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Accounts of late-twentieth-century capitalist restructuring have emphasized the
decline of “permanent” work contracts and the growth of more “flexible” ways
of employing labor. Most of these accounts have argued that, under conditions
of global competition, firms seek to reduce the cost of wages and benefits by
hiring more temporary workers. Such accounts assume permanent labor con-
tracts to be a norm that is violated only when economic systems come under
pressure. This essay adopts a different perspective, suggesting that, in fact, per-
manent labor contracts have been normative only in certain historical situations
(such as the twentieth century United States). In a global and trans-historical
context, these contracts have been introduced under specific conditions to solve
particular kinds of problems. Thus, this study attempts to shift the question from
“why is permanent work declining?” to “where and why do permanent work
contracts emerge?”’

Agricultural labor markets have always been characterized by a high pro-
portion of temporary labor, and many prevalent theories attest to the rationali-
ty (for firms) of employing temporary workers in this sector. For this reason,
examples of the use of permanent contracts in agriculture constitute an anom-
aly that can provide important clues about the conditions under which perma-
nent workers continue to play a role in late capitalist production systems. In this
article we will focus on the special case of agricultural labor markets, examin-
ing the distribution of permanent and temporary workers in a labor-intensive
export agro-industry. We will examine the cases of export grape production in
Chile and northeastern Brazil through the lens of recent theories of employment
contracts in agriculture, and in so doing, will seek to understand the problems
that permanent contracts solve for employers, their implications for workers,
and thus, the contexts where they are likely to emerge.

The use of permanent labor contracts in capitalist agriculture has been ob-
served in many parts of the world. Bardhan (1984), Hart (1989) and Anan
Gananjapan (1989) have referred to multi-stranded, permanent labor contracts
in the South and Southeast Asian farm sector as “labor-tying.” They associate
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the increase in these arrangements with a rise in opportunities for accumula-
tion in agriculture and find them to be most prevalent among the largest agri-
cultural employers. Hart argues that the complex permanent work contracts as-
sociated with tied labor provide employers with mechanisms “not only of labor
management, but also of social control” (1989:37). She insists that the con-
tracts associated with tied labor are not transitional forms on a linear trajecto-
ry leading to simple, “single-stranded” wage labor arrangements. Rather, com-
plex permanent contracts have been appearing, disappearing and reappearing
in contexts of accumulation in Southeast Asia since the nineteenth century. The
cases Hart describes entail the transformation of former sharecropping
arrangements into multi-stranded permanent wage contracts. Nevertheless,
many of the advantages sought by the Southeast Asian employers she de-
scribes, such as greater control over the production process as non-labor in-
puts become more important or the creation of divisions within the labor force
to ensure hard work, loyalty, and docility, are common in other situations as
well. The emergence of tied labor in contexts of new accumulation opportu-
nities is thus not only associated with the reshaping of former sharecropping
relationships.

The literature on employment contracts in agriculture suggests a series of fea-
tures that we can expect to go hand-in-hand with the employment of permanent
workers. The case of export table grape production in Brazil possesses a large
number of these features and, in fact, the incidence of permanent labor in grapes
in this region is high. The Chilean case presents some of these same features,
but technical and seasonal factors reduce the advantages that permanent con-
tracts provide employers and also increase the costs. Thus, it is interesting to
find that permanent contracts are uncommon in Chilean grape production. In-
stead, Chilean employers offer multi-stranded and complex temporary contracts
which replicate many of the important features of permanent contracts, while
reducing some of their disadvantages.

Labor control is a tremendously important issue in both of these cases, since
export grapes for U.S. and European markets must meet exacting quality stan-
dards. Control involves two different dimensions here. One is supervision of
daily tasks to insure they are performed in ways that will produce a high-
quality (exportable) product. The other involves maintaining a compliant and
docile labor force, whose collective actions do not threaten to raise the cost of
labor in a production process that is highly labor intensive. Part of the argument
presented here is that employers can increase control when they “personalize
relations through complex, ‘interlinked’ contracts” (Ortiz 1993:44). Multi-
stranded contracts have long been understood to be an important way for land-
lords to exert control over peasantries (Wolf 1969). But, as the cases of Chilean
and Brazilian grape production demonstrate, multi-stranded employment rela-
tions continue to play an important role in modernizing and even in highly in-
dustrialized agricultural settings.
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As with older forms of tied labor, contemporary agricultural employers may
enhance their control over workers by proferring gifts and loans (Scott 1975;
Hart 1989). They may achieve leverage over workers through providing parcels
of land (Richards 1979). They may provide employment to family members,
with the expectation that senior kin will discipline younger relatives (Thomas
1985). Or, in the case of permanent labor contracts, they may offer security and
stability of employment beyond what would be available on the open market in
return for loyalty, self-supervision, and “subjection” (Eswaran and Kotwal
1985a).

Researchers have referred to multi-stranded contracts as creating “morale ef-
fects.” These effects operate through creating a two-tier labor market that pits
relatively privileged workers against a seasonal labor pool—what Richards
calls a “reserve army of the unemployed/insecure.” As he notes, “Secure em-
ployment and assured subsistence were understandable incentives in societies
where the low standard of living of the bulk of the population places the strug-
gle for subsistence squarely at the center of daily life” (1979:486). While the
“logic of sanctions and incentives” that Richards elaborates has long been rec-
ognized as part of the “moral economy of the peasant,” more recent studies lo-
cate it at the heart of labor control in the most globally integrated and techno-
logically advanced forms of export agriculture.

While the cases that we review confirm this theory, they do not do so in a
simple or straightforward way. It would not be possible to predict the nature of
the labor contract in each region based simply on the type of crop or its labor
intensity, for example, or on the fact that the product must meet international
quality standards. As Watts (1994:46) has noted, while crop characteristics
shape the technologies, division of labor, and productive organization of an in-
dustry, “the labor form attached to a commodity . . . is . . . always explained in
some measure by forces in the larger political and economic environment.”

The factors creating pressures and incentives for permanent contracts oper-
ate within the political economy and culture of local settings. Both central Chile
and northeastern Brazil, for example, have a long tradition of multi-stranded
contracts in the hacienda-fazenda economies of the region. While decades of
agrarian reform and counter-reform have thoroughly changed the agrarian land-
scape and its institutions, employers can draw upon this historical tradition in
binding workers to their newly export-oriented estates (and workers can make
claims based upon these traditions as well). Both Brazil and Chile experienced
prolonged periods of authoritarian rule over the two to three decades prior to
the 1990s. During this period, the enforcement of rural labor law was lax, and
complex, locally crafted labor contracts flourished.

These kinds of employment traditions and politico-legal practices also inter-
sect with local labor market conditions. The bargaining power of labor is quite
different in Brazil and Chile, for example, given that Chilean grape workers op-
erate within urban and peri-urban labor markets and that Brazilian grape work-
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ers compete with a vast, migrant labor force from adjoining localities in the im-
poverished Brazilian northeast. Comparing the two cases does not involve ab-
stracting out invariant relationships between factors, but developing a deep un-
derstanding of the social processes through which labor markets are constructed
in each place and then asking why they are different.

THE CHANGING STRUCTURE OF AGRICULTURAL LABOR MARKETS

The seasonality of agricultural work is as old as agriculture itself. Even in its
most advanced forms, agriculture always requires labor in patterns tied to bio-
logical cycles of growth and decline. The success of agricultural production
systems has depended on finding ways to mobilize labor for crucial tasks at the
right time, and to sustain that labor through lean periods when there is little
work to be done (Mann and Dickinson 1978). As previously mentioned, this
is as true in twentieth century export grape production as on seventeenth
century estates.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in many parts of the world,
owners of large farms adjusted to a fluctuating seasonal demand for labor by
relying on a dual strategy. They drew labor on a year-round basis from work-
ers settled on their farms and during peak periods hired seasonal workers from
nearby villages or the surrounding countryside (Wolf 1957; Migdal 1975). In
Latin America, estate owners called their workers inquilines, moradores, pe-
ones, or huasipungos; they drew seasonal labor from a variety of types of peas-
ant communities. Seasonal workers relied on their subsistence plots and other
forms of livelihood within these communities when they were not employed by
the estates, reducing what owners had to pay them.

These arrangements have changed in many parts of the world, as agriculture
has become integrated into national and international economies in new ways
and as small rural communities have lost their economic base. G6mez and Klein
have argued that agricultural labor markets in Latin America have seen a break-
ing of peasant relationships to land, removing an important safety net for rural
labor and increasing unemployment and underemployment. This has gone
hand-in-hand with a growth in the number of temporary positions, a decline in
the number of permanent ones, and a greater integration of rural and urban la-
bor markets (1993:1, 3). Since the 1960s, these authors assert, Latin American
countries have seen the emergence of “groups of temporary agricultural work-
ers who do not originate in small peasant property, but who represent a new so-
cial group, a rural proletariat that has emerged in response to the decomposi-
tion of archaic social institutions, and of land reforms” (Gémez and Klein
1993:3). These authors describe the effective erosion of permanent labor con-
tracts under conditions of agricultural modernization.

Trends like these have led researchers to ask whether agriculture is not un-
dergoing a ‘“casualization” of labor process akin to that observed in many
branches of industry in the 1980s and 1990s. Pugliese, for example, asserts that
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“flexibility is increasing in the economy as a whole, but flexibility is increasing
even more within agriculture. The pattern of a seasonal and migratory or tran-
sient labor force is spreading even in those segments of the agricultural system
that had more structured labor markets” (1991:141). De Janvry has commented
that “the use of labor is now fully flexible, for it will be paid only for work that
is strictly necessary in conditions of need that fluctuate between seasons and be-
tween years according to the climate and the market” (1981:83). Neoliberal
economists have acknowledged the role that casualization of employment con-
tracts has played in fostering the growth or assuaging the decline of agricultur-
al sectors. In Brazil, for example, OECD economists attributed the stable per-
formance of agriculture during the economic downturn of the 1980s in part to
the flexibility of rural sector daily and monthly wages which provided a “cush-
ion of declining costs during recessive periods” (Goldin and Rezende 1990:54).

Another way of approaching the problem of changing agricultural labor mar-
kets is to ask, as some economists have done, whether it is not unusual that per-
manent labor continues to play any role at all in agriculture. Given the season-
ality of production, the low skill levels required, and the fact that an employer
who pays a daily wage avoids provision of many types of benefits, some re-
searchers have asked why permanent or long-term contracts have remained an
important feature of labor markets (Eswaran and Kotwal 1985a; Binswanger et
al. 1984; Hart 1986). As Schaffner has noted, “employers could simply fill slack
as well as peak season requirements by hiring temporary labor, but they almost
always choose instead to establish ‘permanent’ contracts with slack season
workers” (1993:708). What accounts for the complex structure of many agri-
cultural labor markets in the 1990s? No longer able to draw workers from par-
tially self-provisioning peasant households, how are agricultural employers
meeting their needs for cheap seasonal labor? Are the kinds of services pro-
vided by former servile estate workers still necessary to employers, and if so,
how are they obtained on the market?

In the following section we will review recent literature on rural labor mar-
kets in order to identify a number of propositions about the conditions under
which permanent versus temporary contracts are used. We will then turn to the
Brazilian and Chilean cases, tracing the development of the labor market in
grapes in a way that permits comparison of the two cases, as well as address-
ing the ways that each confirms or refutes existing hypotheses. The conclusions
not only reconstruct and correct a number of propositions about how employ-
ers use permanent contracts but also reveal the areas where markets cannot ful-
ly meet the needs of producers and where they must mobilize or build more
complex social relationships in order to accomplish their goals.

THEORIES OF PERMANENT LABOR IN AGRICULTURE

One of the most important structuring features of rural labor markets is the de-
gree of permanence of labor contracts. There is no simple dichotomy between
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permanent and temporary employment but, rather, a continuum of practices
(see Table 1). At the permanent end of the continuum are multi-year contracts.
In most cases, when employers offer contracts that last more than one year, laws
require them to pay benefits, such as social security, severance pay, and paid
holidays. For this reason, many employers prefer to provide stable but discon-
tinuous contracts that create a class of workers that has been called “semi-
permanent,” “permanently temporary,” or “stable temporary.” In these cases,
workers have an on-going relationship with a single employer, but their con-
tracts are allowed to lapse for a month or more each year. A third type of con-
tract is one in which a farmer rehires seasonal workers for a delimited period
year after year. These returning temporaries have somewhat greater stability
than workers who do not have such an on-going relationship but a seasonal con-
tract. Such workers, in turn, have greater continuity of employment than sim-
ple day laborers.

Development economists have been puzzled by the continuing presence of
permanent and semi-permanent labor in agriculture in contexts where a cost-
reduction model would lead them to expect short-term contracts. Such econo-
mists acknowledge that permanent contracts may in theory prove useful in re-
ducing the costs of labor turnover, but note that such costs are generally low in
agriculture and are probably not an important factor in determining the type of
employment contract (Binswanger and Rosenzweig 1984:7-8). In addition,
employers have generally used long-term employment contracts when they re-
quired specialized skills on an assured basis, which would apply to only a small
fraction of agricultural workers.

To resolve this paradox, economists have looked at cost structures over the
longer term and at broader social contexts surrounding the wage relation. Some
authors have suggested that employers lower the costs of recruiting labor dur-
ing the peak season by tying that labor to the farm with longer-term contracts
that extend into the lean season. Workers will take a lower wage during the peak
season in return for the stability of longer-term employment (Bardhan
1984:73). This would appear to be consistent with other practices such as of-
fering loans to laborers during the agricultural lean period, when there is little

TABLE 1
Continuity of Employment

Permanent Semi-Permanent Seasonal Casual
Workers Workers Annually-Rehired Day Laborers

year-long or regularly renewed seasonal workers contract workers
multi-year short-term (hired during peak (contracts of 1-4

contracts contracts period each year) months)
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farm work, in exchange for a commitment to provide labor services during peak
periods, when labor demand is high (Bardhan 1984:86).
As Hart has noted:

Workers who are incorporated into these arrangements are in a somewhat more secure
position than those who depend on the market for casual agricultural labor. Although for
brief periods in the peak season wages paid to casual laborers may be relatively high,
tied workers have secure employment, and in general, a higher annual income. The ex-
istence of a group of people in an economically inferior position is essential to the ef-
fective functioning of these arrangements. Confronted with the option of joining the
ranks of the excluded, tied laborers worked hard to ensure renewal of their contracts
(1989:37).

“Morale Effects” Replace Supervision

Hart’s comments direct attention toward another advantage that employers may
find in longer-term contracts. Not only does retaining some workers year-round
reduce the overall wage bill during the peak season, but permanent contracts
can have what Binswanger and Rosenzweig (1984:8) have identified as
“morale effects.” According to this reasoning, workers who receive wages that
are higher or more stable than the norm will put forth more effort in order to re-
tain their jobs. Several researchers have argued that this reduces the cost of su-
pervision of labor (Hart 1986).

Eswaran and Kotwal suggest that this reduction of supervision costs is a pri-
mary reason for the retention of workers on permanent contracts. They begin
from the premise that “labor . . . itself is not an effective input; it is an aggre-
gate of the labor hired and the supervision effort applied . . . that is an effective
input into agricultural production” (1985b:354). They suggest that permanent
" labor allows employers to assign important tasks to hired workers without hav-
ing to devote inordinate resources to supervision. The higher income that ac-
crues to permanent workers over time serves as a monitoring device, they ar-
gue; “any shirking . . . would invite the threat of getting fired and losing the
stream of income differentials” (1985a:164-5). This enables the employer to
create a cadre of loyal workers who would have been prohibitively expensive
to supervise otherwise. While the cost of hiring permanent workers is greater
than hiring seasonally, it is less than the cost of seasonal labor plus supervision.
Eswaran and Kotwal argue that employers will rely on permanent workers to
perform tasks that require judgment, discretion, and care and that are difficult
to monitor. In this sense, they claim that permanent employment contracts rep-
resent “an attempt by the landlords to transform hired labor into workers whose
behavior would approximate that of family labor, thus reducing the burden of
on-the-job supervision” (1985a:165).

Permanent Contracts and “Subjection”

Schaffner (1993) presents an interesting account of the ways that the annual
wage differential represented by permanent contracts affects worker perfor-
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mance. Writing about sugar estates in northeastern Brazil in the 1940s and
1950s, she argues that the higher annual wage associated with permanent labor
allowed employers to demand subjection (sujeicdo) from their workers.
Schaffner argues that subjection—a term associated with labor tied to estates
(fazendas) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century—was reconcep-
tualized as a bundle of services that a worker could offer on the market in the
second half of the twentieth century. “Subjection involves not only strict disci-
pline and low absenteeism,” she argues, “but also obligations of wider scope,
such as being ready around the clock to respond to the employers call for ser-
vice, and demonstrating loyalty to the employer by not acting counter to his
wishes in local politics” (1993:708).

Echoing Eswaran and Kotwal, Schaffner argues that “if the wage premium
associated with maintaining the permanent employment relationship is suffi-
ciently high, then workers will choose to perform the distasteful services of sub-
jection in order to prevent dismissal and the return to the lower wage tempo-
rary labor market.” Schaffner claims that the introduction of the Brazilian Rural
Labor Statute in 1963 undermined this arrangement. The Statute required em-
ployers to make severance payments to long-term workers dismissed without
cause, thus undermining threats of dismissal as a way to enforce subjection. As
a result, permanent employment experienced a sharp decline in the years im-
mediately following implementation of the Statute (1993:708-9).

Taken as a whole, these arguments about stability of contracts suggest that
relationships at the permanent end of the continuum are complex and multi-
stranded. This leads to a reduction of supervision costs through “morale effects”
and assures the employer a wider array of services than day labor would pro-
vided. Theory would suggest that employers rely on permanent contracts in
situtions where they require the “judgment, discretion and care” characteristic
of family labor, rather than the performance of routinized and measurable tasks.

FROM FAZENDA TO EXPORT GRAPE PRODUCTION
IN NORTHEASTERN BRAZIL

Grape production in the northeastern Brazilian states of Bahia and Pernambu-
co is a recent phenomenon. Over the period from 1970 to 1995, the region ex-
perienced a rapid transformation from low-input cattle ranching to intensive ir-
rigated fruit and vegetable production. The emergence of the lower-middle Sio
Francisco Valley as “Brazil’s California” involved a massive reshaping of both
landscape and social relationships. !

! Jane Collins conducted research in the Sdo Francisco Valley of Northeastern Brazil in 1991
and 1993. Research was funded by the National Science Foundation. The Federal University of Per-
nambuco provided affiliation and support. The authors thank economists Andrea Melo and José
Ferreira Irméo for their participation in the research. Interviews were conducted with regional of-
ficials, labor leaders, and technicians and a structured survey was administered to a sample of fifty-
two agricultural firms operating in the region.
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Reshaping the landscape required huge investments of foreign capital. In
1973, Brazil’s military government initiated the building of a large hydroelec-
tric dam on the Sdo Francisco River at Sobradinho. Heavily supported by the
World Bank and bilateral donor agencies, the project was designed to provide
cheap hydropower in a period of increasing oil prices, to regularize the flow of
the river, and to initiate irrigated agriculture in the region. The dam was com-
pleted in 1979 and created a reservoir of 4150 square kilometers, permanently
flooding four small towns and forcing the relocation of approxiately 65,000
people.

The state purchased lands appropriate for irrigation and organized them into
project areas under the supervision of CODEVASF (the Sio Francisco Valley
Development Company). Each project area included a mixture of large, medi-
um and small enterprises. By 1993, nearly 50,000 hectares were in production
within these irrigated projects, and a nearly equal amount of private land had
been irrigated. These newly created farms grew more than 20 different irrigated
crops, the most important being tomatoes, mangoes and grapes. Farmers began
exporting both mangoes and grapes in significant quantities in the late 1980s.

The ruling families of the Brazilian northeast had long held power through
their wealth in land and their connections to the state bureaucracy, the church
and the military. For the families of the lower-middle Sdo Francisco Valley,
commerce was also an important basis for wealth, given their privileged loca-
tion on the banks of the “river of national unity.” The most powerful families
of the region were progressive commercial capitalists who benefited heavily
from subsidized credit and government incentive programs. Unlike more con-
servative landholders, these families did not oppose new forms of investment
and technical change but found ways to participate in it (Carvalho 1988:392).
They represented what some authors have called the new coroneis, who
combined their merchant capital with state and industrial capital in order to
strengthen their influence (Chilcote 1990:273).2 The commercial elite of the
Sdo Francisco Valley was able to consolidate its power over newly irrigated
lands and associated construction and processing industries through their ties
to high-level military officials during the period of authoritarian rule. Members
of the region’s prominent families served as governors of the states of Per-
nambuco and Bahia in the 1960s and 1970s, and one of them became President
of the national Senate in the early 1980s. Less-prominent family members held
positions in banks and government agencies charged with the region’s devel-
opment. Although irrigation brought an influx of new capital into the region
from many parts of Brazil and overseas, local families retained a firm foothold
in the region’s development.

2 Coroneis were powerful landowners who held a monopoly of political power in regions of rur-
al Brazil. In the past, many coroneis had private militias; many still control access to public ser-
vices and have a strong influence on the voting behavior of individuals in their region (Chilcote
1990:8).
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Prior to the introduction of irrigation, large landowners mobilized labor
through sharecropping arrangements and contracts with live-in workers
(moradores). Most pre-irrigation production in the region was not particularly
labor intensive. Until the 1970s, the major economic activities were cattle-
ranching and small-scale flood plain agriculture. Landowners used sharecrop-
pers to work their riverside granjas or sitios in return for half of the crop. Work-
ers and sharecroppers were tied to landowners through complex patron-client
ties, often involving debt peonage and service in the landowner’s militia
(Chilcote 1990:17). The concept of subjection elaborated by Schaffner aptly de-
scribes the servile labor relations of regions such as the Sdo Francisco Valley.
As one observer has noted, the patrdo (landowner) “was the authority in all mat-
ters. He stood between his people and the law. If they were voters, he took them
to the polls and instructed them on how they should vote; to the extent that aid
was available in times of need or disaster, it came from or through him. He was
their friend, their counselor, their employer and their ruler” (Chandler
1972:130). While the demands on cattle ranch workers were often less weighty
than those on agricultural workers, the dominance of the patrdo was much the
same in both cases.

During the early 1960s, important rural social movements emerged in north-
eastern Brazil. These movements, concentrated on the sugar estates of the
coastal zone, fought for the expansion of the Rural Labor Statute, for landlord
fulfillment of “social obligations” to workers and for agrarian reform. After the
military coup of 1964 and the concomitant repression of unions of all types,
struggles subsided; but the legislative gains remained on the books, and in many
cases, efforts were redirected to their enforcement (Palmeira 1979). Although
inhabitants of the interior of the state of Pernambuco were not among the most
active participants in these movements, the new legislative environment af-
fected rural workers in this region.

Flooding and the large-scale expropriation and reappropriation of land in the
region effectively eradicated this social landscape. Smallholders who were dis-
located by these events settled in nearby towns while waiting for irrigated plots
or for jobs. Because of delays in reallocating irrigated land, many became dis-
couraged and moved to other regions (Duque 1984). Large holdings were re-
organized as commercial enterprises structured around the secondary and ter-
tiary irrigation canals.

Irrigated farms had a new shape, and spatial and social relationships changed
in tandem. An emerging orientation toward external markets was reflected in
roads, storage sheds and packing houses; the rising value of land in the careful
use of all available space; and the new relationship of laborers to the farm in
the eradication of all spaces for self-provisioning production. When permanent
and semi-permanent workers were housed on the farms, as they sometimes
were in grape production, they lived in cinderblock houses clustered on the mar-
gins of the property. These moradores were not allowed to keep animals or to
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maintain gardens of their own, as they had been in the past. Elsewhere in the
region, on the periphery of the urban settlements of Petrolina and Juazeiro, set-
tlements grew up to house the influx of migrants who formed the primary la-
bor supply for most farms.

As Rodriguez and Venegas (1989:224) have noted, irrigated crops, and par-
ticularly fruit production, combine two processes that are often held to be mu-
tually exclusive in agriculture: technical innovation and growth in labor de-
mand. The Sado Francisco Valley experienced both of these processes in the
1980s and 1990s. Irrigated fruit required large investments in irrigation sys-
tems, drainage, and soil improvement, as well as in packing houses and cool-
ing facilities. Farmers producing export grapes in the 1990s were making ini-
tial investments of up to $25,000 per hectare, and at the same time they were
using up to 1,500 person-days per hectare per year to produce two yearly har-
vests. The region became a dynamic “growth pole” that drew migrants from
other parts of the impoverished Brazilian northeast.

The Use of Permanent Labor in Grapes

Farm owners in the Sao Francisco Valley used a broad range of labor practices
in the early 1990s, and arrangements varied significantly by crop. Employers
relied mostly on day labor for field crops like tomatoes, melons and onions. Per-
manent workers formed only 16 to 30 percent of the workforce in these crops.
For tree and shrub fruits such as mango, maracuja, guava, sweet lime and acero-
la they used more permanent labor (34—40 percent). But the proportion of per-
manent and semi-permanent labor was highest for vineyards. On average, own-
ers of these enterprises employed 74 percent permanent and semi-permanent
workers.3

Hiring workers on permanent contracts implied that employers would com-
ply with existing labor law (the Rural Worker’s Statute, passed in 1963). Work-
ers with a signed work card (carteira assinada)* were entitled to Sundays off,
a month’s bonus at the end of the year (décimo), and employer contributions to
the social security program for rural workers. Workers with signed cards were
also entitled to severance pay if they were terminated without cause (Neffa
1986:54; Palmeira 1979:80).

In many ways, the use of permanent labor contracts in grapes confirms the-
oretical assertions. Of all the crops produced in the Valley, grapes are the most
labor intensive and have the highest degree of interactive labor intensity. Ex-

3 At first glance, this might seem to be simply a result of the fact that the region’s vineyards pro-
duce two harvests, employing even temporary workers for some 232 days per year. But the region’s
tomato farms also produced two harvests, and casual labor predominated in that crop. Clearly oth-
er factors were at work as well.

4 In 1979, the National Conference of Agricultural Workers (CONTAG) estimated that 80 per-
cent of rural workers did not have signed work cards and thus were not entitled to these provisions.
The percentage not covered was higher among women (87 percent) and minors (95 percent) (Nef-
fa 1986:55).
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ported grapes must meet standards for size of grape, size of bunch, weight, sug-
ar content, absence of blemish, absence of pesticide residue, and other features.
Tasks involved in producing grapes to these standards include removing old
growth from vines, tilling, fertilizing, irrigating, securing new growth to arbors,
trimming non-producing branches, monitoring for rate of growth, blemish and
signs of disease, biweekly application of pesticides, selecting the two best
bunches on each branch and culling the rest, trimming bunches to export size,
harvesting, grading, packing and transporting to refrigerated warehouses. Seed-
less varieties of grapes are somewhat less demanding in this regard. Although
Chilean producers have adopted the Thompson seedless grape, technicians
have not yet found successful ways of producing seedless grapes in the Sdo
Francisco Valley, thus labor requirements remain high.

This situation would seem to confirm Eswaran and Kotwal’s proposition that
permanent labor is used to reduce supervision costs where tasks require judg-
ment, discretion, and care. First, permanent contracts reduced turnover. Firms
that successfully exported grapes often tested potential workers to determine
what tasks they were best suited for, and then provided training. A number of
firms provided housing for workers and schools and créches for workers’ chil-
dren in order to encourage continuity of employment. Failure to perform the ser-
vices demanded by employers would result not only in a loss of income for these
workers but of shelter and schooling as well. Relations with workers became
complex and multi-stranded under these conditions, evoking the memory of—
though not replicating—the situation of live-in workers of previous eras.

Second, managers of large farms were explicit about the fact that they were
seeking to combine elicitation of skilled, almost “artisanal” care of vines and
grapes with practices of piece rate, monitoring, and control. The same managers
who spoke eloquently about the need to standardize procedures also referred to
their workers as “artisans,” emphasizing the care required in execution of these
tasks. While this labor regime is similar to that described by Eswaran and Kot-
wal in the sense that managers sought to “transform hired labor into workers
whose behavior would approximate that of family labor,” an orientation toward
world markets required the incorporation of additional elements that insured
compliance with rigid standards. Under this new export-oriented regime, multi-
stranded relations and subjection were combined with intensive monitoring and
control.’ Permanent labor reduced, but did not eliminate, the costs of supervi-
sion.

5 In the Sao Francisco Valley, the most successful grape farms combined the use of permanent
labor with intense supervision and incentive wages. These farms used a three-tiered system which
employed a monitor for every 20 workers and a technical supervisor for every 5 monitors (for 100
workers or more). They also combined payment of a fixed salary (minimum wage) with bonuses
for productivity and quality. This system cost growers 25 to 30 percent of gross returns. Managers
insisted that it was the only way to obtain consistently high levels of exportable grapes. The high-
est rate of export achieved in the region was 70 percent. The average for large farms was 40 per-
cent.
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The practices surrounding employment of permanent workers also con-
firmed that employers sought loyal and “subject” workers. During the harvest
period, landowners expected permanent workers to stay on the job for up to
twenty hours per day. This often made it necessary for women to bring their
young children to the vineyards. If families lived in housing on the perimeter
of the estate, it was expected that all family members would work in the vine-
yards as needed. (Not all of these individuals held signed worked cards and re-
ceived the associated benefits.) One new investor in the region, a Japanese-
Brazilian who had moved to the region from southern Brazil, referred to his
workers as meus filhos (my children). The degree to which this reflected Japa-
nese models of the firm and the degree to which it drew on the old language of
patron-client relationships from the fazenda era was not entirely clear, but the
emphasis on the worker dependency and loyalty was unambiguous.

The Brazilian case also conforms to theory in revealing the significance of a
reserve army of workers in rendering the position of permanent workers both
noticably better and vulnerable—what Hart (1989) has called the “logic of ex-
clusion.” Although there were not large numbers of unemployed agricultural
workers in the irrigated zone itself, the region drew in significant numbers of
workers from other impoverished regions of the northeast. The importance of
the availability of this migrant labor force to employers was made clear in a
brochure designed to attract investors to the region:

The Northeast of Brazil, where most of the Sdo Francisco River Valley lies, is consid-
ered a poor region, afflicted with periodic droughts, and with a large number of under-
or unemployed. It has become a tradition, during the droughts, for the population to mi-
grate to the Mid-South of the country in search of employment. The irrigation projects
now underway have attracted part of this contingent. Thus, the labor force that is found
right in the region has helped reduce production costs.®

As Hart (1986), Richards (1979), and Eswaran and Kotwal (1985a) have not-
ed, the “morale effects” of permanent labor are only operative if there is a threat
of being returned to the less regular, less-remunerative seasonal labor market.
The large number of impoverished workers from drought-stricken regions of
the northeast functioned both to depress wage rates and to remind permanent
workers of their vulnerability.

An additional factor that was important in controlling permanent workers,
and in keeping their wages low, was gender. Women made up 65 percent of
workers in grapes, higher than their level of participation in the labor force of
most other crops grown in the region.” Hiring women for these most privileged
positions in the regional labor market enhanced employer control in two ways.
First, unions in northeastern Brazil have generally have excluded women, and

6 This quote comes from an undated and unattributed promotional brochure circulated by
CODEVASF.

7 ‘Women form 66 percent of the labor force in onions, 54 percent in tomatoes, 44 percent in as-
paragus, 38 percent in mango, and 20 percent in melons.
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thus they have been less likely to organize to make claims against the employ-
er. Second, the employment of women in what might otherwise be considered
skilled positions served to mask levels of skill and responsibility and reconstrue
the work involved as “fastidious” or requiring “nimble fingers” (Collins 1995).
This made it possible for employers to pay women who work in vineyards the
minimum wage—less than the 1.5 minimum wage rate paid to men who run
rototillers and irrigation pumps. Gender thus worked together with the presence
of a large reserve army of workers to provide management with tools both con-
trol labor and reduce its costs.

RURAL LABOR MARKETS IN THE CHILEAN FRUIT INDUSTRY

Fruit production has played an extremely dynamic role in the recent history of
Chilean agriculture. In the 1980s, fruit crops accounted for the 80 percent of the
value of all agricultural exports, with table grapes alone generating 60 percent
of all fruit dollars (Rodriguez 1987:65). While fruit has traditionally been an
important part of Chile’s agricultural profile, the sector experienced massive
growth in the 1970s following the implementation of a series of national de-
velopment plans which specifically targeted it as a growth area. Between 1974
and 1985, the value of fruit exports grew at an average annual rate of 23.3 per-
cent (Gana and Romagiiera 1987:18).

Geographically, much of this growth has been concentrated in the provinces
of Central Chile, the agricultural heartland of the country. The municipality of
Santa Maria, located in the valley of Aconcagua, is currently a major zone of
grape production. Production of fruit crops for export in the valley began in the
1930s under the auspices of a group of Argentinean entrepreneurs who brought
Italian workers into the area (Rodriguez and Venegas 1989: 119-20). Several
of these laborers acquired land and now operate some of the largest firms in the
valley. Most modern fruit estates, however, were formed more recently and are
Chilean in origin. In the 1960s, Chilean producers began to make serious in-
roads into the sector—responding to the generous terms with which state loans
for investment in fruit production could be secured and to pressures for mod-
ernization associated with the agrarian reform. In 1976, fruit crops occupied 60
percent of the surface area in Santa Maria, compared to 28 percent for the
province as a whole and 7 percent for the entire country (Rodriguez and Vene-
gas 1989:25). Initially, most estate owners in Santa Maria produced peaches,
but by the mid-1980s, 65 percent of the area dedicated to fruit production in the
municipality was occupied by grape arbors (Rodriguez 1987:80).

Contemporary labor arrangements in Chilean grape production have been
shaped by the emergence and consolidation of the hacienda system and its sub-
sequent dissolution. In the nineteenth century, the hacienda enterprise was
based on the extraction of labor from estate residents, called inquilinos, who
provided services in exchange for rights to land and fringe benefits. The in-
quilino was granted two plots of land by the estate: a cerco, or garden plot, di-
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rectly adjacent to the family’s living quarters, and a racion, or larger plot whose
location varied from year to year according to the hacienda’s rotation schedule.
In addition, the inquilino was granted a house, grazing rights for a certain num-
ber of animals, and the right to collect wood from estate lands. In exchange, the
inquilino household head was expected to supply the estate with one or more
laborers, known as peones obligados, year round. Inquilinos might provide
these labor services directly, or—in the case of wealthier tenants—they might
hire other workers to fill their labor requirements. In addition, the male in-
quilino was expected to provide the labor of his wife or daughters to the estate
for milking. Thus, whether by hiring replacement workers or supplying family
workers, the inquilino functioned to recruit a labor force for the estates.

The hacienda system was not static during the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury. As the international market for wheat expanded during the second half of
the century, owners of wheat-producing estates sought to expand production by
increasing the labor-rent obligations of the inquilinos, who were compensated
by the introduction of a wage payment. This was a contradictory development
which shaped the future development of labor relations on the hacienda. As Kay
writes, . . . [This period] witnessed the extension and consolidation of the ha-
cienda system based on the labor-service tenancy arrangements, but it also
showed the first signs of a proletarianization process . . . evidenced by the fact
that landlords came increasingly to view the internal peasant enterprise as a
source of cheap permanent wage labor rather than a source of rent” (1992:42).

This system began to break down in the 1930s, as certain forms of produc-
tion were mechanized and as pressures for modernization increased. Higher
levels of productivity associated with mechanization created pressures for es-
tate owners to use more of their land directly. As a result, the inquilino system
became more costly for landlords, who gradually replaced land leases with cash
payments. In addition, the ways in which family members worked on the es-
tates was modified. Formerly incorporated on a full-time or nearly full-time ba-
sis as peones obligados, family workers, renamed voluntarios, were now paid
a wage for specific tasks performed on a sporadic basis. Thus, the labor of the
voluntario was permanently available to the landlord, but employed only when
needed. The use of estate residents as a labor force was increasingly supple-
mented by afuerinos, non-residents—either migrants or workers drawn from
nearby villages—who were completely proletarianized.

These trends accelerated during the period of agrarian reform between 1965
and 1973. Labor legislation passed in 1965 required that an increasing portion
of inquilinos’ salaries be paid in cash, as opposed to in-kind benefits. This
change pushed up the costs of inquilino labor relative to labor supplied by vol-
untarios and afuerinos, eroding the advantages of the labor-tenant system. In
addition, the government began actively encouraging the formation of agricul-
tural unions among resident workers. The surge in rural unionism after 1965
provided growers another incentive to reduce permanent work forces (Dorsey
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1984). Given these pressures, it is not surprising that the implementation of the
agrarian reform was accompanied by the large-scale expulsion of resident
workers from estates. Agrarian reform policy allowed growers to retain 80
hectares of expropriated estates. Most owners responded by resettling workers
outside the boundaries of their land. Many former estate workers came to be
concentrated in new rural settlements, called villorios, which sprang up around
the edges of larger properties (Cruz 1992:251). Even on farms not directly af-
fected by the agrarian reform, owners attempted to reduce the size of the per-
manent labor force. Some offered workers the option of purchasing the houses
in which they resided on favorable terms, providing severance pay, and guar-
anteeing such workers first refusal for temporary work (Dorsey 1984:145).
Such agreements lowered the costs to the estate of maintaining housing and yet
fixed a pool of laborers around the fringes of the estate.

The military coup of 1973 strengthened the hand of estate owners consider-
ably. Labor union activity was immediately suppressed. The minimum wage
was allowed to fall in real terms; at the same time, the percentage of the wage
which could be paid in in-kind benefits was increased, reversing earlier legis-
lation. Expropriations were terminated and fully a third of all expropriated land
was returned to former owners. Another third became property of the state and
was auctioned off. A final third remained in peasant hands—if only briefly. The
state instituted a free market in land, with the result that 50 percent of the land
in peasant possession was resold, often to former owners (Cruz 1992:252). As
farms were returned or resold, landlords attempted to restrict their obligations
to rehire permanent workers. Between 1965 and 1976, the proportion of labor
provided by permanent workers fell by 40 percent (Dorsey 1984:iii-iv). The av-
erage number of permanent workers employed by capitalist enterprises was re-
duced from 7.7 workers per estate to only 3.6 workers (Cruz 1992:255). This
figure placed most estates well below the required number of 8 permanent
workers necessary to form a union according to labor legislation passed in 1979.

The Use of Permanent Labor in Grapes

Dramatic increases in labor demand associated with the expansion of fruit cul-
tivation in the 1970s and 80s served to partially slow this reduction in the per-
manent work force (Venegas 1992). As Eswaran and Kotwal would predict, the
quality-intensive nature of grape production created pressures to retain a seg-
ment of permanent workers. Over time, though, growers developed new prac-
tices in which workers hired on a temporary basis could be induced to perform
in a manner similar to workers contracted under permanent agreements. As
such, the temporary (or semi-permanent) labor force came to assume a far more
important role in the Chilean industry than in Brazil. Rodriguez’s (1987:172)
survey of 7 vineyards in Santa Maria revealed that only 3 percent of the labor
force—supplying 32.9 percent of the work-days over the entire year—was em-
ployed on a truly permanent basis. For every 3 permanent workers, 2 more were
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employed on a semi-permanent basis (Rodriguez and Venegas 1989:158). Na-
tional-level statistics—with 16 percent of the labor force employed in Chilean
fruit production having permanent contracts (Venegas 1992:25)—present a sit-
uation which is closer to, although still far below, figures presented above for
the Sdo Francisco Valley in Brazil.

The average temporary worker employed in fruit production in Central Chile
works 168 days per year (Venegas 1992:144). The bulk of temporary hirings
take place between October and March, when thinning, harvesting, and pack-
ing activities occur. Many temporary workers are hired year after year by the
same firm, lending a degree of continuity to employment relations which is not
typical of temporary work in other settings. Such arrangements have led com-
mentators to describe grape firms as disposing of a planta of temporary work-
ers. As Rodriguez and Venegas (1989:174) write:

A considerable portion of temporary workers—never less than 50 percent of any given
firm’s work force—work in the same productive actitivity year after year. This is an
agreement—usually tacit—of mutual convenience in which the employer is assured that
he can count on having a base of workers trained in specific tasks whereas the worker
is assured of finding secure employment each year . . . In periods of peak demand, these
workers do not look for alternative employment, but rather each year simply present
themselves at the firm.

While this phenomena is reported for all temporary workers, it is particu-
larly common among women employees (Rodriguez and Venegas 1989:174).
Women constitute 43.1 percent of the temporary labor force (Rodriguez
1987:262). These workers are attracted by the relatively high wages available
for temporary work paid on a piece rate. In the case of cleaning and packing
grapes, for example, women performing these tasks may earn between 50 to 80
percent more than their male counterparts (Rodriguez 1987:243). These wages
are a novelty for women, whose occupational horizons have in the past been
largely restricted to domestic service (Venegas 1992).

Up until the 1990s, the stability of the temporary labor force was enhanced
by the fact that, in contrast to much seasonal agricultural labor in Latin Amer-
ica, a large proportion of temporary workers were local. This marks an impor-
tant difference from the Brazilian case described above, in which migrants con-
stitute a significant part of the temporary labor force. Venegas (1992:92)
estimates that 90 percent of the temporary workers employed on fruit farms in
Central Chile in the 1980s—the height of the grape expansion—were of local
origin. This feature is consistent with the relatively insignificant role played by
labor contractors in the industry up until the 1990s (Rodriguez 1987:234; Cruz
1992:256). In Santa Maria, sandwiched between two medium-sized cities, for
example, 50 percent of the work force in the 1980s resided within the munici-
pality of Santa Maria and an additional 33 percent of its peak-season labor force
was drawn from these nearby population centers (Rodriguez 1987:303-4). In
the Central provinces as a whole, urban workers constituted 50 percent of
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the temporary labor force, serving as a labor reserve for the industry (Cruz
1992:255).

Employers preferred local workers for a variety of reasons. First, given the
long history of fruit production in Santa Maria, most locals were experienced
in the tasks associated with grape cultivation, harvesting, and packing. Second,
locals were “on hand” year around and can be dismissed and rehired as need-
ed. Finally growers “can keep an eye on locals more easily than outsiders; the
former can be kept under control better than the latter” (Rodriguez 1987:310).
This last point is interesting because the shift to a local labor force employed
on temporary contracts was accompanied by a simplification of pre-existing su-
pervisory systems. Gomez and Echenique (1988:65) report that the old pyra-
mid of hierarchies of command collapsed in fruit production. Permanent work-
ers headed squads of temporary laborers, effectively replacing the role formerly
played by mayordomos, capataces, and vigilantes. The elimination of well-paid
supervisory staff allowed enterprises to control costs. The outlay on salaries for
all categories of workers, temporary and permanent, constituted between 14
and 16 percent of the final price of a box of export-quality grapes.

The remarkable stability of the temporary work force is evidence that em-
ployers have managed to structure temporary contracts in the Chilean grape in-
dustry in order to reproduce features of permanent contracts. Temporary con-
tracts resemble the more familiar contours of the contracts established between
firms and permanent workers in other features besides their stability, as well.
Like the relationships that accompany permanent work, relations betwen firms
and these temporary workers are complex and multi-stranded. This is most
clearly demonstrated in the practice of giving workers “allowances.” Al-
lowances may include providing some amount of extra cash every month to
“help out” with electricity and transportation costs, making a modest gift of a
bottle of liquor, renting out a bus to transport workers to the beach for a day off,
supporting the education of the child of a worker, or paying the cash equivalent
of a cuarto of land. Allowances are more common and more generous among
permanent workers, but 34 percent of temporary workers also receive some
type of allowance (Rodriguez 1987:246). Allowances are largely symbolic, in
the sense that they do not generally constitute a significant source of income
among workers but do operate to maintain worker loyalty. Rodriguez
(1987:211) suggests that the practice of giving allowances significantly im-
proves firms’ chances of retaining their best workers.

There are important differences between firms of different sizes in terms of
their ability to participate in these arrangements. Small- and medium-size firms
contract a higher proportion of permanent workers compared to their counter-
parts in the largest-size category. This appears to reflect the disadvantage small-
er firms face competing for temporary labor with larger units. Larger firms are
vertically integrated to a greater degree than small- and medium-sized units.
Unlike smaller firms, they typically possess packing and cold storage facilities
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and may even directly export their product. For these reasons, they are in a po-
sition to offer longer periods of employment to workers, who in turn prefer hir-
ing themselves out to such firms. In the 1990s, some large growers moved op-
erations into Northern Chile, where labor skilled in fruit work is scarce. They
have offered their best temporary workers the opportunity to extend periods of
employment by working in these new areas of production. Moving from estate
to estate creates problems for workers and their families but does provide steady
employment over a greater part of the annual cycle, despite the fact that con-
tracts are still temporary. In general, the larger the size of the firm, the higher
the proportion of temporary workers who are hired on a repeat basis (Rodriguez
1987:236).

Finally, it is important to note that just as gender played a role in keeping
wages low and enhancing control in the Brazilian case, it is an important di-
mension of Chilean labor markets as well. As in the Brazilian case, hiring
women workers allows employers to minimize the threat of disruptive union
activities. The second effect of hiring women workers noted above—eroding
the basis on which workers may claim rewards which are congruous to their
skill levels—also holds true in the Chilean case. While women working in
cleaning and packing grapes may earn some of the highest wages in the indus-
try, such wages do not compensate these workers for the longer hours and more
intense pace associated with tasks paid by piece-rates (Valdés 1992:110—11).
A third and more novel point involves the way in which gender operates to sta-
bilize the labor force in the Chilean industry. We have already noted that the
long-term stable relationships between firms and temporary workers charac-
teristic of the industry are most commonly established with local women. As
Rodriguez (1987:301-2) notes, such women are in high demand, both because
they tend to have more experience than outsiders and because they lack alter-
natives in the local labor market. It is plausible to suggest that such narrow
occupational horizons may combine with women’s tighter integration into the
domestic sphere to constrain the mobility of these workers. In this regard, it is
interesting to note that the majority of women employed in the fruit indus-
try are either married or single heads of households (Venegas 1992:102) who pre-
sumably shoulder significant domestic responsibilities. Thomas (1985:ch. 6)
has noted the way in which the California lettuce industry specifically targeted
women workers—for precisely the reasons just described, lower mobility asso-
ciated with restricted job opportunities and heavy domestic responsibilities—
as a means of stabilizing its seasonal labor force. This would appear to be part
of the strategy of Chilean grape growers as well.

In sum, grape producers in Chile have constructed a set of labor practices that
look substantially different from those in Brazil. Rather than entrusting skilled
work to a tier of permanent workers whose performance is ensured by the threat
of expulsion to the less-secure temporary labor market, they rely almost exclu-
sively on temporary workers. In some ways this is not surprising. Grape pro-
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duction is not the same in all times and places. The less-delicate seedless grapes
produced in Chile require less-careful handling than the varieties produced in
Brazil, and thus require less supervision and less of a “morale effect” that sub-
stitutes for supervision. This reduces the advantage of permanent contracts to
employers. Although seedless grapes need less care than other varieties of
grapes, they still require more attention than most other crops. Chilean estate
owners seem to have achieved many of the “morale effects” of permanent con-
tracts by building some of their incentivies into temporary work relationships.
Temporary workers who exercise “judgment, discretion and care” are rehired
regularly. As Cruz (1992:256) writes, “Once contracted, a temporary worker
seldom leaves the estate. A certain clientilism is established from year to year
which gives the relationship a degree of stability.” Regular rehiring brings with
it not only the chance to earn high wages on a piece rate but also a variety of
gifts and bonuses as well.

Labor market conditions in Chile are significantly different from those in
Brazil. These conditions have shifted over time, as the nation moved through a
period of economic crisis and high unemployment in the late 1970s and early
1980s to more stable economic conditions in the late 1980s and 1990s. As un-
employment has declined, thus improving the bargaining power of workers, the
provision of permanent contracts has become riskier for estate owners. The
threat of dismissal is a less-effective sanction under such conditions, particular-
ly since Chilean workers, unlike their Brazilian counterparts, live in in proxim-
ity to urban centers. Additionally, permanent workers with other employment
opportunities can mobilize to press for higher wages and better working condi-
tions. As economic conditions improved in the 1990s, even temporary workers
organized. Women (who found participation in traditional unions difficult) came
together in casas comunales to solve problems of child care and “off-season”
employment. These initiatives developed, over time, into a broader set of actions,
including demands for higher wages. Grape workers recognized the vulnerabil-
ity of growers to the timing of the harvest and used this to their advantage in
scheduling their actions to press for wage increases. Given these conditions, it
is not surprising that employers were not eager to offer permanent contracts.

THE CASES COMPARED

The paradox of permanent labor contracts in a highly seasonal activity was most
evident in the Brazilian case just reviewed. The lengthy season associated with
two grape harvests meant that workers were needed for nearly eight months of
production itself. By retaining workers for an additional three months (the con-
tract was allowed to “lapse” for one month each year) the employer retained a
skilled and stable workforce on hand. Most of these workers had a signed work
card that made them eligible for social benefits (and increased the cost of their
contract to the employer by 42 percent). Consistency of income, social bene-
fits—and sometimes housing and créches—provided a powerful incentive for
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workers to remain with their employer. The presence of a large reserve army of
migrant labor in the region highlighted the advantages of permanent service. In
Hart’s words, “the existence of a group of people in an economically inferior
position is essential to the effective functioning of these arrangements”
(1989:37). Permanent contracts guaranteed loyalty and stability of service, but
the incentives they offered were not sufficient to render workers completely
self-supervising. In the case of export fruit production, it was not enough to pre-
vent workers from shirking and to see that they labored diligently. In order to
meet quality standards, additional supervision was required to insure that tasks
were performed in highly specific ways.

In Chile, a shorter production period (five and a half months) meant that the
relative cost of permanent versus temporary employment was greater, at the
same time that the relative hardiness of the seedless grapes grown in the region
reduced somewhat the need for careful handling. Because they were producing
an export crop that had to meet standards, however, there were still powerful
incentives for employers to develop a stable and skilled workforce. Firms ac-
complished this by developing stable temporary contracts with workers (main-
ly women) that offered opportunities to make decent wages through piecework
and that often involved bonuses, gifts or “allowances” to workers. Many of the
advantages of permanence were thus replicated using temporary contracts. The
fact that smaller firms that were less competitive in recruiting stable tempo-
raries resorted to permanent contracts attested to the employers’ need for the
stability and skill such contracts provide.

Gender was a crucial ingredient in the labor market strategies of employers
in both regions. Because women formed the bulk of the permanent labor force
in grape production in the Sdo Francisco Valley, it was difficult to obtain recog-
nition for the skill involved. In Chile, the relative dearth of other employment
options for women, combined with the expectation that they would return to
domestic labor during the off-season contribute to their availability on a sea-
sonal basis. In both places, the fact that unions have historically excluded
women meant that women had to create their own contexts for mobilization,
slowing (though not stopping) the process of representing their political inter-
ests.

In both the Brazilian and Chilean cases, contemporary labor relations were
shaped by a history of practices characterized by “subjection.” Under the
regimes of hacienda and fazenda, workers tied to estates were expected to pro-
vide a wide array of services, as well as to offer political support to the land-
lord. Labor was bound to estates through complex ties of patronage and clien-
tilism. These traditions provided models and vocabulary for the multi-stranded
contracts that emerged in export grape production, even when the relationships
they described were fundamentally distinct. In addition, in both the Chilean and
Brazilian cases, organized labor was weakened by long periods of authoritari-
an rule during which union activities were curtailed or outlawed. In both re-
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gions, while rural labor law existed, it was unevenly enforced. The situation
which Palmeira describes for Brazil—in which “the mere struggle to enforce
legislation acquires . . . radical features” (1979:87)—was true for both regions.
The relative lack of enforcement of rural labor law under authoritarian regimes
created a regulatory vacuum in which contracts that offered non-wage remu-
neration and that required performance of non-standard obligations could
thrive.

Thomas has argued that most approaches to the study of labor markets have
been insensitive to problems of social and political inequality outside the en-
terprise—failing to attend to the ways that social and political institutions shape
the labor process (1985:9). Urban unemployment in the Chilean case (particu-
larly for women) and the dire poverty and underemployment of much of the
rural Brazilian northeast were the structural inequalities that created a reserve
army of labor in both regions, which made it possible to divide the workforce
into a privileged permanent or stable temporary sector and a disadvantaged re-
serve army. In addition, in ways that have already been described, broader cul-
tural gender inequalities structured women’s options in the larger labor market
and thus conditioned their availability to—and ability to bargain within—the
agricultural labor market. The greater bargaining power of Chilean workers as
unemployment declined attests to the importance of broader labor market dy-
namics and the political and economic processes that structure them.

CONCLUSIONS

The implications of these two cases for existing theories of labor contracts are
two-fold. In a rather elegant way, these two cases confirm the propositions of
the literature: that permanent labor will be used when supervision is of para-
mount importance or when costs of supervision are high; that it will be used
when the employer requires the performance of extraordinary tasks (subjec-
tion); and that permanent contracts will function best, as a means of labor con-
trol, when there is a large reserve army of more casually employed workers
against whose experience the permanent workers can contrast their own. These
conditions are met in Brazil, where permanent labor contracts predominate. The
need for careful labor is somewhat less in Chilean grapes, the cost differential
between year-round and temporary contracts being greater; and there is no
large, impoverished “reserve army” of labor on which employers can draw. All
of these factors make us less likely to expect employers to use permanent con-
tracts in the Chilean case. Thus, the use of long-term, but temporary, contracts
in Chile confirms theoretically derived expectations. Nevertheless, when tem-
porary contracts in Chilean grape production were examined in detail, they
were found to build in incentives for continuity and careful work that emulat-
ed permanent contracts. This confirms the expectation that employers will seek
contracts that provide stability, “morale effects,” and subjection in situations
where careful, committed work is required.
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This essay sought to understand a paradoxical situation, one in which em-
ployer demands for more “subjected” and highly controllable labor led to the
adoption of a more “modern” contract form. Theoretical writing about labor
contracts in agriculture provided some guiding premises about how employers
might use permanence to create morale effects and subjected workers. These
premises proved relevant in both cases but played out differently within the two
distinct cultural and political economic contexts. In each case, an understand-
ing of the form of contemporary labor contracts required detailed examination
of local labor markets in order to assess employer goals related to the produc-
tion process, as well as an examination of the social and political forces outside
the firm that shape labor availability and the conditions under which labor is
sold. We cannot generalize from these cases to national or international trends.
But we can learn things about the ways in which complex, multi-stranded em-
ployment contracts remain an important feature of highly rationalized (and
globalizing) production contexts and about the conditions under which perma-
nent contracts may emerge®—even in a seasonal industry. The cases also re-
mind us that temporary labor is not a novel practice engaged in by firms seek-
ing to reduce costs in a new global competitive environment but that employers
and workers are always engaged in struggle over when, how, and for how long
work will be performed.
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