomist’ perspective, which argued that by eliminating the former owner,

workers were free to re-imagine and reconstruct their organisations (e.g. Dinerstein

2002; Rebón 2004; Picchetti 2002). Picchetti, for example, argues, ‘‘… a

revalorisation of work is linked with the fact that now it’s the workers who decide

what, how, how much and for whom they produce’’ (2002: 21). On the other hand,

studies that have stressed the limitations of cooperatives have done so by arguing,
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‘‘… technology is the first factor conditioning workers’ ability to make changes’’

(Atzeni and Ghigliani 2006: 10). Despite their apparent opposition between idealism

and determinism, both interpretations have been unable to explain change and

continuity for the same reason: they both imply a causal approach to the

determination of labour, conceived as a material technical sphere. This echoes wider

trends in the anthropology of labour, which emphasise how general tendencies

within work organisation are ‘‘most closely determined by technology’’ (Parry 2005:

142; see also Durrenberger 2005). According to this view, ‘alienation’ stems from

workers’ separation from direct control of the production process and from the

increasing distance between the rationale of the economic and people’s social

identities (Carrier 1995).3 Yet, while this may seem a reasonable approach in the

context of traditional Fordist models, its explanatory power runs out when we try to

understand why many workers in cooperatives continue to feel that their labour is

not their own.

The alternative that I propose here is that it is precisely the intertwining of social

identities and systemic rationality, which we must unravel in order to develop a

critical analysis of the development of labour processes and control systems. What

is required, I suggest, is a shift in perspective away from direct control over the

physical means of production, towards a conception of how alienation is bound up

with control over its ends. In the context of cooperatives, this means that we need to

analyse how the scope for workers to control the purposes of their labour, that is, for

‘self-control’, remains constrained by the pressure of generating socially necessary

value, i.e., profitability. It is equally important, however, that we examine how the

socially real need for value creation is simultaneously cultural, as it relies on

workers’ belief in its legitimacy as a social goal that can be reconciled with their

individual and collective aspirations and values. Labour is not simply a technical

material process, then, yet neither is it only a process of creating surplus value.

Rather, as Marx highlights through the notion of ‘objectification’, labour is, in

essence, a meaningful social process, an embodiment of ‘self’ realised by

individuals within society (1976: 177). Through purposive social activity, individ-

uals shape organisations and societies, and in doing so, shape their own needs and

values (Bryer 2010a).

In conceiving of the politics of value creation, therefore, I am also making a

significant break from much of the anthropological literature on value. The tendency

is to adopt an exchange-based approach that concentrates on the cultural dimensions

of objects—conceived as stemming from individual motivations (e.g. Appadurai

1986), or from the ‘total cultural structure’ of society (e.g. Graeber 2001). In

shifting the focus onto anthropological subjects as ‘object-creators’, the concept of

3 This approach follows Braverman’s notion of alienation as the ‘‘progressive alienation of the process of
production from the worker’’ (1974: 58). For Braverman, the function of capitalist management is to

control the ‘‘work actually performed’’ (ref), that is, the use-value of labour. Through the notion of ‘de-

skilling’, he contends that the technical developments of the capitalist labour process ‘‘destroy the

subjective factor’’ (1974: 182). Yet without recognising value creation as the overriding end of labour in

capitalism, he provides no explanation of the shift towards participatory management strategies. Notably,

Carrier’s (1995) historical sketch of production relations mirrors this by stopping at traditional Fordist

management structures.
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the politics of value creation bridges these perspectives to analyse the dialectics

between meaningful action within a given cultural context and the systemic need for

profitability. What must problematise and extend the framework, therefore, is a

comparative ethnographic perspective which seeks to identify how these dialectics

interact with the relational dynamics of state and society.

My fieldwork in Buenos Aires examined eight cases of the ERs from diverse

productive sectors.4 Although lacking the same in-depth perspective as a single case

study, a multiple-site approach provided a broad perspective on the ERs as a social

movement, thereby highlighting variables and drawing out similarities and

differences that would have been imperceptible otherwise. An important finding

was that the scope for workers’ independence was often constrained by personalistic

power relations linked to institutional structures and routines, which continued to

shape financial management—especially accounting techniques. Contrary to the

autonomist view, then, to some extent the ERs were reproducing the shortcomings

of existing political and economic structures. Much more significant, however, was

identifying the different ways in which many workers aspired and actively struggled

for new kinds of financial control and institutional regulation—important cultural

factors that go unnoticed in a technological determinist approach.

Interestingly, a number of ‘critical accounting’ studies of cooperative manage-

ment have shown that they often create a demand for new accounting strategies (e.g.

Carmona et al. 2002; Ezzamel et al. 2004; Graham 1994).5 These scholars explain

their evidence by emphasising the effects of ‘‘labour’s subjectivity’’, which they see

as being determined by the politics of labour-management relations (Ezzamel et al.

2004: 274). The motivational approach to class proposed here draws on this

perspective but expands the explanatory framework by also requiring us to take into

account the effects of relations of production and state-society relations. This

develops our understanding of cooperatives and participatory management, I argue,

as it reveals how the tendency to socialise labour-management relations and control

over the physical production process can intensify workers’ confrontations with the

valorisation process—with the alienation of their labour into capital. Again, far from

conceiving a mechanistic process, it emphasises that objective socialisation also

implies subjective socialisation—the creation of new ideas and expectations—

which, while faced with the constraint of profitability, can in some cultural and

institutional settings motivate new modes of action. In order to recognise the

possibilities for particular actors to materialise new values and needs, therefore, we

require a historical appreciation of ‘leadership’—conceived as a dynamic cultural

and political complex linking labour processes and states.

4 Between February 2006 and April 2007, I conducted participant observation and interviews in four

printers, a metallurgic and aluminium factory, a textiles factory, an ice cream and confectionery factory,

and a hotel.
5 ‘Critical accounting’ has emerged as an increasingly influential sub-discipline of accounting, which

since its origins in the 1970s, has sought to problematise the mainstream view of accounting as a neutral

and ‘objective’ tool by drawing on sociological perspectives (e.g. Armstrong 1991; Bryer 2006; Cooper

and Sherer 1984). Critical accounting itself is internally diverse, however, dividing between strands that

conceive accounting as an effect of subjective and inter-subjective relations, and those that have focused

on the effects of capitalist social relations. The ways in which the politics of value creation framework

reconciles these positions is the subject of a future paper.
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The historical context—leadership, lucha and political citizenship

The collapse of neoliberalism in Argentina was one of the most dramatic and

politically charged that the world has seen, but its construction as a political and

economic model was also one of the most radical. Initiated by the military

dictatorship of General Jorge Videla in 1976, the reforms implemented by the

Peronist government of Carlos Menem during the 1990s were faster and more far-

reaching than those implemented by Margaret Thatcher in England and by Augusto

Pinochet in Chile (Levitsky 2003: 2). However, after over two decades of

neoliberalism, in December 2001, broad sectors of Argentinean society participated

in massive protests that effectively toppled the government and four interim

Presidents—an aim that protestors expressed through the slogan ‘out with them all!’

(que se vayan todos). These events carved an important place in Argentinean

collective memories, and they have also destabilised many of the assumptions

conventionally made about Argentinean politics. Previously, the tendency was to

emphasise the dominance of the Peronist Partido Justicialista (PJ), seen as a

populist party whose ‘absence of rules’ enables personalistic leaders to restructure

state institutions at will (e.g. Cerruti 1993). The problem with such a one-sided view

of rule-making processes, however, is that it did not explain the source of

institutional power, that is, it neglected the problem of legitimacy. On the other

hand, more recent approaches have replaced a unilateral notion of ‘top–down’

power with an equally one-sided approach to power ‘from below’. According to

autonomist scholars, the emergence of new social movements such as the ERs

around the 2001 crisis constitute an ‘autonomous’ kind of ‘anti-power’ that achieves

emancipation by rejecting the state as a focus of contention (e.g. Dinerstein 2002;

Negri; 2002). Yet this interpretation provides no means to explain the subsequent

reconstruction of state hegemony and the reincorporation of many of the emerging

forms of self-organisation into existing power relations. Most importantly, it also

neglects the ways in which new social actors often defined themselves through their

purposive engagements with existing institutional structures.

The original Peronist state certainly contained strongly authoritarian and

personalistic elements; defined by Juan Perón’s control of the unions, and Evita

Perón’s administration of patronage-based informal networks. Yet as James (1988)

has highlighted, key to the enduring legacy of Peronism as a form of state power and

as a social movement was its ability to articulate and institutionalise a political

vision of citizenship which ‘‘spoke to working class claims to greater social status,

dignity within the workplace and beyond’’ (1988: 263). Even before Perón founded

the Peronist state in 1945, the Argentinean labour movement was already the most

developed in Latin America—both in institutional and cultural terms (see Godio

1980). The Peronist moral economy achieved its success by tuning into and shaping

existing cultural and institutional forms within Argentinean society. At its heart was

a vision of ‘dignified work’, which celebrated everyday life as a basis for the

attainment of a fairer society—as long as workers supported Perón as head of state

and participated within the union movement. In practice, however, this enabled

grassroots elements of the labour movement to play a determining role in

institutional processes, leading to developments such as the internal commissions
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and delegate bodies (González 1971: 22). Originally designed to oversee contract

provisions, by the early 1950s they adopted a wider role of exerting workers’ control

over the production process (James 1988: 57). Shop-floor activism was often tied to

informal ‘problem-solving networks’, linking the factories to neighbourhood-based

entities such as cooperatives and soup kitchens.

After the fall of the Peronist state, the oppositional significance of Peronism as a

social movement enabled its survival and qualitative innovation. Grassroots labour

organisations used assembly-based decision-making and mobilised strikes that

integrated community groups (González 1971: 35–36). Emerging left-Peronist

leaderships, such as the Montoneros and Marxist-oriented Clasista leaderships,

sought to expand the realm of dignified work by striving for workers’ control of

industry. Between 1955 and 1973, Argentina had eleven different governments

including six military coups. Yet throughout this period, ongoing resistance meant

that Argentina retained a functioning welfare state that continued beyond the global

crisis of the model in the early 1970s. In fact, by 1972 the ongoing severity of social

struggle meant that some military sectors saw the return of Perón to government as

the only means to reinstall social ‘order’ (James 1988: 238).

In the run up to the election, the support of left strands of Peronism and guerrilla

groups provided Perón with a useful bargaining tool. But with the reestablishment of

state power, Perón responded to a context of global economic crisis by implementing

wage freezes and calling for class consensus. However, the election success and

resulting working class expectations led to widespread factory rebellions as workers

sought to translate political victory into improvements on the shop floor (James 1988:

245). The death of Perón in 1974 signified a strong shift to the right in the Peronist

state, but oppressive attempts to install a ‘stabilisation plan’ in 1975 unleashed a new

wave of rank-and-file activism, involving occupations of factories and public

institutions and culminating in a spontaneous general strike. The gradual emergence

of coordinating bodies sought to orchestrate the regional action of workers from

different industries, while guerrilla groups like the Montoneros mobilised a general

escalation of civil resistance. However, these disparate and low-level organisations

faced tactics of isolation and terrorism from the union leaderships and a

reinforcement of military power under the new leadership of General Jorge Videla.

Ultimately, they were unable to build a coherent political force before the devastating

military coup, led by Videla on March 24, 1976, which would forcefully bring

Argentina in line with global transitions towards the neoliberal era.

Neoliberalism and the crisis of legitimacy

In a global context shaped by the emerging neoliberalism of Thatcher and Reagan,

Videla’s military dictatorship (1976–1981) imposed the first stages of restructuring

through state terrorism, which involved the ‘disappearing’ of over 30,000 activists

and students. However, the movementist elements within society persisted, often

through informal institutional forms such as neighbourhood-based cooperatives and

problem-solving social networks, which enabled the eventual transition to democ-

racy. This perspective partly explains the political success of Carlos Menem’s

neoliberal project, which integrated disparate sectors of the Peronist movement into
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party politics. Part of Menem’s legitimacy also came the ‘convertibility plan’, which

temporarily ended the hyperinflation caused by the dictatorship by pegging

Argentina’s exchange rate to the dollar The international capital markets celebrated

Menem’s ‘economic miracle’ as a success story of the International Monetary Fund.

However, ‘stability’ was short-lived as the country’s deficit worsened, entering a

recession in 1995 (Rodgers 2005: 11). Convertibility had triggered widespread

factory closures and exerted downward pressure on wages, pushing unemployment

to unprecedented levels.6 As collective belief in the state’s authority increasingly

deteriorated, the PJ’s decentralised structure provided Peronist subgroups (agrupac-
iones) and other informal organisations with a high level of autonomy from the

national bureaucracy within which to mobilise resistance.

By the elections of October 2001, state-society relations had reached a crisis

point as 40% of the Argentinean population cast blank and spoiled votes. That this

collective critique had extended to the economic model was demonstrated by a

popular referendum held by the National Front Against Poverty on the 14th and the

17th of December 2001, which registered more than three million votes in

opposition (Battistini 2004: 36). Meanwhile, insecurity about the social unrest,

gathering debt, and ongoing recession led to further increases in the yields investors

demanded to hold Argentinean government bonds. This instability extended to the

convertibility plan, triggering massive deposit withdrawals from the banks. Finally,

in late December, the government suspended payments on external debt and

restricted withdrawals from private accounts. This provoked two weeks of massive

protests climaxing in two days of mobilisations and repression in Buenos Aires on

the 19th and 20th of December 2001, which became known as the Argentinazo.

Through the slogan ‘que se vayan todos’, protestors rejected the limits of existing

state-society connections, and, in practice, many groups sought to advance beyond

them through new kinds of institutional forms. Neighbourhood groups, organisa-

tions of unemployed workers, student groups, and other social movements

mobilised the occupation of disused land, formed cooperatives, soup kitchens,

popular assemblies, or education and health services. They sometimes drew on

existing informal networks linked directly or indirectly to the state, but they were

creating new modes of interdependence that proposed alternatives to personalised

and patronage-based relations. Some developed bartering networks and generated

solidarity-based micro-enterprises, which often explicitly questioned the legitimacy

of profit-maximisation.

It was within this context that the ERs took shape as a social force, organised by a

Peronist leadership. The process of factory occupations spread across the country

but concentrated in the most industrialised areas with the capital and province of

Buenos Aires as key focus points.7 Here a left-Peronist branch of the metalworkers’

union, the Unión de Obreros Metalúrgicos (UOM Quilmes) and other Peronist

6 By 2001, unemployment and underemployment combined had reached a record level of 35% while

over 50% of the population was registered below the national poverty line (Howarth 2007: 15).
7 According to the most recent studies, 70-80% of the ERs form part of the light manufacturing sector

while the remaining 20-30% are in the services sector (Howarth 2007: 27). The majority are located in

urban areas, with 80% in Buenos Aires and its suburbs. Most are relatively small, comprising fewer than

50 workers, with 37% having between 5 and 20 workers, and 60% between 5 and 30 (Howarth 2007: 27).
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leaders organised workers facing factory closures, forming the National Movement

of Empresas Recuperadas (MNER) in 2002. In quantitative terms, their impact on

the Argentinean economy was small, totalling around 180 small to medium-sized

companies mainly from the manufacturing sector.8 However, workers’ struggle for

‘dignified work’ generated a significant qualitative impact by integrating support

from grassroots and labour organisations and broad sectors of society. Collective

memories of the social power of labour tied to a politicised vision of citizenship

meant that for many, the ERs symbolised the struggle to recover Argentina’s

‘salaried society’. The literal translation of empresa recuperada is ‘recovered

enterprise’. One study shows that 60% of the workers involved understood the term

to imply defending their livelihood and their identity as workers (Rebón 2004: 35).

Developing the critique, however, for 32% of those interviewed, the notion

‘recuperada’ meant reclaiming ownership of the means to control their labour.

Reconstructing regulatory apparatuses and subjectivities

By the 2003 presidential elections, the initial momentum of popular mobilisation had

subsided. Yet rather than signifying simply a return to ‘politics as usual’, the

Argentinazo enabled the formation of a collective ‘‘consciousness that participation in

power is the way forward’’ (López Levy 2004: 125). After a marginal victory, Nestor

Kirchner’s attempts to reconstruct the legitimacy of the Peronist state involved the

promotion of ‘participatory’ institutional mechanisms, such as the Decentralisation

and Citizen Participation Department and the Direction of the Social Economy. In

practice, whether or not such proposals would actually materialise into institutional

and cultural changes depended largely on localised dynamics of struggle.

In the context of Buenos Aires, concentrated social conflict and elite factionalism

had opened up possibilities for shifts in the balance of power. Here, centre-left

branches of Peronism built new block parties that sought to construct institutional

responses to the pressures being exerted by social movements such as the MNER.

One such response was a Participatory Budgeting Program (PBP), which recognised

that ‘‘the citizenry demands new answers, new channels of accountability and

participation’’ (cited in Rodgers 2005). Another was a Social Economy Program,

formed with the stated aims of promoting ‘‘profitable micro-companies’’ and the

construction of ‘‘effective institutional and legal mechanisms of regulation’’

(Gobierno de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires 2005). On the one hand, this discourse

coincided with wider neoliberal narratives of institutionalisation that stress market-

supporting forms of participation and citizenship.9 Yet the need for coherent

institutional mechanisms of regulation was also widely recognised by social actors

striving to build new forms of self-employment and micro-enterprise. The existing

8 Most of the workers involved in the occupations of abandoned factories were ‘un-skilled’ labourers

from the industrial sector, with an average age of 42.
9 The World Bank in particular, has been keen to promote participatory budgeting and micro-enterprise

programs in the ‘developing’ world (Rodgers 2005; see also Senderowitsch and Cesilini (2002)

‘Consultative World Bank Assistance Strategy in Argentina: Key Factors in Avoiding Representative

Chaos’, http://www.worldbank.org/participation/CASargentina.htm).
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regulatory body for the social economy, the National Institute of Associations and

Social Economy (INAES), was first created by Menem in the 1990s as part of his

wider neoliberal program of ‘flexibilising’ the Argentinean labour market. A major

attraction was that cooperative legislation enabled employers to avoid the minimal

social security obligations still tied to formal labour (Howarth 2007: 12).

Cooperatives formed in this way became associated with labour and corporate

fraud (Palomino 2004), while the management structure prescribed by INAES—a

board of directors (Consejo) consisting of a president, vice president, and

treasurer—was commonly viewed as a mechanism for bureaucratisation.

The ERs formed cooperatives as part of the MNER strategy, which responded to

the institutional conditions set by INAES. Some left-wing groups argued that

adopting the cooperative form would inevitably lead to bureaucratisation (see Heller

2004). Yet the strength of the MNER leadership lay in its capacity to articulate

workers’ aspirations in organisational and institutional ways. This meant that, as a

movement, the ERs explicitly differentiated themselves from conventional coop-

eratives by emphasising assembly-based decision-making. The assembly initially

served as a way to mobilise resources in a crisis, but by socialising relations in

production, it also enabled workers to develop and actualise understandings formed

through collective organisation linking state and society. In some ERs, this process

of socialisation extended to opening cultural and educational centres, building new

institutional forms through interactions with community groups and existing

political structures.10 As we will see, an important element of this interaction was

the reshaping of INAES’s regulatory role. Another was the creation of an

Expropriation Law in 2004, which opened the possibilities to institutionalise

workers’ struggles for independence.

The problem was that, in practice, the law only provided two years of legal

recognition and implied that workers rented the property rather than gaining

collective ownership. A comparative ethnographic perspective suggested that,

without a coherent legislative framework, the legal status of each ER tended to rely

partly on ‘closed-door’ agreements between leaders and officials. Parallel to this, I

found a strong tendency for state bodies such as INAES and the national accounting

body to encourage the monopolisation of financial control in the ERs, again through

particularised relations between leaders and functionaries. These institutionalised

relations and cultural practices were central in fragmenting the MNER and

frequently undermined efforts by the individual ERs to overcome personalised

modes of dependence (Bryer 2010a, b). The first break of the MNER was in 2003,

when one of its former lawyers broke away to form a rival movement, the National

Movement of Factories Recovered by their Workers (MNFRT). Former MNER

activists who sought to remove the original leadership led the second in 2005. This

process of degeneration reached a climax point in March 2006, when members of

the social movement HIJOs publicly accused MNER leaders of accounting fraud

(see also Modesto 2006).

10 This also fits with Levitsky’s (2003) account of left-Peronist agrupaciones in the Quilmes area, which

opened cultural centres through interactions with local institutional structures.
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By the beginning of my fieldwork in February 2006, there was already a

widespread sense of disillusionment among workers about the legitimacy of the

MNER. After gaining legal recognition, the real problem that workers faced was the

need to regain and sustain productivity. In many cases, this pressure was

compounded by the fact that former owners had abandoned the company with

debts, in a poor state of repair, and without electricity or water supplies.11 Social

networks established by the MNER had initially provided workers with material and

cultural resources, which were crucial in the revival stages. But as these relations

became increasingly intertwined with patronage-based networks, there was a

growing feeling that the MNER was undermining the possibilities for independence.

While some workers and directors criticised the MNER for impeding their capacity

to control profitability, others expressed a broader critique, which aspired to

institutionalise alternative goals and values. The key issue, therefore, was

identifying the different ways in which particular relations and rationalities

interacted with the wider motivational framework of capital through leadership. In

what follows, I develop the politics of value creation framework through an analysis

of two cases, which, I argue, constituted the most articulated examples of divergent

processes of class formation shaping the wider development of the ERs.

The case studies

Cooperativa Graficas El Mar

Graficas El Mar is a medium-sized printer in the working class neighbourhood of

Pompeya, Buenos Aires, which produces marketing material for private companies

and employs around 50 workers. In July 2002, the former owners abandoned the

factory, having withheld workers’ wages for several months and leaving large debts

with suppliers. By September that year, however, thirty of the original workers had

recommenced production and gained legal recognition as a cooperative. At the time

of study, El Mar was one of the most profitable of the ERs, having regained 90% of

its productive capacity. A possible reason for this productivity, I considered, was

that workers had faced less conflict with the former owner than many ERs, thus

enabling them to recuperate production more rapidly. I was therefore surprised

when, on my first day at the factory, directors suggested that the experience of

collective struggle might have had a beneficial effect on productivity, as it would

have fostered internal cohesion. As I was to find, this concern to engender subjective

commitment to the aim of profit-maximisation was a key factor that differentiated

El Mar from many of the ERs.

In the majority of cases that I visited, directors had responded to the need for

profitability and the delegitimisation of MNER ‘horizontal power’ by reinstalling

supervisory forms of control to get workers to work harder. I found it was common

for directors to speak as if the cooperative form itself generated an undisciplined

11 Quantitative studies show that in most cases the factories under-produce compared to their capacity

(Ruggeri et al. 2005; Howarth 2007: 29).
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workforce that ‘took advantage’ of the new situation, and had formed ‘unrealistic’

expectations. In reinforcing directly oppressive controls, however, they had often

provoked further antagonisms, which undermined the scope for collective work

effort. In the case of El Mar, by contrast, controls over the production process

remained relatively decentralised, and the active participation of machine operatives

in managing important areas of the physical production process had evidently

helped raise productivity. How then had the leadership achieved this level of

purposive activity, and what were its limits and potentials?

Capital-centred social responsibility

Carlos, El Mar’s president, was one of the few workers with managerial experience

in the previous company, but he was keen to differentiate himself and the Consejo
from former labour-management relations. He said: ‘‘[t]his factory went to ruin

because of the irrational way it was run. The owner was not interested in being

competitive, he was really corrupt. Fortunately, I wasn’t poisoned! So it’s been our

job to rebuild control, to ensure that we’re a responsible productive organisation’’.

Directors often defined the transition to a worker-run enterprise as a process of

rebuilding control. A recurrent notion that they used to convey both the practical

and moral dimensions of this process was that of ‘social responsibility’. As

suggested by Carlos above, responsibility for directors referred to the general

management aim of securing productivity, but it also articulated a more specific

desire to distinguish the cooperative morally from the ‘irresponsibility’ of the

former ownership. At the centre of this merging of the financial and moral aims was

the leadership approach to the cooperative’s accounting techniques. According to

Carlos:

The books were in a terrible state after the patrón left, so the Consejo had to

tidy things up, make things clearer. Before, none of us were really aware of

what it means to be profitable – the importance of cutting costs – accounts help

us achieve that understanding, that kind of responsibility.

This idea that accounting enabled a new consciousness about the imperative of

profit-maximisation frequently emerged in conversations with directors. In this way,

accounting facilitated and made tangible their concern to sustain and raise

productivity because, in Carlos’s words, ‘‘profitability is the most we can aspire to

as managers of the company, but this isn’t so that we can take the profits home’’. He

emphasised that from the initial stages, workers had minimised their earnings to

accumulate working capital, which he saw as allowing them ‘‘some freedom’’.12

Accounting practices under the previous owner were characterised by minimal

disclosure and close ties to government bodies. In contrast, the El Mar leadership

had recently installed a form of ‘activity based costing’ (ABC), which aimed to

increase ‘financial visibility’. In a directors’ meeting to discuss the impact of the

12 El Mar workers earned on average 850 pesos a month. According to quantitative studies, ERs

operating at 1–30% workers earn an average of 560 pesos per week, in ER operating at 31–60% workers

earned 782 pesos, and in ERs operating at 60–100% workers 825 pesos (Ruggeri et al. 2005: 83). These

figures also fit with the findings of my comparative study.
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new techniques, Hugo, the company treasurer, argued, ‘‘…cost-efficient accounting

strategies are a fundamental way for any serious business to improve its control over

capital and to make sure that workers are conscious of their responsibility to meet

definite targets’’. From Hugo’s point of view then, the ABC techniques played a

dual role: facilitating cost reductions while ‘involving’ workers by making them

subjectively aware of definite productivity targets. Carlos added that the new

accounting system meant they gained ‘more independence’ because they no longer

relied on the accountant from the official body, again pointing to a specific

institutional cultural dimension. Similarly, it was common for directors to express

their confidence in the ‘concreteness’ of accounting, and that by ‘‘letting the facts

speak for themselves’’ they could avoid becoming entangled in ‘political’ concerns.

Nevertheless, in an interview soon after the meeting, Hugo hinted at some of the

social complexities of this ‘objectivity’. He said: ‘‘… it is not easy to order things

when we have to deal with institutions that don’t work the same way. There is a new

awareness in local government at least, of the importance of accountability I think,

but it’s not as simple as that’’. While his comment recognised the potential for

cultural institutional changes influenced by neoliberal narratives of accountability,

he was also pointing to the limits of this change. Hugo had been an activist in a

Peronist youth group and played a leadership role in his neighbourhood assembly

during the crisis period in Argentina. In relating this background, he criticised the

limitations of the MNER:

The problem was like many of the social movements at that time, Murua and

the others [MNER leaders] got too caught up in the same old Peronist politics.

The important thing now, though, is that the workers here know that we’re
different. We’re not corrupt, which means that we keep our books in order!

From this perspective, transparent accounting formed an important moral tool for

leaders to legitimise their authority in the factory, and even, in the case of Hugo, at

least, to reinvent Peronist political culture. Supporting Hugo’s point, I found that

workers frequently described him and other Consejo members as ‘serious’ or

‘straight’. Geraldo, a machine operator and a former left-wing activist, even

suggested that Hugo was not like a ‘typical Peronist’, as he would not ‘‘mess with

the books’’. However, there was also a sense that worker-director relations had

deteriorated significantly in recent months. Most importantly, rising antagonisms

seemed to be closely linked to the introduction of the ABC techniques and their

fundamental political motivations.

Accounting, alienation, and resistance

Two weeks into fieldwork at El Mar, directors decided to reduce the time allowed for

lunch break from 40 to 25 minutes based on information provided by the ABC. A week

later, I participated in a conversation between four machine operators during their

lunch. Marcos, who had worked for 8 years in the factory, complained to the others:

At first, when the boss left we did have more freedom to organise things how

we wanted, and it was good to improve things. But now that the Consejo
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watch over everything with their accounting, we probably have less control –

its all about cutting costs, about being ‘realistic’. What this ‘reality’ means is

that we can’t take our time to have lunch, as we’re not the priority.

Through his ironic emphasis, Marcos was implicitly questioning accounting’s

role to make ‘real’ the constraint of productivity. In recognising a loss of self-

control, he was drawing on experiences and understandings formed through

participation in processes of socialisation. His comments expressed what seemed to

be a general sense among machine operatives that accounting for costs undermined

their independence. Workers pointed out that directors increasingly intervened in

and sought to dictate their work practices and break times. Some focused the blame

on directors themselves, while others argued that the Consejo was only doing what

it ‘had to’ given ‘wider circumstances’. As Pablito, a machine operator in his late

40s put it, ‘‘Carlos and the rest know what we’re up against, that unless we watch

our costs, save time, and have enough capital, well, we just can’t compete with other

businesses’’.

Some of the different effects of this generalised sense of ‘capital’ as an all-

powerful and objectified force appeared during an assembly. As in many ERs,

assemblies in El Mar were ‘informative’ monthly sessions, while the Consejo took

decisions about financial management in separate meetings. On this occasion,

directors’ reporting of productivity problems, targets, and cost-cutting decisions

dominated the 40-minute meeting, information that they sought to legitimise and

make concrete to the assembled workers through repeated reference to the ABC

methods. A particular focus was a recent ‘financial review’, reported by Hugo,

which concluded by rejecting calls by some workers for wage increases. Despite the

obvious discontent expressed by some workers, at the close of the meeting, James, a

director and a former steward, asked for their ideas about how to reduce costs and

increase productivity. Most workers showed disinterest and apathy, but in one

corner of the room, this disengagement took on a more active character, as some

operatives were talking heatedly among themselves. Angel, a member of a local

Peronist agrupación, exclaimed, ‘‘Why should we be interested in always putting

ourselves last?’’ Looking around at workers nearby for agreement, he continued,

It’s clear that we’re the ones putting our labour into this, but most of us don’t

feel like we’ve got any control what we are actually creating All these

accounting systems are just to make sure that we’re being ‘responsible’ about

making a profit – that’s not what I understand as social responsibility.

For Angel then, consciousness of his social productiveness provided an important

ideological basis to actively challenge the legitimacy of profit-maximisation.

Moreover, in criticising the leadership’s capital-centred vision of social responsi-

bility, he pointed towards the possibilities for an approach informed by an

alternative value system, which drew on but rearticulated Peronist moral economy.

Soon after the meeting, some directors argued that continuing to use accounting

methods that concentrated on costs would only sharpen conflicts. James, in

particular, called for a new approach to accounting that ‘‘could help workers build a

deeper appreciation of the activities that generated value’’. Talking to Carlos, he
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said, ‘‘… we have to get workers thinking about how to maximise the wealth

producing dimensions of the cooperative, rather than just fixate on cutting costs’’.

Directors decided to introduce modifications that would stress ways of maximising

‘resources’ in the factory as part of the regular training seminars they ran on

‘cooperativism’.

Cooperativism and control

In 2004, the El Mar leadership broke from the MNER to mobilise the formation of a

national federation of cooperative printers, connecting the most productive

companies in the sector. However, the economic motivations of these socialising

efforts were intimately connected to political and cultural ones, manifest through

educational courses in ‘cooperative principles’ held periodically in the factory and

attended by workers from other cooperatives. As Carlos put it, ‘‘cooperativism,

mixing with other profitable cooperatives helps the workers recognise the need for

social responsibility, it gives them consciousness’’. Although my fieldwork did not

coincide with the courses, I spoke with several workers about their experiences.

Ricardo, a former machine operator who managed the graphics department, gave

one opinion:

To me, this all makes sense. During the 1990s, Menem let business get out of

control – it was too personalistic, which made it inefficient. Well, some

businesses, like El Mar, know that by controlling our capital and making sure

everyone is accountable, well that way we can find ways of being more

productive and therefore more independent.

This seemed to replicate the Consejo’s moral grounding, which aimed to

rationalise economic activity through a calculative and profit-centred approach to

independence. Ricardo described himself as Peronist, but like Hugo, his comment

sought to express a new phase of institutional culture characterised by account-

ability. What later seemed to contradict this view, however, was that El Mar’s role

within the new cooperative federation had involved lobbying the local government

to legalise the employment of ‘non-members’ in cooperatives. Since its formation,

the factory had only incorporated two new members but employed around fifteen

‘temporary’ non-members. This was an increasingly common practice among the

ERs, often legitimised by a concern with ‘cutting costs’, as non-members typically

earned much less than members and were excluded from social security. What it

meant, therefore, was the creation of an ‘under-class’ of cheap wage labour. In the

case of El Mar, the practical and cultural implications of this emerging subjectivity

were particularly contradictory, as by reproducing informal labour practices, it was

undermining both its leadership ideology and the scope for purposive work effort.

On the one hand, non-members generally seemed relieved to have employment,

after experiencing the extreme insecurity brought on by neoliberal flexibilisation.

They did not, however, tend to see El Mar as different from other jobs, and for

some, this was a disappointment. I found this to be especially the case with workers

who had closer relations with members on the factory floor. Pedro, for example, was

good friends with Angel, and their conversations often picked up the issue of non-
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members an important limitation of El Mar’s approach to cooperativism. Pedro was

only twenty and had little experience of collective organisation. Nevertheless, he

said he had imagined that working in a ‘socially responsible’ cooperative would

have provided him with more ‘independence’. By independence, he meant,

Not just economic independence, but also a chance to develop myself as a

person, you know? Not just slog my guts out here all day and night, and then

fall into bed. Ok, so I’ve got a ‘job’, but it’s not even secure. They say its

‘temporary’ being a non-member to give you hope that you’ll be integrated

one day. Everyone knows that’s a lie though, it just lets the directors cut the

bloody costs.

This expressed how Pedro’s feelings of estrangement were deeply interwoven

with his aspirations for self-realisation. In recognising his lack of control, Pedro also

pointed out that directors had excluded non-members from the cooperative training

seminars, as their involvement would have implied slower production rates. The

contradiction was that this exclusion had deepened these workers’ sense of

separation. On the other hand, those that were ‘involved’ did not necessarily

participate in the way envisioned by directors. This was suggested to me by Angel,

who said:

With these accounting changes and their ideas of ‘cooperativism’, the

directors want us to believe that all that matters is being a more profitable

business. The [cooperative] courses are worth it, though, as it’s a chance to

discuss things with other workers. Some of us think that cooperation should

have more to do with people – with society – than with profits. That means we

shouldn’t be employing informal labour, because social responsibility is

something else.

Adding to this comment, other workers complained that the Consejo had tried to

stop them from participating in social activities outside of the factory. On this point,

Alberto, from the graphics department, summed up workers’ frustration: ‘‘I think a

lot of us hoped for more, you know? But the directors have one-track minds. They

only want institutional changes that help us be competitive. Well for some of us,

that attitude seems irrational’’. For some workers, then, meaningful activity meant

actively shaping the cooperative courses to consolidate an alternative form of

socialisation—one that aimed to prioritise the end of society. Part of this process, as

I show in what follows, involved participating in meetings organised by the

leadership of Hotel Bartel.

Hotel Bartel

The struggle for human-centred social responsibility

Hotel Bartel is a large hotel in the centre of Buenos Aires, at the junction between

the avenues of Corrientes and Callao, which employs 170 workers. Historically

combining tango, theatre, and social protest, from the formation of Bartel as a

cooperative in 2003, workers made this thoroughfare into one of the most politicised
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spaces in the city. In contrast to most of the ERs in the Capital, workers remained

without even the minimal legal ‘security’ provided by the Expropriation Law, as the

former owner had used links with right-wing politicians within local government to

prevent them from obtaining rights.13 Bartel workers had responded by leading a

broad-based campaign for a National Expropriation Law, which meant mobilising

demonstrations, public meetings, and cultural events on a weekly basis. At a time

when the momentum of self-organisation had significantly subsided in Buenos

Aires, for many social movements, Bartel symbolised and actively realised the

ongoing potential for an alternative political culture. However, most of Bartel

workers had no previous experience of collective organisation as during the climax

years of Argentina’s crisis, they had continued to work for the former company. It

was widely recognised, therefore, that when the owner abandoned the hotel in

February 2003, particular actors had played a decisive role in galvanising workers

into purposive action. Pablo—a former MNER activist with a left-wing back-

ground—organised the initial occupation and later led the hotel’s legal campaign,

while Marcelo – a left-wing activist and theatre director—organised the hotel’s

public relations. As a leadership team, they defined themselves as Clasista, which as

noted in ‘‘The historical context—leadership, lucha and political citizenship’’

section, implies a political framework that has historically radicalised Peronism.

Their approach to the idea of ‘social responsibility’ embodies this dynamic.

According to Marcelo:

For us, social responsibility is about collectively taking control of our lives,

and therefore changing society. It means social action, production, and

politics, but always with the aim of human society.

In practice, for many Bartel workers, social responsibility meant actively

supporting a diversity of grass-roots and labour struggles across Argentina.14 They

also took on roles organising political events and hosted visits from workers running

companies in Venezuela and Brazil. Simultaneously, social responsibility implied

workers’ involvement in attempts to shape different levels of state power through

direct action and meetings with state functionaries. This participatory activity

linking state and society seemed to have had a profound effect on how many

workers understood their labour. Through processes of subjective socialisation,

some articulated and aimed to concretise new ideas and expectations. Especially

during conflictive periods, assembly-based decision-making enabled some demo-

cratisation of control, which strengthened internal cohesion in the cooperative.

However, while the immediacy of legal insecurity enabled a consensus about the

need for a political campaign, workers were conscious of the continuing limits of

their control, and of the real need for profitability.15 For example, Alfredo, a chef in

the restaurant, complained,

13 This legal instability was the case throughout my fieldwork and to date.
14 During my fieldwork, solidarity-based activity included supporting environmental and community

groups protesting against the pulping factories on the Uruguayan border, metro workers in Buenos Aires,

oil workers from Santa Cruz and numerous student protests.
15 Bartel workers earned on average 1,000 pesos a month.
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The assembly wastes too much time, we want to be independent but we need

to be more efficient to keep up with other hotels. Also, we can’t just let people

use the meeting space in the hotel for free.

The Bartel leadership had opened the hotel to other worker, grassroots and left-

wing organisations to hold meetings there. The idea of ‘Bartel es de los trabajadores’
(Bartel is for the workers) expressed this radical approach to property relations.

However, as Alfredo’s comments suggested, for some workers this idea expressed

tensions between awareness of their value-creating role and a subjectivity based on

conventional notions of property. His aspirations for ‘efficiency’ and ‘independence’

also conveyed how the rationality of profitability intertwined with workers’ own

aspirations for self-control. Developing this point, Ernesto, from the sales sector, said,

‘‘… the assembly doesn’t give us enough control over the reality of running a business.

To get this, we need to keep track of our profits and losses, as well as building a social

project’’. Here, the idea of being detached from the ‘reality’ of running a business

pointed to what was a key focus of many workers’ feelings of frustration: their

continued separation from financial management and accounting control.

Accountability for labour?

Under the former owner, low levels of financial disclosure and links with right-wing

political elites had meant Hotel Bartel was popularly associated with corruption and

cronyism. According to several workers, with the transition to a cooperative, financial

management had remained dominated by only a few individuals. This had caused

serious internal conflicts and led to the eventual expulsion of the original treasurer

through an assembly vote in 2005. Problems had persisted, however, and at an early

stage of my fieldwork in Bartel, workers held an assembly to discuss the issue.

Opening the meeting, Marcelo argued, ‘‘[w]e need accountability mechanisms that

bring together Bartel’s political and economic role, and help everyone to be socially

aware and responsible’’. Agreeing with Marcelo, Paulo from security said, ‘‘if we’re

the ones creating this, why can’t we create a system that helps us all know more about

what we are building? If we know ourselves, and our business better, we can stop them

from putting a spanner in the works’’. By they, Paulo referred to state functionaries and

their interventionist tactics, which had often undermined cohesion in the hotel.

According to Maria, a long-term employee with two children who also worked in the

hotel, ‘‘…understanding more about what we’re creating – the problems and the

possibilities – well, it would help everyone get a deeper sense of purpose. Ok, we’ve

got to be competitive, and we’ve got to rely on the government in some ways. But we

should still be the ones in control, not ‘capital’ or the politicians’’. These comments

expressed a general feeling in the meeting: a radical need for accounting change that

could consolidate self-awareness – that is, consciousness of the valorisation process,

and their political dependency – and therefore, help workers to recover their freedom.

There were two concrete outcomes of the meeting. First, workers devised a

method of displaying accounting information on a daily basis in the different

sectors, which allowed them to identify ways of maximising the ‘utilisation of

resources’ in the company. Unlike in El Mar, here this meant not only the
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maximisation of activities that generated surplus value but also those that promoted

cultural values and aspirations, such as mobilising educational or political events. It

also included the use of accounting information to improve safety measures in place

in several sectors of the hotel. Through workers’ discussions about what constituted

the best utilisation of resources, the second outcome emerged, the introduction of

weekly sessions in which representatives from each sector could discuss the issue of

capital allocation.

Talking with different workers about these developments, it seemed that some

wanted to democratise financial management to make demands for higher wages,

that is, to prioritise the aim of consumption. For others, greater levels of financial

control would help improve the company’s ‘efficiency’. Contrary to the conven-

tional view of efficiency, however, many understood this as bound up with Bartel’s

role in shaping wider regulatory and cultural processes in Argentina. In the words of

Marta from reception:

Accounting for us should be about looking beyond ‘costs’. What I mean is

Bartel can only become more efficient, more effective, if there are bigger

changes in society too – it’s not one-dimensional.

One manifestation of this mentality, which emerged through the capital

allocation sessions, was the aim of building a campaign for a six hour day.

According to Marcelo: ‘‘… if we introduce a six hour working day it would

challenge the tendency to want to earn more, as this way you earn money and free

time. This his way we begin to build a new work culture’’. Not everyone in the

meeting agreed, however. For example, Osvaldo, representing Bartel’s security

sector, said, ‘‘… some people here have two jobs, if you can, you always try and

work more hours you have to get by’’. In response, Marta, who often took a practical

approach to problems, suggested, ‘‘…if we use our accounting democratically, at

least we can all calculate what the real possibilities are for us to reduce work hours’’.

From this perspective, socially objective accounting could allow workers to

recognise not only the limits set by profitability but also the scope for concretising

alternative needs. Developing Marta’s point, Marcelo argued that social accounting

could only be effective as part of Bartel’s activity in building new institutional

forms beyond the enterprise level.

Towards control by society: building the Argentinean social economy

The Bartel leadership played an active role in the original MNER, building relations

with other social organisations and supporting collective mobilisations. As the

movement began to degenerate, however, they responded by promoting the

construction of a new organisation as part of a broader project to shape the ‘social

economy’ as an emerging institutional and cultural space in Argentina. An example

of this activity was the Feria of Empresas Recuperadas Micro-enterprises, and

Cooperatives, held in Bartel in April 2006, which I attended. The event mobilised

the participation of representatives from over 50 different ERs from across

Argentina, numerous independent cooperatives, micro-enterprises and community

organisations. During three days, workers operated display stands and attended
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debating sessions on key issues such as legality, financial regulation, the role of the

unions, and the role of the state. These sessions brought workers together with

lawyers, politicians from local and national government including representatives

from the regulatory body, INAES, and union representatives.

A key theme that emerged throughout the debating sessions was the need for new

kinds of regulatory structures. Many participants criticised the shortcomings of

existing legal and financial infrastructures, which were considered inadequate and

dependency-forming. Much of this criticism was therefore directed against INAES

as the institution that claimed to provide regulatory mechanisms that responded to

the regulatory needs of organisations in the Argentinean social economy.16 Tevez, a

machine operator from the cooperative printer Graficas Patricios, who participated

in his neighbourhood assembly, expressed a common view among participants:

We shouldn’t have to rely on closed-door agreements with politicians. It’s not

about throwing some bones to the workers anymore, we don’t want

dependency, what we need are structures that help us to regulate ourselves

This explicitly rejected personalised modes of institutional control, and proposed

the need for mechanisms that could facilitate the scope for self-control. Following

Tevez, Rodrigo, the president of a textiles cooperative, argued, ‘‘INAES should

provide directors with training in management accounting, so that we can monitor

profits and loss, and control our capital ourselves’’. In this way, some participants

defined their aspirations for self-regulation through the terms given by the

imperative of productivity. For others, however, the need was for societal

infrastructures that could embody and facilitate alternative values and goals.

According to Silvio, a machine operator from El Mar, for example:

The aim, in my view, should be knowing how to control our costs so that we

can prioritise people. It’s about social responsibility through social control,

which means that if we want to improve our financial disclosure, we should do

it in public ways.

This notion of ‘social responsibility through social control’ articulated an

emergent motivational framework that seemed to underlie much of the discussion.

In response, INAES functionaries expressed their intentions to support regulatory

initiatives that would facilitate an ‘open-door’ approach to business. However,

workers generally seemed unsatisfied by such discourse and sought concrete

responses. One regulatory measure proposed by participants was to invite

representatives from local independent media and community groups to ‘public

accountability meetings’ in the different companies to discuss capital allocation

intentions and decisions.17 Perhaps most significant, however, was a proposal put

forward by the Bartel leadership for a new regulatory organisation that could

integrate representatives from the ERs, grassroots and labour organisations, and

16 See http://www.inaes.gob.ar/es/ (5/2007).
17 Parallels can be drawn to the case of the nineteenth-century Oldham cooperatives, where it was

common to invite representatives from the local press to company meetings (Toms 2002: 11).
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INAES. Within this context then, the need for self-control also meant striving for

modes of societal control, that is, for control by society.

Conclusion: the politics of the social economy

At the beginning of this paper, I drew attention to the orientating principles of the

social economy proposed by the European Committee of Cooperatives, Mutuals,

Associations and Foundations (CMAF): ‘the primacy of the individual and the

social purpose over capital’, and ‘the coincidence of the interests of user members

and the public interest’. I suggested that these principles raised important questions,

not least of which was how such a motivational framework might become

institutional reality. In fact, as we noted, the institutional invisibility of the social

economy has emerged as a central concern at international forums and within the

literature. I highlighted that, according to the dominant academic perspective, the

aim is to integrate entities within the social economy into national accounting

systems, in order to quantify and ‘make visible’ their ‘‘main aggregates … in a

homogenous and internationally harmonised form’’ (ref). The problem with this

view of universalism, I argued, was that it reifies accounting’s general role in

determining the valorisation process. What is implied is that accounting offers an

institutional means to conflate the diversity of values and goals that potentially

underpin economic activity with the general rationality of profitability. We saw that

this functionalist approach to subjectivity underlies much of the mainstream

literature, which assumes that embedded economic activity enables new social

relations and a new entrepreneurial spirit but disregards the possibilities for wider

systemic changes.

On the other hand, I suggested that critical perspectives also risk a functionalist

approach by conceptualising ‘cooperation’ as a neoliberal discourse that shapes

workers’ subjectivities. I suggested that a more important contribution of this

literature was to show ethnographically that new relations in production do not

necessarily engender a commitment to profit-maximising behaviour and, in some

cultural and institutional contexts, can inspire alternative aspirations and forms of

consciousness. An important aim of this paper, therefore, was to enable a

theorisation of this evidence. I have argued that a concept of labour as a dialectical

process of creating value moves debates on the social economy forward to engage

critically with the dynamic embeddedness of meaningful action within capitalist

social relations. What this theoretical development implies, I have argued, is a

concern with how subjectivities form through struggles over relations in and of

production, and over the form and content of state-society relations. In providing

this explanatory lens, the politics of value creation framework moves beyond

functionalist concepts of subjectivity by enabling us to analyse the ways in which

cooperative relations in production can intensify workers’ feelings and active

expressions of alienation. In doing so, I have shown that we are able to explore how

divergent processes of class formation shape organisations, and the practical and

cultural roles of accounting within them.
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Developed through comparative ethnography of the Argentinean ERs, this

approach highlighted that workers’ alienation often stemmed simultaneously from

their greater sense of the need for profitability, and from new aspirations to expand

the possibilities of meaningful activity—consciousness that could inspire action. We

saw that these processes of creating subjective values were intertwined with cultural

and institutional changes within Argentinean society. This meant that the different

ways in which new understandings and needs were translated into meaningful action

depended on the social and historical dynamics of leadership. Rather than

presenting management as a homogenous object of analysis, therefore, exploring

the notion of leadership in this way provides insights into the internal complexity of

social identities as they interact dialectically with systemic rationality.

In the case of El Mar, we saw that the leadership aim to gain independence

through profit-maximisation—that is, through a capital-centred form of socialisa-

tion—also needed to be understood as motivated by a desire to differentiate itself

culturally from former labour-management relations, and from the routine politics

of existing institutions. This approach allowed us to recognise that the leadership

vision of social responsibility simultaneously expressed culturally specific aspira-

tions for self-control and the general need for productivity. As part of this process,

directors conceived accounting as a means to increase their control of capital, and to

raise other workers’ awareness of the real limits this set to the labour process. This

approach had avoided some of the antagonisms of conventional labour-management

relations by controlling indirectly through results, thereby fostering workers’ self-

control. Rather than being a mechanistic process, transparent practices of

calculation also needed to engender workers’ belief in the legitimacy of profit-

maximisation. To understand the general role of management in El Mar, therefore,

we also needed to recognise factors such as the collapse of the MNER, and even

wider pressures exerted on Argentinean society by neoliberal regulatory bodies. For

some directors and workers, a calculative approach to cooperativism could

potentially reconstruct traditional Peronist work cultures in line with neoliberal

narratives of self-responsibility and accountability.

An important conclusion that we can draw from these findings is that we need to

theorise how management accounting combines ideology and reality. On the one

hand, we saw that some directors seemed to have internalised the need to cut costs

through their control of accounts. However, we also saw that for most workers,

accounting for profit-maximisation had ultimately deepened their feelings of

estrangement, leading directors to modify their approach. As Ezzamel et al. (2004)

point out, therefore, we need to recognise how labour’s subjectivity conditions

accounting change. But whereas they see this as determined primarily by labour-

management relations, in the case of El Mar we saw that for many workers, it was

more their confrontation with the valorisation process—that is, the inversion of their

labour into capital—and the ways in which this social process connected to their

understandings of state-society relations, which triggered their discontent. This

perspective also offers a possible means to develop Kasmir’s finding that the

Mondragón cooperative system generated commitment and activism from manag-

ers, but inspired apathy in most workers (Kasmir 1996: 196). It suggests how a focus

on accounting can enable us to unpack the political intersubjectivity of management
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systems.18 Drawing parallels between El Mar and Mondragón is particularly

significant, in fact, as in both cases some workers translated their feelings of

alienation into active forms of resistance, which meant building alternative links and

commitments. In El Mar, we saw that new forms of associativism manifest an

alternative vision of social responsibility, which, while less articulated, explicitly

rejected the leadership’s capital-centred approach. This morality radicalised

traditional Peronist conceptions through new expectations for independence, which

some workers had formed through their participation in management and in

collective social organisations.

In adopting a motivational approach to socialisation, therefore, we are able to

recognise the ways in which culturally specific needs for an ‘accountability of the

self’ constitute important determinants through complex interactions with systemic

needs. As I have shown, an important part of this approach is an examination of

workers’ participation in and understandings of state-society relations. This

expanded theorisation of class explained why Bartel’s innovations were more

effective in engaging purposive action, both because they challenged the goal of

profitability, and because they constituted an objective expression of needs formed

through new institutional activities. We could therefore understand why the

possibility of socialising accounting control was a focus of debate, as Bartel workers

sought to concretise new aspirations by extending their control over the valorisation

process. Some were motivated by a capital-centred vision of self-determination,

informed both by a critique of paternalistic power relations, and by awareness of the

need to cut costs. For others, however, socialising knowledge and power over

accounting categories and practices constituted a means of coming to terms with

their self-exploitation. Rather than being a passive process, their aim was to

recognise the limits to meaningful action set by profitability in order to strive

beyond them. In particular, we saw this develop into the idea of using throughout

accounting to maximise the creation of new cultural and institutional values.

This perspective challenges the view of accounting as an objectified tool of

measuring ‘performance’, and calls for a new concern with the how emerging

processes of class formation can shape qualitative innovations in regulatory

systems. Through the cases of El Mar and Bartel, we have explored the very

different ways in which social actors used accounting as a tool of moral and

political leadership to advance beyond existing forms of institutional control.

Rather than offer a linear perspective, however, the politics of value creation

framework emphasises the mutually constitutive interactions between labour

processes and state regulatory apparatuses. This means that we can draw out the

complex overlapping between social and informal economies, and explain change

and continuity through a dialectical focus on cultural and economic determinants.

In the case of El Mar, we saw that the leadership aim for capital-centred

socialisation led them to lobby the local government to legalise the employment

of wage labour. Yet by reinscribing informal labour practices, they were

18 Interestingly, during a recent Forum on the Social Economy held by the Spanish Parliament, the

Mondragón managing director highlighted the central role of accounting in promoting ‘‘personal

autonomy and auto-responsibility’’ (Adrián Ulibarri, Mondragón managing director, cited during the

Subcomisión de la Economı́a Social 2008: 4).
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undermining their legitimacy, and deepening some workers’ disbelief in the

rationality of profit-maximisation. The case of Bartel, in contrast, highlights the

potential for cooperatives to protagonise an emergent process of institutional and

cultural change. We saw that the leadership campaign for the national

expropriation law, and the possibility of a six hour day aimed to universalise

workers’ struggles to for self-control. Exploring their efforts to shape the

Argentinean social economy suggested that, for many people involved in building

alternative organisations, their activity would only truly become meaningful and

empowering when they could participate in its institutionalisation. In imagining

and shaping new forms of regulation and representation, they were both

articulating a critique of existing structures, and recovering the power of self-

control through the consolidation of new social relations and motivations. Above

all, the project articulated by the Bartel leadership to build a new kind of

regulatory organisation, manifested a vision of the unity of the individual and

society, informed by a radical need for social freedom through social control.

This empirical perspective revitalises Marx’s (1954: 79–80) view that the ‘‘life-

process of society does not strip off its mystical veil until it is treated as production

by freely associated men, and is consciously regulated by them’’. Gramsci (1977:

202) develops the notion of a self-regulating society through a concern with

rendering ‘‘subjective’’ the ‘‘objective’’ conditions given by the mode of production

so that they ‘‘can be conceived in concrete terms … in relation to the interests of the

class that is as yet still subaltern’’. The paper has built on these arguments by

recognising the possibilities for practices of calculation to institutionalise human-

centred values and goals. In doing so, it has provided a means to break through the

‘objectivity’ of mainstream economic categories, and more importantly, to explore

the real possibilities for social actors to forge a new interconnectedness between

state and society.

The wider implications for anthropologists are, first, that to analyse the

development of labour processes and control systems dialectically, we must

conceptualise the simultaneously practical and cultural dimensions of value

creation. By offering a conception of alienation as bound up with control over

the purposes of labour, the promise of the politics of value creation framework is

that it allows us to extend our analysis beyond traditional factory settings, to an

ever-wider range of occupationally defined ‘classes’ within modern societies. As I

have argued, this fills an important gap within the anthropology of labour, as by

breaking from tendencies that emphasise direct control of the material process, we

are able to analyse the potentials and limits of cooperatives, and also the

contradictory roles of accounting within them. A second conclusion, therefore, is

that an important part of our analysis of how ‘‘post-Fordism organises identity and

consciousness to create self-actualising employees’’ (Kasmir 2005: 81), is a focus

on the practical and cultural roles of accounting systems. Developing a concern with

control through results, offers an important point of connection between critical

literatures on neoliberal audit cultures, citizenship, and labour-management

cooperation, towards a more nuanced analysis of the interplay between structure

and agency. In the context of cooperatives, I have shown that by exploring

accounting at the centre of tensions between claim and belief, we are able to deepen
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our understanding not only of their practical limits, but also of their potential for

cultural and institutional diversity.

By shifting the perspective away from functionalist notions of subjectivity,

therefore, the politics of value creation framework allows us to explore emerging

social economies as the internal socialisation of capitalism as an economic system,

and as institutional manifestations of new human needs. As I have sought to suggest,

the problem is not only theoretical, but a question of praxis and the real movement

of history. Recognising labour as a value creating process allows us to engage

critically with the dynamic social realities that underlie the CMAF’s orientating

principles, ‘the primacy of the individual and the social purpose over capital’, and

‘the coincidence of the interests of user members and the public interest’. As Marx

argues, if societies can generate a certain level of needs, then they can also construct

the adequate institutions and concepts to organise and regulate them. Humanity sets

itself only those tasks that it can solve (Marx 1962: 363).
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