In everything there should be dignity,

and that’s what we were fighting for.
—Maria Pavone, Brazilian textile worker
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PREFAGE

The original essays in this book attempt to make Latin American labor history
accessible to the widest possible readership. In covering some of the most
important events to take place in Latin America between 1930 and 1979, we
authors have taken special care to describe how workers influenced the out-
comes. For this alone, the book would contribute new knowledge to Latin
American history. But we seck to add not only to factual information but to
conceptual understanding as well, and to do this, we employ many analytical
concepts including, most prominently, that of “workers’ control.” The objec-
tive is to explain why the working class of each country participated in public
affairs at critical junctures in history. Readers will learn from these essays that
the reasons motivating workers’ actions are as important as how they behaved.
After all, understanding causality is more useful for analyzing the patterns of
Latin American labor history than the mere memorization of specific worker-
inspired events. Causality of one set of events may be compared with the
causality of another in a different time and place in order to test extant hypoth-
eses and ultimately to build new, more universal paradigms.

The writers of this volume have aspired to present their arguments in the
clearest fashion, to make these vignettes intrinsically interesting, and to write
well. Each chapter is formatted identically and can be read in one sitting.
Each contains a brief introduction on the prior role of workers in their nation’s
history in order to provide the proper context for the intelligent but perhaps
not knowledgeable reader. At the end of each chapter appears a brief post-
script placing the story into the subsequent history of the country. Abibliogra-
phy is appended at the end of the volume so that the readers may follow up
with their own investigations into the history of Latin American workers.

As much as possible, the authors aspire to have this collection read like a
single-author volume. Each chapter strives to make a rigorous argument, the
summaries of which are located in both the introduction and the conclusion.
These arguments comment on the causality that connects workers’ actions to
the great historical events. Quotations are minimized; abstract concepts are
clearly defined in the text. The authors keep the arcane jargon of social
science to a minimum and avoid the endless and confusing acronyms that
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frequently pepper the writing of labor history. This volume also underwent a
rigorous, collective editing and rewriting. The contributors have commented
on each other’s chapters, so that the whole volume benefits from the insights
of many authors. Moreover, we sent out each essay to the leading scholars in
the field. Therefore, this volume has also benefited from the suggestions of
Jack Womack, Alan Knight, Tom Skidmore, Barry Carr, Lou Perez, Rodney
Anderson, Florencia Mallon, Jeff Gould, Paul Goodwin, Torcuato Di Tella,

Julian Laite, Joel Horowitz, Steve Stern, Erick Langer, Paul Drake, Ginny
Burnett, Mike Conniff, Mike Jimenez, Adrian Bantjes, Steve Stern, and Carl
Van Ness. Susan Long drew the maps. Marfa Fernanda Tuozzo in Argentina
and Marcos Tonatiuh Aguila M. in Mexico assisted us in acquiring some of
the photos. In essence, we have produced this book collectively, the same way
in which our subjects have so often contributed to their own history.
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WHAT IS WORKERS®
CONTROL?

JONATHAN C. BROWN

ntil recently, Latin American his-

m tory had been written principally

from the top down. That is to say,

history books often reflected the viewpoints and lives of the elites: the rulers,

politicians, intellectuals, newspaper editors, and professionals. Even studies of

the “popular classes,” the peasants and workers, have reflected the attitudes

and views of their leaders, even though they might have assumed perspectives

and goals different from those of their followers. That this top-down approach

to history was dominant should not cause surprise. After all, those who could

read and write left records, and historically in Latin America, the literate

formed only a small minority. To reconstruct the past, the historian used these

elite records in the form of newspapers, proclamations, letters, and account
books.

But what of the voiceless in history? What of the laborers and peasants who,
even if literate, had been so busy making a precarious living that they had little
time to edit newspapers or leave written records of their lives? Can we assume
that their lives had litle meaning? Little influence? Most of all, students of
history must inquire whether workers and peasants actually counted for little
in history just because few of their documents have been preserved or just
because the extant documentation inflates the role of the elites.

The authors of this volume protest. We believe that the full parameters of
history cannot be known until scholars sharpen their focus to reveal patterns of /
behavior of the common people. By focusing our research as much as possible
on their lives, we are both following and seeking to influence an increasingly
important trend in the study of Latin America’s popular classes. This line of
inquiry concentrates on how historical events affected the workers and how—
and why—the workers acted to shape their own environments.! Therefore,
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this volume brings together several studies of the urban and industrial work-
ers. Such a focus does not automatically eliminate rural workers. In twentieth-
century Latin America, peasants and farm workers have moved into industrial
work, bringing their values and strategies of resistance. Rural-urban migration
also has contributed to the growth of cities in the region. Therefore, the study
of the formative history of urban and industrial workers certainly treats an
important precedent for Latin America.

However, we make no pretense that our treatment of even this indus-
trial sector of the popular classes will be comprehensive, because our essays
deal principally with organized workers, that is, those laborers who belonged
to unions. Depending on time and location, organized laborers may have
counted for only a quarter or a third of a country’s working class. These essays
do not represent the lives of the mass of unorganized workers such as boot-
blacks, housemaids, laundresses, petty sellers, peddlers, and construction la-
borers, among others. Obviously, some workers were more privileged and
active than others. In Latin America, the artisans of the colonial period and
the nineteenth century were noted for clannishness, restricting competition,
and dunning the government for concessions. In the twentieth century, work-
ers in the more dynamic industries—many owned by foreign companies—
received high wages and acquired considerable skills. Most of the chapters in
this volume, in fact, deal with just such workers, be they the oil men of
Mexico, the railroaders of Guatemala, the textile employees of Brazil, or the
copper miners of Chile. Our workers tended to be highly skilled, well paid,
and politically active. Many of our subjects may be said to be “labor aristo-
crats,” the privileged few who could be quite militant in preserving their
privileges vis-a-vis other members of the working class. By the same token, the
highest-paid laborers provided the leadership in forming unions and in ad-
vancing the interests of the working class as a whole. This collection, there-
fore, does not claim to be comprehensive. But it does offer a wide variety of
cases, suggestive of comparative analysis and supportive of a new line of
historical inquiry. ,

All of these episodes in labor control share a common time frame: they all
occurred during the trend period from the Great Depression through the fall
of the Allende government. It comprises the half century spanning from 1930
to the late 1970s. Let us call this era the middle years of the twentieth century.
The middle years were critical economically, politically, and socially.

The Great Depression shocked Latin America’s previous economic re-
liance on exporting raw materials and importing manufactured goods from
the United States and northern Europe. Thereafter, most Latin American
countries followed similar developmental paths. They tended to reject certain
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free-market economic doctrines (though not necessarily capitalism itself), to
increase state regulation of the economy, to stimulate domestic industrializa-
tion as a substitute for the import of industrial products, to display economic
nationalism, and to nationalize the basic industries. Politically, this hfty-year
period was one of populism, revolution, and growing state centralization.
Socially, this trend period was also a time of urbanization. Previously massive
European immigration tapered off in southern Brazil, Argentina, Chile, and
Cuba. Interregional migration now took over to swell the urban population of
Latin America and to exacerbate the urban maladies of slums, congestion,
pollution, and underemployment. Nonetheless, most migrants did not return
to the countryside. In the city, they felt they had greater access to health care,

cultural improvement, industrial employment schools, and perhaps individ-
ual choice.

The economic and social changes that occurred between 1930 and the late
1970s made possible significant political transformations as well. Leaders such
as Cérdenas of Mexico, Perén of Argentina, Vargas of Brazil, and Siles of
Bolivia forged multiclass political movements, introducing urban labor to the
political life of the nation. Their regimes nationalized urban utilities, oil and
steel industries, and transportation facilities—often removing them from the
control of the foreign interests. This was also a time of revolution. Guatemaia,
Bolivia, Cuba, Peru, and Chile experienced political movements that at-
tempted to institute fundamental economic and social change. Although
varied, all these movements declared themselves revolutionary. Once again,
labor and land reforms accompanied the strengthening of the state apparatus.
Foreign-owned industries were nationalized in order to achieve economic
independence for Latin America, but the foreign debt of many countries
grew alarmingly too. Inflation was high in many cases. Although the national
militaries, with United States support, aborted the revolutions of Guatemala
and Chile, the army actually led the so-called revolution in Peru. The pe-
riod between 1930 and 1979 in Latin America certainly was not bereft of
idiosyncrasies.

The middle years of the twentieth century, begun by a depression, also
ended in one. The shock of the debt crisis of the 1980s has tempered Latin
America’s rejection of free-market capitalism. Currently, politicians claiming
to be “market reformers” are going out of their way to slash government
spending, deregulate the economies, and invite foreign capital back on favor-
able terms. By the same token, Latin American officials are now denouncing
the populist and revolutionary policies of the previous age. Encouraged by the
International Monetary Fund to control inflation, they have created eco-
nomic policies that seek to increase labor’s productivity while freezing wages
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at the same time. Since 1980, Latin American workers have faced new hard-
ships. The focus of this volume, nevertheless, remains on the previous pe-
riod of economic regulation, urbanization, and populism—that is, the middle
years of the twentieth century, lasting from 1930 to the late 1g770s.

The question remains: What was the role of the urban and industrial work-
ers in the changes that took place during that trend period? Despite the
centrality of workers to the period, the existing literature tends to treat them as
having been led rather than as having acted on their own. These essays seek to
demonstrate that the workers were capable of influencing national events.
They assumed a large role in undermining the foreign interests in industries
that eventually were nationalized. By strikes and factory takeovers, they forced
the elites to acknowledge their struggles. They rallied and voted and pushed
politicians to adopt more popular policies. In most cases, the urban and
industrial workers were better positioned to influence national events than
were peasants and rural workers. Urban workers did not live isolated and
dispersed, like their country cousins, and their labor organizations aided in-
dustrial workers in resisting the dictates of employers and political authorities.
The following essays demonstrate that the role of urban and industrial workers
looms large. That being the case, several additional questions follow.

For what did the workers struggle during the middle years? We believe that
the answer to this question lies at the level of the shop floor. It is here that
workers defined their lives, their individual worth, their cherished indepen-
dence, and their regard for their peers. Above all, the worker on the shop floor
wished to assure his or her livelihood and the material well-being of his or her
family. In most of our cases, the laborers had already been proletarianized.
That is to say, they had given up most alternate forms of subsistence and lived
almost exclusively on their industrial wages. Employment in industry had
motivated many migrants from the country to give up their ties to the land,
while former artisans may have long since moved from their own shops to the
employer’s factory. This new dependence may not have rankled, so long as the
paychecks came regularly. But a number of conditions rendered proletarians
vulnerable in their wage-earning lives. A downturn in the economic cycle
caused the employer to slash wages, reduce hours, or lay off workers. An
upswing in the cycle forced up the cost of living. The employers also desired,
at times, to increase productivity at the workers’ expense. Owners speeded up
the production line or reorganized work on the shop floor in order to save on
labor. Finally, factory supervisors might be arbitrary. They often prevented a
worker’s just promotion, favored undeserving subordinates, and disrupted ca-
maraderie among employees. The proletarian’s life in Latin America could
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be rewarding in terms of skill acquisition, higher pay, and greater social status;
but, by the same token, industrial work was fraught with dependence, vul-
nerability, and indignity. Consequently, two items formed the agenda of the
workers” struggle: to enhance the dignity of their work and diminish their
vulnerability.

How did Latin American workers struggle to achieve their goals? The fol-
lowing essays demonstrate that laborers struggled on several different levels. At
base, individuals might resort to single acts of resistance. They might absent
themselves from work without permission in order to attend to urgent family
matters. Tools and raw materials might disappear. A machine could break
down unexpectedly. An unpopular supervisor might become subject to prac-
tical jokes or insults. On other occasions, workers might resort to collective
solidarity, to labor organization and union action, in order to intensify the
struggle. Most often, the internal debate preceding action will take the form of
factionalism and leadership struggles. Eventually, revitalized labor organiza-
tions demanded wage increases, job security, work regulations, and labor
contracts. When negotiations failed, the workers went on strike. Unions repre-
senting workers in one sector of the economy will cooperate and support labor
organizations in others, forming federations and confederations. But foreign
and domestic employers in Latin America have been notoriously reluctant to
give in to labor agitation. They blamed unions for promoting a pampered,
lazy proletariat and accused labor leaders of being radicals and communists.
Troublemakers were fired. Employers also had a history of calling on local
and national officials to use force in repressing strikers. Therefore, workers
and their organizations also sought finally to raise their struggle to the political
level. :

These essays deal explicitly with the conundrum of rank-and-file politics.
Certainly, none of us wishes to oversimplify ideological issues by giving the
same weight to worker absenteeism as to factory seizures. Therefore, each au-
thor clarifies when workers engaged in individual acts.of resistance and for
what objectives. Recognizing different levels of workers’ actions to control
their working and community environments, we take pains to contrast the in-
dividual acts of resistance with the less frequent moments of union militancy
and with the even rarer attempts to alter national history directly. The answer
as to why workers choose different tactics in order to gain a measure of control
over their lives has to do with their workplace experiences. Each chapter
shows that workers on the shop floors were sensitive to the ebb and flow of
capital accumulation, to the vagaries of the world economic system, and to
political openings. They were capable of pursuing those great and small tac-
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tics according to a considered estimation of their likelihood of success. Work-
ers knew how to read the economic and political situation in order to decide
on propitious moments for action. This is why strikes were so infrequent.
Since the Great Depression, laborers in Latin America had increasingly
resorted to politics. They goaded politicians to pass labor legislation and pres-
sured judicial authorities to carry out the laws. This political activity was noth-
ing new, for the state’s role in employer-employee relations extends back into
the colonial period, and artisans and workers since independence had not for-
saken their traditions of appealing to political authorities. However, the trend
period from 1930 through the 1970s introduced new forms of political partici-
pation for the urban masses—much of it of their own doing. Governments
established labor ministries, recognized unions, intervened in labor strikes,
and negotiated with employers. National leaders instituted labor reforms.
The reason why particular politicians accomplished these prolabor actions
was partially pragmatic. Urban and industrial workers had grown in number,
universal and woman suffrage had enlarged the voters’ lists, and labor rallies
manifested popular demands in a powerful manner. In an environment in
which the landed elites had been discredited and the middle class remained
underdeveloped, the politician ignored the groundswell of popular demands
at his peril—unless he had solid support of the military. Not all of them did. As
these essays demonstrate, leaders such as Cédrdenas, Perén, Vargas, Siles, and
Allende became potent political forces even in the face of significant patrician
and military opposition. In other cases, workers mounted defensive actions
so as not to lose all previous gains. They collaborated with governments not
of their own choosing and cooperated with conservative leaders or institu-
tions (such as the military government in Peru) so as to preserve labor’s gains
rather than to demand new concessions. Confronted with military repression
in Guatemala and Chile as elsewhere, the working classes strategically re-
trenched to await more appropriate moments for pressing their demands.
When did workers struggle? Factory laborers did not always agitate or strug-
gle at the level of union organization and even less at the level of national
politics. Indeed, these cases are relatively discreet. We can assume that, during
most of the trend period, workers carried on their daily struggles on an individ-
ual basis. For one thing, the composition of the new industrial working class
and competition among its various sectors often operated to divide rather than
to unite. In Latin America, the popular classes were racially and ethnically
heterogeneous. European immigrants often worked in the same industries as
did the native-born, although the immigrants held the skilled and well-paying
positions. Moreover, the native-born of Argentina were darker-skinned crio-
llos from the interior provinces, and many native-born migrants in Brazil were
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blacks. In Peru and Bolivia, the Spanish-speaking cholos who worked regularly
in the copper and tin mines may have looked down upon the Quechua- and
Aymara-speaking peasants and itinerant laborers. Racially, there may have
been little difference between them. Likewise, native-born, Spanish-speaking
Cuban mill workers might have been predominantly black, but the blacks
whom the companies employed as cane cutters were English- and patois-
speakers from the British West Indies and Haiti. Mexican workers might have
been uniformly mestizo and Spanish-speaking, but skill and position in the oil
and rail industries prompted them to observe a social hierarchy that reflected
the racial hierarchy of the colonial past. There were also sex and age differ-
ences. Employers hired women and children to suppress wages, and male
workers retaliated by harassing not the employers but the women and chil-
dren. The working class of Latin America was divided among itself, some-
times by employer design, sometimes by its own composition.

What, pray tell, prompted the urban masses to rise above these differences

- on specific occasions and influence the course of national events? Cause and
opportunity. Employers gave them the cause, and the economic structure and
political conditions afforded them the opportunity. Employers took advantage
of the proletarians’ vulnerabilities by cutting wages, reducing employee priv-
ileges, firing workers, abusing authority, speeding up production, violating
accepted work rules, and hiring outsiders. Often, increased competition, po-
litical backing, or economic hard times motivated the employers to undertake
these measures. During periodic business recessions, the working class re-
sponded to the layoffs mutely. But workers did not accept employer attacks
complacently. Most of the time, they responded with individual actions to
survive and retain some measure of income and dignity. At other times, the
economy assisted workers to redress past grudges. In moments of economic
revival, when employers began rehiring, workers organized new and stronger
unions. They selected tough labor bosses and supported—even urged—their
leaders in calling for strikes. When thousands of urban workers took actions
simultaneously, the politicians could not ignore them. All across Latin Amer-
ica in this fifty-year period, there was a strong coincidence of strike activity and
populist and revolutionary movements. Indeed, the timing of the business
cycle of the international economy provided workers of many countries with
some of the same moments of opportunity. (See figs. 1, 2, and 3.)

Once having contributed to political movements, however, the workers did
not entirely control them. The entourages of populists and revolutionaries
represented other constituencies. Thus, a popular government’s nationaliza-
tion of an industry—such as the railways of Mexico or the copper mines of
Chile—provided no guarantee that workers would.achieve their goals. Even
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Figure 1. Labor Strikes in Mexico, 19301979
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Figure 2. Labor Strikes in Argentina, 1930-1979
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the popular governments had their own agenda, separate from that of the
workers who supported it, and government administrators often behaved sus-
piciously like the old employers. So the struggle never completely ended.

The following chapters, therefore, show the variety of the urban and indus-
trial workers’ contributions to their own history and to their nations’ histories.
These vignettes depict remarkable successes and tragic failures but seldom
total defeat and never crushing blows that permanently subordinated the
working class to the whims of the elite. Our survey takes us to the important
struggles in Latin America. We journey from the sugar mill seizures of Cuba,
to the oil nationalization and railway strikes of Mexico, to the attempted
revolution in Guatemala, to the railway nationalization and Peronism of Ar-
gentina, to Brazil’s textile strikes, to the miners-cum-revolutionaries in Bolivia,
to Peru’s copper strikes, and finally to the revolutionary miners of Chile.
There the saga ends with a military counterrevolution. Perhaps the latter
forms too tragic and forlorn a conclusion to this volume. We really wish to
emphasize that the struggle for workers’ control never ends. It is constantly
being negotiated everywhere, at all times, and at some level. What, finally,
does this term really mean?? Here is our definition.

Workers' control refers to the struggle of workers on the shop floor to gain
sufficient command of the work process to bring dignity to their proletarian
lives.> Most often, workers struggle against wage cuts, layoffs, arbitrary super-
visors, declining real wages, and reorganization of work that makes them bear
the cost. Workers' control, of course, is never achieved but always under
renegotiation between workers and their employer—whether that employer is
a foreign company, a domestic entrepreneur, or the nation-state itself. Most
often, the struggle continues sub rosa with workers undertaking individual
acts of resistance. But workers overcome their internal class divisions during
propitious economic times such as a resurgence of the economy and relative
full employment or during favorable political events, some of which they may
help to bring about. They attempt to take their shop struggles into the commu-
nity and also into national life. Workers form labor unions and engage in
strikes during these moments. Frequently, they seize the opportunity to re-
place complacent labor leaders with aggressive ones. If political leaders re-
spond to such popular demands occurring simultaneously in many places of
work, the result leads to a populist or revolutionary movement that brings
about significant changes at the national level. These changes have included
labor legislation, social reforms, labor participation in government, and the
nationalization of industries. All too frequently, these worker-inspired actions
produced a political backlash and repression, of which this volume contains
numerous examples.
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In subsuming the concept of workers’ control of the work process to the
broader idea of workers’ control over their working lives, we desire to to draw a
clear distinction between them. The former refers to “workers’ power over the
means of production”—or the productive processes—in the more traditional
sense.* We use the idea of workers’ control over their working lives to refer to
the multifaceted struggle including, but not limited to, the battle for wage
increases, job security, better working and housing conditions, and control
over the productive processes. The locus of this broader struggle is usually the
shop floor or the work site.

For this reason, each chapter is focused on the work process in various
industries, in different countries, and in distinct historical contexts. Moreover,
we propose one particular theoretical contribution for the particular utility of
the workers’ control paradigm as it applies to Latin America: that is, the
workers” demonstrated ability—at certain conjunctional moments—to bring
their workplace struggles to national attention and thereby to influence na-
tional events. We are not the first scholars of Latin American labor to make the
connection between workplace struggles and labor’s participation in national
events. Such connections already have received abundant notice in the works
of James, Bergquist, French, Brennan, Winn, and Gould, among others.* But
we believe we are the first to reformulate the concept of workers” control in
order to include the idea that ongoing workplace struggles motivate the larger
political commitments of Latin American workers.

Of course, the concept of workers’ control, like gender and culture, is a
theoretical abstraction. One way we see workers’ control as a useful concept is
that it refers to the struggles of working people to gain power for a variety of
ends. Workers seek leverage in order to limit the power that their employers
wield over their lives. The struggle for control, as Montgomery and othérs
have pointed out, is long term and unrelenting. At rare instances, workers use
dramatic tactics such as voting, strikes, or violence to resist being exploited
by their employers. They attempt to achieve particular objectives (wage in-
creases, health care, removal of abusive supervisors, and appointment of sym-
pathetic public officials). By thinking of discreet episodes of resistance as
moments in this long-term struggle for power—regardless of their immediate
objectives and tactics—we get away from redueing labor history either to a
melee for money or to a great, predestined march to socialism.

Ours is a history from the bottom up, and our treatment of politics reflects
this vigorous orientation. We concentrate on the experience of the working
people in the mines and factories as well as in their communities. Labor
historians often claim to present the view from below but usually settle on
quoting the views of the labor leadership. In contrast, when we deal with
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politics, we do so from the level of the rank and file. Thus, we subordinate
formal ideology in an effort to re-create the culture of the working class, which
has been shaped by what the workers brought with them to their places of
work as well as by their concrete experiences with the labor processes and
relations of production they found there. The bottom-up approach is fruitful
and revealing, because the rank and file did not always follow the ideological
trends set by their anarchist, syndicalist, communist, and nationalist spokes-
persons. But the bottom-up approach is also difficult. It requires the historian
to go beyond the union halls to the workplaces themselves.

Given the constraints imposed upon us by available resources about the
workplace, the workers’ own ideology (or “politics”) is not easily discerned.
We have clearly unearthed previously undocumented forms of behavioral
resistance from which we may posit some broader conclusions, even what the
workers “really thought.” However, we have to admit that few of us really know
“what the workers were thinking.” Only three of us were able to interview
them. Others of us attempt to deduce their thinking based on an interpreta-
tion of their actions and the demands voiced by their leaders. Nevertheless, we
cannot decide definitively whether they intended their actions to have the
political consequences they did have. Indeed, historical actors may rarely
consider the long-range effects of their actions. The following chapters ex-
plain how the struggle for workers’ control in Latin America during the mid-
dle years contributed to the making of history.

-Notes

1. Some of the most influential of these works include Rodney D. Anderson, Out-
casts in Their Own Land: Mexican Industrial Workers, 1go6—1911 (DeKalb, I11., 1976);
Samuel Baily, “The Italians and the Development of Organized Labor in Argentina,
Brazil, and the United States, 1880-1916,” Journal of Social History 3 (1969): 123-34;
Charles W. Bergquist, Labor in Latin America: Comparative Essays on Chile, Argen-
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Sugar Mill Workers and the
1933 Cuban Revolution

MICHAEL MARCONI BRAGA

he standard of living of Cuban
sugar mill and cane field workers
declined steadily during the 19208
as the sugar industry attempted to reduce costs of production and to battle the
effects caused by worldwide overproduction. With the onset of the Great
Depression in the 1930s, the living standards of sugar workers declined even
further. Mill owners slashed wages and reduced employment, leaving both
cane and mill workers in a state of abject misery. At first, sugar workers were
prohibited from protesting against their deteriorating position by the strong-
arm tactics of President Gerardo Machado. But when the Machado govern-
ment fell in August 1933, sugar workers reacted exploswely They demanded
higher wages, shorter workdays, improvements in living conditions, ]Ob se-
curity, and the recognition of labor unions by employers. Management re--
fused to meet these demands, and workers seized the majority of sugar mills
on the island. They threatened the lives of managers. They helped themselves
to food and supplies from company storehouses. The workers remained in
control of the mills for most of September, forcing changes in legislation
governing practically every aspect of sugarcane production. As a result, work-
ers obligated owners to pay a minimum wage to both mill and field workers.
They also compelled management to obey work rules on the shop floor and
prohibited the firing of employees without just cause. These were certainly
among the most significant reforms that occurred as a result of the revolution

of 1933.
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Thus far, the historical literature has overlooked the role of sugar workers
in this revolution. Historians of the events of 1933 prefer to"deal with the
student uprisings, increasingly violent defiance in urban areas, and the re-
bellion within the military. Cuban and Soviet authors have recently given
more than passing attention to sugar mill takeovers, but many questions still
remain unanswered.! For instance, why did sugar workers take over the sugar
mills? To what éxtent was the power vacuum created by the fall of Ma-
chado and the rebellion in the military responsible for the success of their
movement? What did the workers do when they were in charge of the mills?
Why did they eventually return the mills to the owners? What were the ma-
jor points of contention between management and labor during contract
negotiations? And what were the long-term consequences of the workers’
actions? ' R

In order to answer these questions, this chapter draws on documents con-
tained in the Braga Brothers Collection at the University of Florida at Gaines-
ville. The collection houses the complete records of the Czamikow Rionda
Company, its affiliates, and subsidiaries, which at the time of the uprisings
owned five sugar mills and had an interest in a number of others.” Based on
the information gleaned from these and other sources, it is possible to con-
clude that workers rebelled because they were hungry, because they were
frustrated ata decade-long decline in their living standards, and because they
were angry at management’s intransigent neglect of their conditions. The
collapse of the Machado administration in August 1933 and the Sergeants
Rebellion led by Fulgencio Batista in September of the same year provided
workers with a window of opportunity. Cane cutters and railway and factory
employees, led by a vanguard of skilled mechanics and technicians, conse-
quently established control over sugar mills across the country. The uprising
was largely spontaneous and led by local union leaders, many of whom were
labor agitators who had taken jobs at the mills in the years immediately
preceding the revolution. Communists and other labor organizers acknowl-
edged that the movement took them by surprise. They had to scramble to send
delegates to the distant mills to help direct worker activities. Although man-
agers called for assistance to put down the insurgency, the government and
the military were in a complete state of disarray at the time and could not
respond. Managers found themselves with few alternatives other than to con-
cede to most of the labor demands. When workers finally opted to return the
mills to owners, they had completely restructured relations of production in
_the weakened sugar industry. In the process, they restored lost dignity to
themselves and gained greater control over their lives.



18 * Michael Marconi Braga

Working-Class Tensions

The sugar mdustry dominated Cuba’s economy and society since the late
cighteenth century. The single-minded focus on this one product brought
occasional prosperity to the island. At the same time, Cuba depended on
overseas markets and was vulnerable to dramatic swings in international cotn-
modity prices. Periodic recessions, triggered by changes in market conditions,
accentuiated already simmering tensions between members of the sugar in-
dustrys multiethnic workforce and also between labor and’ capital. Rebel-
lions, racial conflicts, insurgency, and all-out guerrilla warfare were often the
consequences. 3 By the time of the sugar mill takeovers in 1933, the sugar
industry was dlrectly or indirectly responsible for the livelihood of two-thirds
of the ‘Cuban_pgpulatlron_, Sugar sales represented four-fifths of the country’s
export earnings.* In Cuba, the cyclical nature of the sugar economy and
tensions within the working class set the pace for political and social life.

The Cuban sugar industry consisted of an agricultural sector devoted to the
cultivation and harvesting of cane and an industiial sector concerned with the
processing of raw sugar. In 1933, forelgn capltal domlnated both the agricul-
tural and industrial sectors of the sugar industry. United States and Canadian
corporations and banks owned or controlled approximately 100 of the 135
operating sugar mills as well as 20 percent of the arable land, producing some
three-quarters of Cuba’s total sugar output. > These North American—owned
mills tended to place Enghsh—speaklng foreigners in the top-level manage-
ment and technical positions. This meant that Cubans did not control the
profits from their principal industry and were relegated to the role of servants
to foreign capital. The relationship between Cuban workers and North Amer-
ican managers was consequently t talnted by feehngs of resentment. These
feelings were easily exploited by natlonahsts which contrlbuted to the unrest
of1933.

“Similar antagonism existed among sugar workers themselves. The labor
force consisted of hundreds of thousands of workers with varying skill levels,
racial and ethnic backgrounds, and standards of hvmg Such heterogenelty‘
made it difficult for workers to form a united front against capital and fight for
their needs But over the years, workers learned to broaden their movement as
much as p0531ble incorporating workers with widely disparate skills and back-
grounds. Although the diverse groups of sugar workers never truly bonded,
they were all equially frustrated by their declining living standards and lack of
control over their lives,. Their simultaneous explosion in 1933.helped many
workers to achleve what - they wanted.
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Map 1. The Rionda Company sugar mills in Cuba, 1933

Field workers employed at plantations were the most divided of all. They /
came from different countries, did not speak the same languages, and had
dissimilar standards. of living. Cane farmers and sugar companies hired field
workers on a temporary basis during the harvest season. They cut cane by |
hand and loaded the stalks onto oxcarts and railway cars to be taken to the
mills. At first, field work was done primarily by former slaves, poor white
peasants, and seasonal European immigrants 1 from the Canary Islands. But
when these workers declined to work for low pay and began agitating for wage
increases from 1912 onward, the larger and more modern plantations at the
eastern end of the island increasingly began to import black workers from
other Caribbean islands.® Haitians and Jamaicans were willing to work for less
money than native Cubans and endured the miserable living and working
conditions. In turn, these immigrants spoke Creole French or English, mak-
ing them less easily influenced by Spamsh—speakmg labor organizers. By 1933,
approx1mately half of the five hundred thousand cane cutters working the har-
vest were Haitians or Jamaicans. Although they were originally supposed to re-
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turn to their countries of origin after the harvest season, most of them resided
in Cuba year-round. In the dead season, when harvest activity ceased, they
would simply drift off into the countryside or head to the cities to find work.”

Native Cubans strongly objected to the presence of Haitian and Jamaican
workers, because these immigrants represented a threat to their livelihood. In
]\\ QJ x S response, native Cubans took their struggle to the pohtlcal level , attempting to

oA

convince the government to impose bans on the hiring of i immigrant labor.
Although workers finally succeeded in getting laws passed in the 1920s, sugar
companies paid no attention to the bans and continued to import workers.® As
a result, native Cubans retained a deep animosity for the immigrant cane
cutters and never ]omed with them to ﬁght agamst ‘the capitalist class. Field
workers also bore similar feelings of antipathy toward Spanish-born super-
visors, as well other foreign administrators, for hiring immigrants in the first
place. Tensions and animosity, therefore, divided the class of workers that
labored in the cane fields and also set one class against another.

Some heterogeneity also divided the mill workers. Yet they had proved
more willing than field workers to join together in labor unions. The milling
process required both skilled and unskilled labor. The unskilled tasks, such

" as cleaning the mill floor and keeping the channels under it from getting
clogged, were handled by African Cubans, whereas the jobs requiring me-
chanical, electrical, chemical, or woodworking skills were monopolized by
“Spamards and white Cubans. Following independence in 1902, Spanish im-
migrants flooded into Cuba to take advantage of expanding job opportunities.
They were initially preferred by mill owners because they tended to work hard
to establish themselves in Cuba and also because they often remained aloof
from Cuban labor struggles during the years preceding World War 1. Conse-
quently, Spaniards displaced Cubans from technical and middle-level man-
agement positions in the mills, thereby creating sources of animosity.? In
addition to ethnic conflict between Spaniards and Cubans, considerable ra-
cial tension existed between white and black workers within the mills. But
these considerations tended to be played down as the effects of the Great
Depression and industry recession wore on and the need to-develop a.united
front became apparent.

Ultlmately, Spaniards and Cubans, blacks and whites, fought together dur-
ing the takeover movement, presenting unified lists of demands in many

.. places that called for an end to racial discrimination. 10 By 1933, mill workers

realized the power of an uprising of the masses of field workers and the fear it

/ - generated in the capitalist class. So mill workers began to associate themselves
3 with that power in order to obtain their demands. In return, petltlons began to

include the requ1rernents of both industrial and agricultural labor. Through-
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out, however, the approximately fifty thousand mill workers on the island
clearly represented the vanguard of the takeover movement.
"By the time of the 1933 revolution, workers were loosely organized into
unions affiliated with the Cuban National Confederation of Workers and the
National Sugar Industry Workers Union.!! However, management had not
recognized these unions. With the help of the government troops, known as
the Rural Guard, mill owners had made every effort to repress union activity.
Perhaps an even harder task than unifying their own members, therefore, was
the workers’ struggle against management to be allowed to organize and form
unions. Most sugar mills in Cuba operated like independent fiefdoms. The
owners had almost complete control over who could live and work within the
mill compound and the adjoining fields. Utilizing the Rural Guard, manage-
ment usually found it easy to rout out union agitators from the general popula-
tion of workers and exile these troublemakers and their families from the
plantations.'? Consequently, mill workers had to overcome two significant
obstacles prior to the takeover. movement of 1933. Théy had to unify the
working class, and they had to organize in the face of intense opposition from
mill owners and the Rural Guard, Communists, anarcho-syndicalists and -
other prolabor organizations helped workers overcome these barriers. Orga-
nizers were clandestinely sent to the mills to help disseminate ideas at the
beginning of the decade, and many of these organizers played a crucial role in
the pending uprisings even though they were often cut off from their central
labor organizations.

Preceding the 1933 revolution, many factors conspired against efforts of

Cuban sugar workers to obtain improvements in living conditions andto gain "/

c6ntro] Htliver their lives. The mills were usually located far from populatlgn

centers, which made managerhent less beholden to the laws of the state and |
more likely to police workers on its own terms. The mills also had ‘mostly
seasonal workforces and large influxes of foreigners, making union organiza-
tion extremely difficult. Moreover, during‘xvth-iek depression, the living condi-
tions of workers deteriorated rapidly, their pay diminished, and tens of thou-
sands of jobs wg;}e‘k‘_e‘:‘liminated. Agricultural, industrial, skilled, and unskilled
workers of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds still succeeded in coordinat-
ing a widespread revolt in an effort to take control of their lives.

Dance of the Millions

Tn order to explain why living conditions declined and workers eventually
rebelled in 1933, it is necessary to go back to the beginning of World War I to
show how the sugar industry evolved and how sugar workers were affected by
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and reacted to political and economic changes. The period from 1914 to 1918
was characterized by the expansion of the Cuban sugar industry. World War I
~ was fought on the beet ficlds of Europe, causing European sugar production
i to decline from 8.6 million tons in 1913 to 3.1 million tons in 1918.1> The
Cuban sugar industry expanded rapidly to fill the void. (See fig. 4.) Foreign
capltal poured into the country in order to finance the construction of new
sugar mills, modernize port facilities, and extend railway lines. As a result,

Cuba’s sugar production rose dramatically, and its share of the world sugar
market grew from 16 to 34 percent. Annual profits increased from $120 million
to more than $400 million by 1918.1* The owners were not particularly in-
clined to share these earnings with workers.

Along with growth and profits, the war years were also a time of high
inflation and increasing conflict between labor and capital. The war caused
shortages of goods, forcing prices of basic necessities to rise by more than 100
percent. At the same time, real wages fell.”® The drop in purchasing power
caused sugar workers to begin agitating for pay hikes, for lower consumer
prices, and for the right to form labor unions. In October 1917, strikes broke
out at forty-eight sugar mills. They were led by the skilled workers—machin-
ists, mechanics, electricians, iron workers, and carpenters, who were mostly of
Spanish.origin. Agricultural workers, most of whom were transient Haitians
and Jamaicans, the most populous part of the sugar industry workforce, did
not participate. Unwilling to concede to mill workers’ demands, the owners
asked the government to send in the Cuban army. They also called on assis-
tance from the United States Marines, who had established a presence in the
sugar districts since the outbreak of violence following the 1916 presidential
elections. The combined U.S. and Cuban forces quickly succeeded in re-
pressing the workers’ movement. Sugar companies then sent strikebreakers to
replace striking workers, while the government arrested national leaders and
deported foreign ones. !¢

The mill owners gave the workers a 10 percent wage increase in the hope
that this would satisfy them, but labor’s efforts to achieve greater control over
the Workplace were stifled. Despite their failure to achieve many of their
demands, sugar workers learned a great deal from their participation in the
strikes. One of the reasons that they were so easily defeated was that the field
workers had not joined with the mill laborers. Moreover, workers from related
sectors of the economy, such as railways and ports, had not allied with the
strike movement in order to form a united front against capital. Another factor
that contributed to their defeat was the willingness of the U.S. government to
deploy troops. In succeeding struggles, sugar workers were careful to form
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Figure 4. Value of Cuban Sugar Harvest, 1915-1938

alliances with workers in other branches of the economy and also to step up
propaganda campaigns against the threatof U.S. intervention.

In 1919 and 1920, sugar companies experienced an astronomical increase in
profits owing t6 Tising sugar prices and an equally precipitous drop in profits
when prices suddenly plunged. Following World War I, rumors circulated
that the United States was benefiting from wartime price controls by reselling
Cuban sugar at a profit. Cuban producers responded by withholding their
supply, forcing the United States to abandon its pricing policy. Between June
1919 and May 1920, prices rose from 6.5¢ to 22.5¢ a.pound, and Cuba was
awash in money.!” The total value of Cuban sugar reached nearly a billion
dollars. Thinking that the boom would last at least until the following harvest,
mill owners, cane fér‘me.rs\, and spcculator‘sﬂ“rgqled‘_‘tqvexpgnd_p;oduction. They
borrowed heavily from local and international banks on terms relating to the
eventual sale of sugar at prices ranging from 15¢ to 20¢ per pound.

However, by the end of the summer, sugar prices sank as fast as they had
risen. In December 1920, they hit a low of 3.75¢ a pound. The sugar and

\pf//(;ﬂfﬁf
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banking industries were devastated. Seventy-nine percent of all sugar mills
went into receivership, and nineteen Cuban banks with outstanding loans of
more than $130 million went bankrupt. The only survivors were industries
and banks that held significant assets abroad. National City Bank and the
Royal Bank of Canada emerged the strongest of all. The former took over ap-
proximately sixty sugar mills after the crash, representing one-third of Cuba’s
productive capacity.'® The dominance of international banks following the
market collapse ushered in a new era. From 1920 on, banks only tended to
loan money to properties in which they held financial interest. Smaller inde-
pendent mills either had to form an alliance with one of the huge foreign-
owned conglomerates or go out of business, which caused the sugar industry
to become more consolidated.!? At the same time, banks pressured sugar mills
to continue expanding production and to reduce costs in every conceivable
way. This strategy ultimately proved to be a burden for both the workers and
o+ the Cuban industry as a whole, contributing greatly to the coming rebellion.
) After the crash, from 1920 to 1924, sugar workers intensified their protf;sts
because capital was forcing them to assume an overwhe‘lrni’ng share of the
sacrifices. Sugar mills dismissed workers and reduced wages in order to bring
costs in line with revenues and to begin paying off debts. The international
banks favored these initiatives. ngks also provided additional funds to en-
courage industries to increase mill efficiency through the incorporation of
economies of scale.? As a result of protests from local workers about their
declining real wages, sugar mills and cane farmers increasingly turned to
imported labor. Sugar mills encouraged more than ninety-five thousand Hai-
tians and Jamaicans to come to Cuba to work the harvests between 1920
and 1925. Besides their willingness to receive less pay, these immigrants also
proved reluctant to join labor unions.?! Sugar companies, therefore, benefited
from transient labor. They saved on their yvs;égé‘B‘iHsv‘éﬁd also avoided some of
the bottlenecks in production caused by periodic protests. Native Cubans who
had previously worked the sugar harvests had to pay the price.

Cost cutting, the incorporation of economies of scale, and the importation
of cheaper labor from Haiti and Jamaica cost many native Cubans their jobs.
For instance, management at the Tuinucu sugar mill laid off 150 workers
in 1921 and reduced wages by 20 percent. Similar cuts were made at mills
+._throughout the island. In response, there was an increase in protest activity,
culminating in the strikes of 1924. In that year, workers protested at approx-
imately thirty mills.2? The strikes started at Central Moré6n, a Cuba Cane
Corporation factory. Spurred on by the Morén faction of the Railway Brother-
hood, an anarcho-syndicalist union made up primarily of Spaniards and Span-
ish Cubans, mill workers boycotted work after management decided to re-
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duce the payroll by two hundred dollars a day. Workers suggested that if the
company was going to reduce pay, then the workday should be reduced
accordingly. They also objected to the fact that North American employees
did not suffer equal pay cuts. The Moré6n factory workers demanded that the
company stop paying employees in tokens orscript, that workers be permitted
to purchase goods at other locales besides the company store, and that Cuba
Cane refrain from hiring foreign workers. In addition, they petitioned for the
right to unionize and for the cessation of terror and repressive tactics. The
company responded by immediately firing the striking workers and evicting
thern from company houses. Cuba Cane management also informed the mill
restaurant and grocery stores that striking workers were no longer in its em-
ploy, stopping these enterprises from supplying workers with food and sup-
plies. Incensed by these actions, the Railway Brotherhood encouraged mill
workers at four other Cuba Cane factories (Jagiieyal, Stewart, Violeta, and
Velasco) to walk out in solidarity with the Morén workers. Management re-
sponded once again by firing the striking workers. Railway workers and ste-
vedores at area ports, both affiliated with Railway Brotherhood, then struck in
solidarity with the Cuba Cane mill workers, refusing to unload machinery
and supplies from cargo ships and transport these items to Cuba Cane mills.
Cut off from the ports, the company was forced to negotiate. Management

agreed to reinstate the men who had gone on strike and to pay them fort-"

nightly and in cash. The company also granted workers the right to unionize
andjtoappomtshop stewards to each department.?

“The success of the strikers at Cuba Cane mills stimulated approximately
fourteen thouéér»ldbwgrkers‘;}h at other sugar mills in Cuba to adopt similar
tactics. Management was forced to make concessions to labor in many of
these places as well.2* Compared with the strikes of 1917, the 1924 protest

movement was a huge success. Mill workers still did not unite with Haiti_ans«xxji
and Jamaican field workers, which is evident from the fact that they called for’

management to stop importing foreign labor. However, mill workers did re-
ceive assistance from workers in other vital sectors of the economy. Another
factor that assisted the sugar workers in 1924 was that the incumbent political
administration was involved in an electoral campaign and proved reluctant to
call troops into the mills for fear of losing votes.?’ The delay on the part of
government gave sugar workers their first opportunity to obtain some of their
demands.

“Labor's triumph did not last long. Between 1925 and 1929, the Cuban

government clamped down hard on organized labor and feijeéled most of the
gains that workers had achieved during the 1924 strikes. Although President,~ =

Gerardo Machado played lip service to the needs of workers and at first
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appeared to be a populist, he soon supported capital at labor’s expense. He
once promised U.S. businessmen in New York not to let any strike last longer
than twenty-four hours. Machado made good on his word. During his seven-
year regime, he ordered the arrest, deportation, and assassination of labor
leaders. He also proh1b1ted union meetings and strikes.26 Despite Machado’s
reign of terror, unions continued to operate underground. The Communist
Party, founded in 1925, gradually gained control of the Cuban National Labor
Confederation from the anarcho-syndicalists. Communist labor leaders orga-
nized several urban strikes in 1927 and 1930. However, the communists did not
succeed in organizing sugar workers unti] the onset of the Great Depression.?”

For the first five years of the Machado administration, labor disturbances at
sugar mills were effectively stifled. Machado did attempt to relieve unemploy-
ment and social tensions caused by a slump in the world sugar market, by
borrowing and investing in public works projects such as the construction of a
central highway and a presidential palace in Hayana.?® Some workers dis-
placed from sugar mills after 1926 found jobs on these projects. Because of the
worldwide oversupply of sugar at the time, sugar mills had sought to stimulate
prices by cutting back production. Prices rose brleﬂy in 1927, but they headed
downward again soon afterward, dlpplng below 2¢ a ‘pound in 1929.2 Instead
- of improving the economy, therefore, crop restrictions actually forced mill
owners to reduce their labor force, while declining prices prompted them to
slash wages. The onset of the Great Depression only made matters worse.
Sugar industry profits contmued to decline, and bank financing for public
works projects rapidly dried up. Suddenly, Machado had to confront increas-
ing unemployment, falling standards of living, and the ramlﬁcatlons of years
of political repression—all at the same time.

During the first years of the Great Depression, from 1930 to 1933, Cuba suf-
fered from an absolute deterioration in social, economic, and pohtlcal condi-
tions. The United States in 1930 implemented the Hawley—Smoot Tariff, rais-

ing import duties on Cuban sugar. This law, designed to protect domestic cane *

and beet producers, actually benefited sugar producers in the U.S. possessions
of Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. Increasing exports to the United
States from these territories caused Cuba’s share of the North American mar-
ket to fall from 51.9 percent in 1929 0 24.6 percent in 1934. Total Cuban exports
to the United States dropped from 3.7 million to 1.4 million tons.? Falling
production, prices, and profits crippled the Cuban sugar industry’s ability to
pay the interest on its massive.debts. Banks reacted by tightening their supply
of credit. Sugar mills became involved in a running battle with banks to obtain
the funds necessary to remain in production. Producers cut wages and em-
ployment even further and reduced expenditures on repairs and planting 3!
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In the meantime, economic conditions failed to improve. Sugar prices

dropped below 1¢ per pound, forcing many mills to close down. By 1933, only
135 mills Wérél operating, as compared with 183 in 1925. It is difficult to ascer-
‘tain exactly how many jobs in the sugar industry were lost. According to
several sources, more than 250,000 heads of families, representing approx-
imately 1 million persons, were permanently unemployed at the time.>? With
regard to wages of those who managed to retain their jobs, cane cutters found
their pay reduced from 8o¢ to 25¢ per 100 arrobas from 1925 to 1933. (An arroba
equals roughly twenty-five pounds of cut cane.) Average wages of mill workers
fell from $2.40 per day in 1925 to Jess than $1.00 a day in1933. To make matters
worse, these wages were often paid in tokens or script, which had to be
exchanged for marked-up goods at the company store. The harvest season
Wés reduped by two months, and dead-season budgets were ,sl.ashed,by,,half.”
Now, the majority of workers were unemployed for eight months instead of
six, and the prospects of earning income in the dead season were practically
liminated. Spech O BalTe T .
" Hunger became an acute problem. In lieu of money, the workers were
ultimately given seeds and parcels of land on which they could grow vegeta-
ble‘s_i_nwgr‘d'e‘:r to survive.3* “Many people come to the [mill compound] who
are going hungry and we have offered them meat and milk,” reported the
general manager of the Manati Sugar Company. “Every day we have 110 to 112
men to eat and everyone here is giving. . . . In 20 years that I have been in
Cuba I have never seen the neediness of people like this year.”® Another
Rionda official issued a similar report shortly before the dramatic events of
September 1933. In this case, the manager asked for “money or food to relieve
some of the misery” He added that something should be done quickly, “be-
cause with all this hunger no one can control the state of anarchy that is
spreading throughout the island.” Since the onset of the Great Depression,
social unrest increased in both the cities and, countryside. Declining eco-
nomic conditions and frustration with the Machado government caused op-
ponents of the regime to rise up. Violence escalated, as did labor agitation.
The Cuban National Labor Confederation, led by members of the Commu-
nist Party, intensified efforts to organize sugar workers. In 1932, the National
Sugar Industry Workers Union was established, and delegates from thirty-two
sugar mills attended a labor conference in February ghf‘_\‘t}}gt«year.” Plans were
drawn up for a widespread response to deteriorating econé}ﬁfé“ﬁcﬁonditions.

The collapse of the Machado regime and a rebellion within the army
created a power vacuum that workers both helped to create and quickly took
advantage of. At the beginning of 1933, sugarcane workers had stepped up
their protests. Cane fields were set afire, while some twenty thousand mill
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workers struck for higher wages at twenty-five sugar factories. The government
retained enough power at that time to repress the workers and force them to
complete the harvest.* Then in August, a general strike, initiated by Havana
bus drivers and other urban workers, was called by the Cuban National Con-
federation of Workers. The entire economy came to a halt. The strike forced
President Machado to step down, and an interim government under Carlos
Manuel Céspedes was formed. But the Céspedes government barely survived
three weeks before it was toppled by a military rebellion.* :
"On 4 September a group of noncommissioned officers led by Sergeant.
Fulgencio Batista rebelled and took over Camp Columbia in the center of
“' Havana. They were reacting to rumors that many enlisted men were going to

-+ be discharged and their wages reduced. But there were other reasons as well.

Enlisted men objected to their deteriorating living standards and the contrast-
ing corrupt and opulent lifestyles of the officers. Believing that U.S. armed
intervention was imminent and would result in their reinstatement, officers
barricaded themselves in the National Hotel in downtown Havana, where
they conspired for the rest of the month. U.S. troops never arrived. After much
anticipation, fighting finally broke out on 2 October between the officers
inside the hotel and the enlisted men surrounding it. Two days later, the
officers surrendered, allowing Sergeant Batista to assume undisputed control
of the army.*® During the period in which officers occupied the National
Hotel, plantation workers rebelled and seized sugar mills across the island.
This brief span of time was the opportunity sugar workers had been waiting
for. Because of the breakdown in the military, there was no one to stop them.

The Old Feeling Has Disappeared

Sugar workers joined the strike movement somewhat later than workers in
urban areas. It was the middle of the dead season, and because of the depres-
sion, many mills were completely closed down. Nevertheless, sugar workers
presented lists of demands to management at the end of August. When these
demands were not met, tensions escalated. At the Preston mill, owned by the
United Fruit Company, workers revolted. The situation must have been se-
rious, for the company authorized its manager to sign whatever agreement he
thought necessary to avoid loss of life and property.*! Similar events occurred
atother mills, but it was really the Sergeants Revolt in September that released
the pent-up frustrations and anger of sugar workers. Throughout the country,
an estimated two hundred thousand mill and field workers, led by a vanguard
of skilled laborers, seized nearly 120 sugar mills.#2 The workers remained in
control of the mills for most of September.
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What did the workers want? They requested higher wages, improvements™’
in living conditions, job security, and greater control of the workplace. With

' re’spkect to wages and work time, both field and mill workers asked for an eight-
hour day and a corresponding minimum daily wage for unskilled workers of
$1.00, They requestedproportlonalwage increases for skilled labor. Sugar
workers also demanded to be paid on time and in cash instead of with tokens
or script. They asked that prices be reduced at the company store. With regard
to improvements in living standards, both ﬁeld and mill workers required
sugar companies to provide them with free housing, water, and electricity-all
year round. They petitioned for improvements in mill compounds such as
repairs to houses and buildings and the installation of better drainage and
sanitation_systems.” The workers also asked for impﬁrgy@d.,‘cducatiox{gf ‘and
health facilities, for a doctor to be stationed permarféntly at the mills, and for
the provision of accident insurance. Concerning workplace control, workers
demanded that unions be recognized by employers and that the Rural Guard
cée_lgev from repressing legitimate protests. Workers solicited promises from
sugar companies, stating that labor would not be punished after strikes ended.
No worker was to be fired without just cause. Management was also required
to stop evicting families from plantations after their jobs had been termi-
nated . Of these demands, wages and control of the workplace led to funda-
mental disagreements between capital and labor.

When managers refused to meet worker demands, arguing that because of
market conditions they could not possibly comply, the workers rebelled. They Drd,
seized sugar mills across the country, becoming completely responsible for 9
Jaw and order at the plantations for two to three weeks. How were the take- /]
overs organized? What exactly did workers do while they were in charge of the )
mills? Alfhiough conditions varied somewhat from place to place, sugar work-
ers followed similar strategies. After taking the mills by force, the workers
usually set up strike committees, made up of three to nine members, under
the aqspié@ls;é;fdlg‘(:al_;linioﬁs';QThe workers elected members of the strike
comfr;ji:pg;g}by ‘majority vote, usually selecting skilled personnel pertaining to
the mill but occasionally appointing outside organiz,ers‘linkcd to the National
Confederation of Workers and the National Sugar Industry Workers Union. ™
'liH;e;tyyhgmlgbéiftéfééﬁiiéﬁoﬁé@ege dominated by members of the Communist
Party at the 4t}ime.HB{1"'[mt”Hé:. communists were not completely in charge of the
tgkeover movement In fact, Communist Party officials in Havana admitted
that the mill seizures took them by surprise and that they had to scramble to
keep up with worker initiatives. Communist Party representatives rushed from

mill to mill throughout September in an effort to consolidate the takeover
movement. At the same time, representatives of other ideological and politi-
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cal persuasions, such as anarcho-syndicalists and representatives of the new
Grau San Martin government, were doing exactly the same thing.** There-
fore, it is difficult to claim that the communists were in control of the move-
ment. There is no question that the Communist Party helped to disseminate
information and ideas to strike committees during the uprisings, but local
union representatlves were in charge at most mills.

Strike committees took on the task of running the plantations. They issued
orders and delegated responsibilities subject to a vote by their members. They
disarmed the mill’s guards, who generally did not attempt to obstruct worker
activities. As the soldiers stationed at the mills were not receiving commands
from their officers because of the Sergeants Revolt, they also tended to side
with the workers. In their place, strike committees appointed mlhtlas made
up of workers, to patrol the properties and to réstrict exit and entry. They
ordered that storehouses and cafeterias be opened, distributing food and sup-
plies to workers and to the unemployed. Strike committees also confiscated
and butchered company livestock to feed the hungry. Occasionally, as at the
Mabay sugar mill, the strike committees parceled out land to peasants. At
several mills, strike committees even sold sugar from company warehouses to
local towns in order to raise money to pay for supplies and munitions.* While
in charge of the mills, workers used the company railroads to transport goods
and to communicate with other mills and field workers in the interior. Out of
revenge, they often discharged office personnel, warning them not to appear
at work and providing them with only minimal food rations.

Throughout the ordeal, managers feared for their lives. If the managers
were present at the mills at the time of the takeovers, the workers usually
,confined them to their residences or offices; anyone who wanted to see them

“had to obtain a pass from the strike committees. This occurred at the Manatf,

. Francisco, Tuinucu, Alto Cedro, Tacajo, Baguanos, Miranda, and Tanamo
~ mills.*” At these and other places, workers prohibited domestic servants from

carrying out their tasks, leaving managers and upper-level staff to prepare their
own meals and wash their own clothes. Strike committees also regulated the
use of water and electricity, which caused managers to complain that they
were deprived of the use of these necessities. The workers often vented their
frustrations on the managers by threatening to kill them or burn down planta-
tion houses if they failed to sign their demands. In some cases, workers also
expressed their anger by destroying office furniture. Some withheld food or
banged constantly on the walls and water pipes of the managers’ residences so
that they were unable to sleep at night, such as occurred at the Baguanos and
Tacajo sugar mills. Managers repeatedly sneaked telegraph or handwritten
messages to their base offices in Havana, asking for military assistance. Direct
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Plowing a field for sugarcane in Cuba, 1928. (Courtesy of the Braga Brothers
Collection, University of Florida Library)

contact with the outside world was often impossible, because the strike com-
mittees ordered telephone lines to be cut. Where telephone service remained
in operation, workers monitored the conversations; making managers feel
they could not talk freely.*s Despite the physical discomfort and threats of
violence, however, no manager was injured during the ‘ték'epyer,s“_. |

' Similar events, all tightly controlled by local strike committees, occurred
acoss the countryside. “More than soo workers and peasants, armed with
revolvers, machetes and sticks, have taken over the mill,” wrote the manager
of Central Lugarefio. “In essence, they represent the law at this time, because
the attitude of the army could not be more complacent. The strike committee
guards the mill, storehouses of sugar, the offices, and the entrances and exits to
the [mill compound] with thirty or forty men, who are relieved every four
hours day and night.”* The mills were highly organized under workers’.con-
trol, but from management’s perspective, the events appeared completely
chaotic. Many managers conveyed a general feeling of anarchy augmented by
the shortage of food and by economic paralysis. “Atall the mills, [the workers]
are running off with pigs, chickens, and livestock,” said one Rionda company
official. “It is impossible to realize the disorder that reigns in all parts.”*
Hunger was ever present. In the western part of the island, this need for food
was especially severe; a hurricane swept the island at the beginning of Sep-
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tember, destroying crops. “The inactivity of the mills cut off [the farmer’s]
only money crop,” a U.S. consular agent explained, “and heavy rains this fall
either wholly washed away or greatly crippled his rude plantings of vegeta-
bles.” The official concluded that these disasters prompted the farmers to

“assault the provision stores of the Hormiguero mill.”>! The Cespedes sugar

mill, pertaining to the Rionda family, was also raided by workers and local
farmers during the period. The mill was the least profitable of all the Rionda
mills, and the family decided to close it down as soon as the harvest ended in
June 1933. Therefore, workers at Céspedes “did not receive a penny” during
the entire dead season.’? The workers responded by seizing the mill in Sep-
tember. The manager was not present at the time, leaving the workers with no
one with whom to negotiate. Failing to receive any assurances that the mill
would grind, workers  began to strip the factory. “I have just received advice to
the effect that the robbmg and plundering of the mill has commenced: tools,
bronzes, spare parts, pieces of machinery, etc. etc. are being taken away and
sold in the towns near Céspedes,” said the manager in December 1933. “The
cattle is feeding on the cane, and the workers and dwellers of the neighbor-
hood have practically taken possession of the mill.”>* From management’s
perspective, this activity appeared criminal. It was, however, a matter of sur-
vival to the workers.

Faced with the urgency of worker demands and the depth of the sugar
market crisis, management tried to procrastinate as much as possible. Com-
panies even attempted to withdraw their managers to Havana so that workers
would not have anyone with whom to negotiate. Managers of the Rionda mills

Wwere urged to return to Havana if they could. “The most important thing is to
éam time by putting things off,” the official said. “The mills that are faring best
in this storm are those where workers have no one to deal with. Therefore,
suggest that we remove the managers from the mills and shut down all work so
that workers see that it is their fault that the mills are not completing the
harvest.”** By holding managers hostage, the workers prevented them from
\ abandomng the mills. By threatening their lives, the workers forced them to
" sign new contracts.

But why did the workers try to make the lives of managers miserable? The
workers took these actions mainly because they wanted to show that they were
in charge. Perhaps they also wanted to let managers know what it felt like to be.
unable to control their own lives, to be denied basic necessities, and to be
threatened with starvation. The shutting off of public utilities, however, was
not always done to be vindictive. Workers shut off the power at sugar mills to
conserve energy. The economy was at a complete standstill, and there was no
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way of knowing when additional fuel supplies could be obtained. The workers
also cut telephone lines so that managers would be unable to call for assis-
tance. They prohibited managers from receiving unauthorized visitors be-
cause the workers feared that the managers would try to create conflict within
 their ranks. By promising favors to certain individuals, workers believed that
managers could 'weaken;‘the“moye‘r,nent.,, That is why the manager of the
Francisco mill wrote that a worker who came to visit him without a pass would
be “in danger.”*

The workers formed militias and patrolled the properties to protect them-

selves. They were not particularly worried about the Cuban military in its
contemporary state of disarray, but they definitely feared U.S. intervention.
After all, the marines had landed in Cuba in 1917, and during the height of the
takeover movement, U.S. destroyers entered most Cuban harbors.*® To warn
sugar mills across the country of the impending danger from these vessels, the
strike committee at the Mabay sugar mill issued a circular: “The Imperialists

and their national lackeys, the Wall Street bankers, threaten with an imperi- . -
alistic military intervention, already started by dispatching thirty ships of war

to Cuban waters. . . . [The] warships, the military array, the technicians of the
Department of the Navy and other big military men who are now in Cuba,
have come to our country chiefly and principally to intimidate the laboring
class, the peasants, the soldiers, and the students, and to drown the movement
in blood.”>” _

The warships made workers extremely nervous. Strikers at the Manati{ sugar
mill nearly panicked when a U.S. destroyer entered the harbor. Its com-
mander came ashore to confer with the general manager of the Manatf sugar
company, who remained at the mill during the uprising. The manager re-
ported that, during conversations with the commander, “three (workers) broke
into the dining room violently. . . . The men stated that they wanted the chief
of the company police to hand over the company’s arms. . . . The result of
all this was that the strikers took over the rifles, revolvers and machetes of
[the company] police, the army corporal here not doing anything to prevent
them.”® The commander of the U.S. destroyer returned to his ship shortly
after his visit to the plantation and sailed it just over the horizon. Nevertheless,
workers at the Manatf sugar mill remained vigilant in their preparations for
defense, as they did at other sugar mills. With the help of the Communist Party
and university students in Havana, workers from sugar mills such as Mabay dis-
seminated propaganda throughout Latin America to stir up public opinion op-
posing the use of force. The noninterventionist sentiments of Latin American
countries at the time greatly influenced U.S. foreign policy, helping to restrain
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U.S. aggression.*® In sum, the actions of workers were usually both calculated
and rational during the takeover movement, but workers were often con-
fronted with events that caused them to react out of panic or necessity.

If they were able to establish control over the mills and form militias in
order to protect them, why did workers begin to return the mills to their gwn-
ers at the beginning of October? The principal reason was that workers lackedb
the financial resources to run the plants. Financing a sugar harvest cost nearly
one-half million dollars in the - 1930s. Sugar companies usually borrowed nec-
essary funds against future sugar sales or by mortgaging property and build-
ings. Because of depressed market conditions, bankers were already reluctant
tolend to sugar mill owners, let alone to a group of insurgent workers. Besides
the intricacies involved in financing a crop, selling sugar also required market-

ing connections. Sugar mills owned by refineries sold their supplies directly.
* Other mills used brokerage firms.® It is impossible to imagine that refineries

and brokerage firms would sever their ties with capital in order to market sugar
for insurgent workers. Realizing this, the workers knew that they had to turn
the mills back to the owners while they still retained an advantage.

At the beglnnmg of October, Batista consolidated control over the military
and was in a position to order troops into the mills. Shortly after the battle at
the National Hotel, Batista informed mill owners that he was ready to “dis-
lodge from any sugar central all individuals other than the employees whom
the manager desired to retain.” Batista also said that “the army would seize all
foreign agitators and arrange for their immediate expulsion from Cuba and
imprison communist leaders, and would also guarantee the right of the legiti-
mate managers of such properties.”®! Sensing the increasing power of Batista
and the Cuban military, and realizing that there were still factions in the
revolutionary government of Ramén Grau San Martin that opposed the take-
overs, the workers entered negotiations at an advantage. They controlled most
of the mills and held the lives of managers and the condition of sugar proper-
ties in the balance.

What did the two sides struggle over during contract negotiations? Wages
and control of the workplace. Management representatives at most mills
freely acknowledged that wages were extremely low but argued that there was
little they could do about it. A senior Rionda official remarked that “if prices
were two and a half cents a pound and mills were allowed to grind two million
tons then [the Riondas] would be the first to raise wages,” but with prices at
current levels such an increase was impossible.®? Nevertheless, every mill in
the country eventually agreed to minimum wage increases for both field and
mill hands. A manager for the Manati Sugar Company stated that if he had
not accepted wage demands, “there would have been considerable loss of
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property and lives.” He added that the company would just have to postpone
repairs on the mills and run fewer trains in order to meet the wage increases.5?
Management understood-the. need. to.raise.the-wages of skilled technicians

.and_ department supervisors, One manager admitted that the plantations’
current labor problems derived from the fact that crop supervisors were being
paid so little. He explained that the added responsibilities of these men, which
included riding around the fields on horseback and ensuring that other work-
ers were doing their jobs, had to be compensated accordingly. “How is it
possible to convince this man that he must earn less than a worker? This is the
person we must help to resolve the problem,” the manager said.* At least with
regard to skilled workers, the issue of wages did not always produce a stum-
bling block to negotiations between labor and capital. After all, these skilled
workers had provided the leadership for the mill seizures, and they needed to
be assuaged. »

What really embittered the negotiations was labor’s insistence on greater
control over the workplace. Workers at many mills demanded that co-workers
be rehired and that certain managers and strikebreakers be fired: They also
stipiilated that sugar companies were to adhere to contract terms and allow
unions to appoint shop stewards to protect against contract violations. In
addition, workers fought to make management promise not to fire workers for
their participation in the strike moveirient atid to refrainfrom-evieting faniilies
from pla‘nt‘ations. Labor won most of the battles over these issues. Manati
sugar mill workers demanded that the assistant manager be fired because he
treated them in a “gruff manner” and repeatedly refused to meet their de-
mands. At first, the general manager of the mill strongly objected. In the end,
he conceded. The general manager stated that he had feared “the workers
(would) carry out their threats of personal injury.” Therefore, for “the assistant
manager’s own good,” he was requested to resign.5® Not every struggle ended
as favorably for labor. ' o

On the whole, however, when workers.did not win outright, they were
usually able to neutralize managements position. During contract negotia-
tions at the Francisco sugar mill, for instance, employees demanded that
seven of their co-workers be fired for attempting to block the strike movement.
The president of the company refused. Desiring to divide the workers at the
mill, he stated, “We will not fire certain workers others want us to fire even if
there are demonstrations or a mutiny to remove workers not in agreement
with the strike.”® In this case, the striking workers were forced to give in, but
not before making the company agree to let the union appoint all the shop
stéwards at the Francisco mill and to promise that no worker be punished for
his participation in the strike.®” This agreement fdrced workers to allow poten-
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tial strikebreakers in their midst. But the inclusion of the clause regarding
shop stewards gave local unions greater power to police the shop floor, making
certain that contractual agreements were not v1olated The clause preventing
punishment after the strike gave workers a sense of security that their jobs
would not be eliminated in favor of their more servile comrades. Therefore,
the compromise weakened management's position regarding control of the
workplace and strengthened that of the workers.

A similar compromise was reached during negotiations between labor and
management at the Tuinucu sugar mill. In this case, the company fought to
retain the right to expel any family from the plantation for disorderly conduct.
The workers ultimately agreed, but they forced the company to include a
clause that no worker was to be fired for his participation in the strike. The two
clauses tended to conflict with each other. Different interpretations of the
two clauses provided the source for future conflicts.?® Nevertheless, agree-
ments between labor and management were eventually reached, and workers
promptly ceded control of the sugar mills.

As a result of their struggle, workers could claim victory. They had gained
much and lost nothing, because they compelled managers at least to compro-
mise on every issue of importance. After the completion of Tuinucu negotia-
tions, the president of the company expressed the feeling of loss. He lamented
that the union delegates “behaved so badly.” He was especially chagrined by
the fact that they were children of men who had worked for the family for a
long time and “had received a great many favors.” “They were much tougher
than I imagined them to be,” the president of the company said, “and one

~could see that the old feeling that existed between management and workers

at Tuinucu has disappeared.”®® Although workers had reached agreements
with management at most mills by the beginning of October, this did not
signify the end of the takeover movement.

In November, troubles started again when management broke some of
its agreements. At the Elfa sugar mill, workers claimed that the company
breached its contract by failing to 1nvest1gate the behavior of the mill’s man-
ager as it said it would. The company argued that it had investigated the
manager and concluded that he had not treated the employees in a “despotic
and unjust way,” as workers had claimed.” The Elia sugar mill employees
walked off the job. Similarly, Francisco sugar mill workers requested the
reinstatement of two of their comrades who had recently been fired. Manage-
ment refused, explaining it did not have the funds to pay the two fired men.
The manager said that because the two workers were some of the last people
hired, they had to be the first to go. However, the workers told the manager
that they would be willing to work less each week to allow their co-workers to
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stay on. They suggested that three men could work ten days each instead of
one working for the entire month. But again the manager declined, causing
the workers to strike. Workers said the company had agreed to not fire anyone
for his participation in the takeover, but that is exactly what happened. Both of
the fired workers had been leaders of the mill seizure.”! Despite the con-
flict, workers remained calm. An attorney representing Rionda interests main-
tained that the workers did not want to be obstructionist but just wanted their
demands to be met. However, there was no quick resolution to the strike at the
Francisco mill. The company held fast to its desire to retain the freedom “to
determine who [would] be in its employ.” The strike dragged on well into
February, and finally the Rural Guard was called in.”? Therefore, the strike
movement did not end with the return of the mills to the owners. It ended
when a new government was strong enough to starta campaign of repression.
By February 1934, the Mendieta-Batista government was in a pesition to
send in troops, to.the mills; pressured to do so by the U.S. legation in Havana

and plantation owners who were eager to begin the harvest. Labor leaders

urged workers to stand firm against the coming “brutal terror” and to form
armed militias. They claimed that their “goal was not to provoke struggles but
to put an end to the slaying of defenseless workers.””> In early 1934, the
Mendieta-Batista government prepared for repression by first safeguarding

most of the gains that workers had achieved during the past four months.

Legislation passed guaranteeing the minimum wage, an eight-hour day, and
the provision of accident insurance. At the same time, the Mendieta-Batista
government changed the rules regulating the right to strike. From then on,
workers had to seek the permission of the recently. formed. Department of
Labor in order to mount a strike, The government then could declare strikes

legal or illegal; troops could be sent in against illegal strikes.* During Febru- -

ary, Batista sent two hundred troops to the Preston mill, owned by the United
Fruit Company, and several workers died as a result. Thirty families were also
expelled from the plantation. Blood was shed at several other mills as well,
eventually compelling employees “to work or vacate company. property.””
Many labor leaders were deported, and several individuals sympathetic to the
labor movement were assassinated, Workers abandoned the strike movement
to begin working the harvest. -
However, from time to time, when opportunities presented themselves,
workers struck to obtam what they had been denied. At the Tuinucu sugar
mill, for instance, protests broke out again in Septembel; 1934. This time the

workers demanded that the company agree to a “closed shop” clause under.

which it had to refrain from hiring anyone not affiliated with the sugar work-
ers’ union. They also required that the company promote employees on the
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basis of seniority, telling management to maintain existing wage scales rigor-
ously. Any worker who left his position was to be replaced by someone at the
exact same wage. Besides these clauses, the workers also demanded that any
extra work around the mill be given to the unemployed and that delegates be
appointed to every department to help management uphold work rules. Man-
agement ultlmately conceded to all these demands.” Clearly, the workers had
obtained greater control of the workplace. By the end of 1934, they had a say in
practically every issue affectmg their lives at the plantations, from how much
they would be paid to who was to be hired and fired.

Conclusion

In many ways, sugar mill owners had brought the takeover movement on
themselves. Their callous treatment of workers since independence in 1902
and especially their importation of foreign workers in order to depress wages
and stymie union activity after 1912 created animosity on the part of Cuban

sugar workers. But the primary cause of the sugar mill t sugar mill takeovers in September
1933 was the collapse of the world sugar market after “the dance of the mil-

lions” in 1926-Sugar mills struggled to remain solvent and pay off their debts,
resorting to the incorporation of economies of scale and cutting costs to the
bone. These efforts dramatically reduced the standard of living of sugar work-
ers. Had they been permitted to protest, workers might have effected some sort
of change that would have altered their fate, such as the establishment of a
minimum wage, but the Machado government severely restricted the workers’
right of free speech. When Machado ultimately fell in August 1933, the reac-
tion of workers was explosive. They seized control of mills and threatened the
lives of managers. Through their united and spontaneous action, workers rose
above the ethnic and racial conflicts that divided them, forcing capitalists to
change the way they had done business. At the same time, workers forced
government to legislate these changes. By 1940, most of the demands workers
had fought for during the 1933 revolution were incorporated in the new Con-
stitution of 1940, a document containing some of the most advanced labor
legislation in Latin America. Workers received a minimum wage linked to the
price of sugar, an eight-hour day, and better living and working conditions.
Most important, they gained more control over the workplace. Sugar com-
panies agreed to recognize unions and to deal with them directly. The unions
were permitted to appoint shop stewards to prevent management and non-
union workers from breaking work rules. In turn, most mills eventually adopted
clauses regarding hiring and firing. No employee could be hired unless the
union indicated his acceptance as a member, and no employee could be
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dismissed without union approval. Furthermore, management agreed to pro-
mote workers according to seniority and to uphold existing wage scales.”?
These developments meant that management no longer absolutely dictated
policy on employment, promotions, or pay at the sugar mills or in the fields.
Henceforth, workers took over a share of these responsibilities through their
local unions. Greater authority at the factory level also translated to greater
power at the political level. After the revolution of 1933, no government that
came to power could ignore organized labor.”® As a result, workers emerged
from the revolutionary period with greater control over their lives and the
realization that collective action translated into political power.

However, the revolution of 1933 did not solve all of the workers’ problems.
ATtRGugh sugar prices, profits, and wages initially rose from their 1933 levels,
the economy stagnated. Increased regulation on the sugar business, con-
tinued political instability, and the lingering effects of the Great Depression
discouraged foreign investment.”” Without investment, there was little eco-
nomic growth. Without growth, no new jobs were created, and unemploy-
ment and underemployment remained high. In addition, new trade agree-
ments made the island nation more economically dependent.®® The United
States was in a position in which it could withdraw its favors at any moment
and wreak havoc on the Cuban economy, and it did this several times in the
late 1930s to block liberal reforms that might have additionally benefited rural
workers. Economic stagnation, high unemployment, and dependence on the
United States plagued Cuba for the next twenty-five years. The malaise even-
tually contributed to the revolution of 1959, which brought Fidel Castro to
power. Sugar workers played an important role in this revolution as well. By
setting fires in cane fields and destroying company property, the workers let
management and the government know that they were not satisfied with the
status quo. Although their wages increased and they obtained greater control
of the workplace following the 1959 revolution, their struggle was not over. By
embracing some of Castro’s labor strategies and rejecting others, Cuban work-
ers continue to struggle for greater control over their own lives.
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