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Introduction

In line with the changes taking place to the global pattern of capital accu-
mulation, we are presently witnessing a new industrial and/or technological
revolution that guarantees to transform social relations and communica-
tion, work, and everyday life. This fact, which has been widely commented
on by the literature at the international level, has opened up an interesting
debate that, through measurements, projections, and speculations, high-
lights such processes as technological unemployment, the disqualification
of work, the automation of various tasks and processes, and the robotiza-
tion of certain jobs.

However, these processes take on their own expressions and particular-
ities in terms of the reality of Latin America and the Caribbean, as they
occur gradually, are differentiated and are limited by the characteristics of
companies, productive sectors, geographic locations, state policies, business
projects, and labor relations. Despite these particularities, there are also sim-
ilarities with the processes witnessed at the global level, especially in the case
of the implications for the organization of work, transformations in the pro-
cesses of labor, and the problems generated for the structure of employment.

At present, there is an important and emerging literature focused on the
technological changes introduced by the 4.0 revolution in the Latin American
region, which involve analysis undertaken by multilateral bodies such as
ECLAC, the ILO, and OECD, as well as important references in studies on
labor, engineering, economics, and public policy. Within the current tech-
nological revolution, one of the problems that has already been addressed at
the global level, and that presents its own peculiarities in Latin America, is
related to labor relations and the current challenges for trade unions.
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The power of organizations, their repertoires of action, their models of
negotiation and their capacity to influence various levels of labor relations,
generate a necessary reflection on the possibilities of harmonizing tech-
nological changes in relation to the needs and demands of workers. This
becomes even more necessary taking into account the realities of inequal-
ity, discrimination, and poverty in the region, especially if we consider the
potentially negative effects of the introduction of processes of automation
and/or robotization, such as technological unemployment and the polariza-
tion of the labor market.

In this chapter, we will present a review of some of the debates regarding
automation, robotization, and the uses of artificial intelligence in Latin
America and the Caribbean. We will focus on providing an account of the
problems that the 4.0 revolution involves for trade union organizations,
and the nature of the main opportunities that are emerging from this
new scenario. This work will be exemplified and expanded in the cases of
Argentina, Mexico, and Chile. Finally, we will present certain conclusions
and perspectives for organizations, taking into account the social protests
that have occurred and the new correlation of political forces in the region.

State of affairs

As can be seen in the abundant literature available, throughout history tech-
nological revolutions have been carried out and have happened, that dramat-
ically transformed production and labor processes, and that these changes
have represented fundamental pillars for the expansion and reproduction of
capitalism. It is generally accepted that technological change is a non-linear,
evolutionary, and resource-intensive process that is driven not only by eco-
nomic forces, but also by political and social forces. It is not a homogeneous
process and generally involves different forms of change and innovation that
can affect the quantity and character of labor tasks in very different ways
(Niibler, 2016). Technological change is thus reflected in the generation of
new knowledge, the implementation of new forms of production, and in the
modification of the products obtained in labor processes, as well as in new
production techniques, changes in the organization in the work place, and
modifications in terms of the diffusion of these changes in the economy as a
whole.

This is possible to verify in the history of the world economy, based on
certain nuances and distinctions, which have different expressions depend-
ing on geographical scales, geopolitical positions, and the role of the state in
the process of capital accumulation. At present, the novelty of the techno-
logical changes taking place recognizes the emergence of a 4.0 Industry, one
that represents the basis of a new technological revolution.

Klaus Schwab (2016) refers to this time as “the fourth industrial revolu-
tion,” which would not only consist of interconnected intelligent machines
and systems, but by the integration of multiple waves of technological
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progress “ranging from genetic sequencing to nanotechnology, and from
renewable energy to quantum computing.” For this reason, the present rev-
olution may be characterized by “the fusion of these technologies and their
interaction through the physical, digital and biological domains,” which
makes this revolution fundamentally different to all those that proceeded it.

At the same time, it is also a revolution “where emerging technologies and
broad-based innovation are spreading much faster and more widely than pre-
vious revolutions, some of which are still underway in some parts of the world”
(Schwab, 2016, p. 21). This revolution has been accompanied by the processes
of automation and digitization of production. In this process the incorpora-
tion of new technologies occurs in the undertaking of tasks that previously
required higher cognitive levels, and which are characterized by being not very
repetitive, and supposedly to be exclusively undertaken by people, even those
with a technical or professional background. Added to this, their speed and
impact on various productive sectors (retail, the automobile sector, transport,
telecommunications, etc.), generate important changes in the world of work.

The process of automation has taken on new characteristics, which chal-
lenge the categories and conceptualizations of industrial and labor soci-
ology. This form of automation involves a combination and escalation of
the capabilities developed and available from the digitization process of
production, delivering new forms of technological replacement of work
through the programming, exercise, and operation of artificial intelligence.

Artificial intelligence includes a set of applications and manifestations
that can be translated into various technological devices, platforms, sup-
ports, and hardware that can be introduced into everyday working life, such
as in production chains (Ernst, Merola & Samaan, 2018; Aghion, Antonin
& Bunel, 2019). One of the forms manifested by this process in the 4.0
Revolution is robotization. Although this particular process is often viewed
as being separate from digitization and automation, robotization incorpo-
rates and is part of the fusion of various forms of technology.

However, and although it tends to be understood as a homogenizing and
optimistic discourse on technological change, it is necessary to recognize that
this revolution has been created thanks to the actions of capital and business
and disseminating mainly from the most industrially developed nations. This
fact involves two important consequences when considering the reality of
work in Latin America and the Caribbean in relation to this ongoing process:

1 Thereis a deficit in terms of the analysis of technological change beyond
unemployment and productive restructuring, particularly when dealing
with the role, interest, action, incidence, resistance, consent, and organ-
ization of workers in this process; and

2 The reality of the continent’s technological and industrial development
suggests a phenomenon that can be located only in specific and limited
sectors, rather than as a generalized and extensive process incorporat-
ing the whole labor market.
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Although the academic literature at a global level has verified that with this
revolution new jobs have been created (for example, the delivery of food
or goods), while other activities have been modernized, thus destabilizing
traditional professions such as taxi drivers, tour guides, and travel agents,
etc., there is a need to revisit contributions based on the realities of specific
and situated territories.

. These contributions are based on the analysis of trajectories and expe-
riences of productive and/or technological changes that differ from those
offered by industrialized countries and by corporate discourse. This focus
offers the possibility of simultaneously recovering the perspective of work-
ing subjects and their union organizations, in terms of a contextualized and
historical perspective.

In this sense, the specificity of Latin America and the Caribbean in this

process of technological change is consistent with its articulation with the
following:

1 Phenomena that have straddled labor relations with a particular inten-
.&Q and importance since the 1970s, highlighting their intensification
in the 1990s, through labor outsourcing and the so-called productive
restructuring that imposed very significant dynamics in terms of the
erosion of corporate responsibility and profound transformations
of labor relations (Basualdo & Morales, 2014; Basualdo, Esponda,
Gianibelli & Morales, 2015; Etchemendy, 2018). This process was char-
acterized by the introduction of neoliberal policies, the persistence of
an unregistered labor sector, and the escalating precariousness of the
labor market (Julian, 2017).

2 Regressive labor reform processes that have sought to be imposed, with
various formats and nuances (Bensusan, 2013; Basualdo, 2019), but
which share the common characteristic of a motivation to launch an
attack against a structure of labor rights that were fought for during
decades of organization and the struggle of workers’ organizations. All
these processes, dynamics, and disputes, had and have an impact on
individuals and labor and union organizations, leading to their weak-
ening and fragmentation.

Taking into account these two levels, it is necessary to introduce into this
debate the reality and action of workers, considering the forms that the
resistances, struggles and responses of adaptation, negotiation and con-
flict have taken in the processes of technological revolution. The reality of
workers does not tend to be considered in these debates and, in the case
of Latin America and the Caribbean, we are referring to very complex
national, sectoral, and occupational situations. Consequently, we will try

to account for three diverse cases in geographic, economic, and socio-po-
litical terms.
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The case of Argentina

In the case of Argentina, which is characterized by a relatively high rate of
union affiliation and the existence of strong domestic union bodies organ-
ized by branches of activity and articulated in national union confedera-
tions, there has been an extensive debate and academic output regarding
technological change and innovation in the country, and their impact on
labor relations. This production increased notably in recent years in connec-
tion with the development of the agenda proposed by the ILO regarding the
“Future of work,” and in dialogue with various international lines of inves-
tigation (Ernst & Robert, 2019; Catalano, 2018; Bortz, Moncaut, Robert,
Sarabia & Vazquez, 2018, among many others). In this context, special
attention was paid both to the latest transformations of the technological
frontier, and to the appearance of new activities, particularly the platform
economy and its challenge in terms of labor laws, union organization, and
state oversight in a context of precarious working conditions (Roiter, 2019;
Scasserra 2018 & 2019; Del Bono, 2019; Madariaga, Buenadicha, Molina
& Ernst, 2019). Even more challenging is the reception of these research
contributions by the trade union movement, the agenda of which is strongly
marked by fragmentation and increasing job insecurity as a legacy of a cycle
of neoliberal reforms, and by the adjustment and various attempts at regres-
sive labor reforms carried out between 2015 and 2019.

Recent contributions have allowed the presence and influence of techno-
logical change in industrial, agro-industrial, extractive, and service activi-
ties to be revealed. An investigation carried out by an interdisciplinary team
coordinated by the Economics and Technology Area of the Latin American
Faculty of Social Sciences (FLACSO), with the support of the Friedrich
Ebert Foundation (Basualdo, et al., 2019), involved a primary analysis of
responses and union positions both regarding the processes of technolog-
ical change, and in relation to labor outsourcing in six relevant economic
activities in Argentina: the steel industry, the automobile and sugar indus-
tries, the oil industry, and two service activities: telephony and banking,
which partially includes public sector employment. This occurred in the
2003-2018 period.!

Case analysis showed that technological change constitutes a central phe-
nomenon in all the economic activities analyzed, and that therefore it is not
appropriate to think of it as an issue of “future work,” but rather as one with
a clear presence and a close link with work being undertaken right now.
Thus, this must also be analyzed within a context of vigorous attempts at
regressive labor reform based on a set of labor and economic public policies.

Collective bargaining appeared in this survey as a key area, and it is
possible to distinguish, in the period addressed, two substantially different
stages in Argentina. Between 2003 and 2015 there was a boom and growth
in collective bargaining, even with its prevalent tensions and contradictions,
and within a context of growth in the industrial sector and the economy as
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a whole, as well as a progressive redistribution of income. Since 2016, there
has been a growing stagnation, and within the context of a record drop in
industrial production, a rise in inflation and regressive state interventions,
in addition to a significant decline in labor rights in various areas. This
became manifest in 2018 in the elimination of the Ministry of Labor and its
replacement by a Secretariat.

An analysis of the presence of these issues in collective bargaining made
it possible to register that this area is key for employers as well as unions
and workers. With respect to trade union organizations, the presence of
clauses establishing the need to preserve sources of employment in the event
of technological change and to guarantee the training and education of
workers, underlined the concern about the possible impact of technological
changes on the level and conditions of employment. On the part of business
sectors, cases such as that of the oil industry exemplified how the use of pro-
cesses of technological change, and the opening up of new activities, were a
cause for the introduction of clauses in collective bargaining that imply the
loss of basic labor rights. In this case, it can also be observed that the pos-
sible impact of technological change is not only the direct loss of jobs but
can also translate into a significant loss of rights, constituting another way
to introduce regressive “labor reforms.”

In all cases it was concluded that in order to understand the process, it
was necessary to include other aspects in dialogue with collective bargain-
ing. One of these was the process of conflict with respect to technological
change and/or labor outsourcing, in various activities such as banking, the
steel industry, and telephony (particularly regarding labor outsourcing),
while to a lesser extent, significant conflicts were registered in the sugar
industry. However, no visible and general conflicts were identified in the
oil and car industries. New initiatives and instances of union organization
were also highlighted, such as the creation of union networks by a group of
companies, particularly in the steel industry, in the face of the changes that
had appeared in forms of work and production.

With respect to union institutions that study these problems, an experi-
ence was recorded of telephone companies forming a Secretariat of New
Technologies, as well as the formation of a Telecommunications Research
and Development Institute, which were viewed as interesting alternatives.
At the same time, the development of trade union training initiatives closely
linked to technological changes, drew a lot of positive attention in industrial
and services cases. Finally, another key area in order to study both issues
would seem to be that of the Safety and Hygiene Committees, which were
established by law in the provinces of Buenos Aires and Santa Fe. In several
of the activities, particularly in industries such as the steel or car sectors,
the committees appeared as useful instances to deal with issues related to
working conditions and health impacts, containing and dealing with issues
of technological change and outsourcing, and highlighting the different
conditions that this created between permanent and outsourced workers.
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These lines of union organization and action in defense of labor rights
and working, living, and organizational conditions, occurred during a
stage of robust technological change and transformation of labor relations,
marked by the tension and debate on business policies, and with strong
pressures and contradictions within the union movement itself. This also
included dealing with highly regressive state policies, particularly between
the end of 2015 and 2019. Even though these initiatives were in many cases
fragmentary and disparate, they underline the existence of valuable and fre-
quently obscured processes of organizing workers and unions that would be
important to analyze in greater depth.

The case of Mexico

An important line of research on technological change and its implications
in Mexico focuses on identifying the factors that can accelerate or reduce
its impact on employment, as well as the sectors, occupations, and jobs
that are being most affected (Rodriguez Pérez, Camberos Castro & Huesca
Reynoso, 2015; Huesca & Ochoa, 2016). The problems related to the regula-
tion of jobs in emerging occupations have also been studied, such as those
generated by digital platforms (Bensusan, 2017 & 2020).

In the union sector, the weakened situation of organizations after decades
of deterioration due to corporate arrangements that ceased to create favora-
ble conditions for workers, and generated an extremely feigned approach to
collective bargaining, has led to the predominance of defensive positions
regarding the consequences of technological innovation and the organiza-
tion of work in employment. There has been scant interest regarding unions
in research on the effects of new technologies and productive restructur-
ing, barring a few exceptions. However, an issue that has recently been the
focus of attention has been the accelerated expansion of subcontracting
processes, with negative consequences for workers. Along with other labor
reforms adopted in recent years at the constitutional (2017) and legal (2019)
levels, which created favorable conditions for the democratization of union
organizations and the strengthening of collective bargaining, unions have
been demanding the adoption of a more restrictive regulation to stop out-
sourcing employment, especially as this is associated with job instability,
tax evasion, and social security.

Technological innovation is associated with integration in North America
through NAFTA (1994), which was renegotiated in 2018 and renamed as
the USMCA (entering into force on July 1, 2020). This process gave rise
to an export model based on low labor costs, increasing productivity, and
proximity to consumers. Huesca and Ochoa (2016, p. 168) argue that the
economic restructuring, the increase in foreign direct investment, and the
maquiladora system favor the insertion of multinational companies. These
processes have increased the use of technology, generating changes in the
demand for labor and wages, with greater intensity in the manufacturing
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industry. However, they consider that technological change was essentially
dependent on the decisions taken by the corporations in the countries of
origin of the maquila factories, and which had invested in Mexico attracted
by low labor costs, which delayed the progress of innovation. One excep-
tion, however, was that of the car industry, where such processes have been
accelerated.

In this context, interest was generated in academia to ascertain the rela-
tionship between these processes and the opportunities or restrictions to
improve the quality of jobs in multinational companies. A study carried
out by an inter-institutional and interdisciplinary team focused on the expe-
riences of multinational companies with successful trajectories located in
five sectors, where innovation combined, in each case, the use of new tech-
nologies, and the reorganization of work and business models employed.?
One result of this research was the fragility, insufficiency or absence of
multiplier effects of innovation at the level of wages and working condi-
tions, the participation of workers in the company or in unions (democracy
and labor representation), or in workers’ professional development (further
on-the-job training). Among the most important factors in explaining such
insignificant benefits obtained by workers, were problems in the quality
and structure of union representation, with the consequent fragmentation
and distortion of collective bargaining. Another negative influence was the
context in which such innovation processes occurred, characterized by an
extremely restrictive wages policy that drove as a consequence greater labor
flexibility, although this began to be reversed after the arrival of a new gov-
ernment in December 2018.

The case of the car industry, where all assembly plants have unions and
the permanent workforce is unionized, illustrates this issue. More than to
obtain advantages associated with the success of the export model — the
sector has become the seventh largest car producer in the world — collec-
tive bargaining in assembly plants was an efficient instrument to ensure the
absence of strikes in a context of increasing concessions to multinational
subsidiaries. The process of automation and robotization was accompa-
nied by job losses in the assembly plants, while there were increases in
auto parts companies. There has also been greater labor and salary flex-
ibility, and increasing segmentation of working conditions according to
length of employment and workers’ places in company value chains. In
contrast, the few instances of conflict, in which workers sought to dispute
representation with the unions as a condition for regaining their bargain-
ing power, ended in defeats, including layoffs, company closures, and pro-
duction being shifted to other countries (Bensusan & Covarrubias, 2016;
Pardi et al., 2018).3

It should be noted that out of a total of 18 plants belonging to the Mexican
car industry, only in the case of VWM, along with Nissan Cuernavaca and
Audi, are there independent and active unions, which following major con-
flicts and ruptures in the late 1980s and early 1990s, managed to sustain an
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important capacity for dialogue with their respective companies. However,
the limits of this arrangement lie, among other factors, in the isolation of
such organizations, given the undemocratic and subordinate characteris-
tics prevailing in the rest of the union movement in the car sector and the
difficulties in making any progress in the formation of broader coalitions
(Bensusan & Gomez, 2017).

However, and to conclude on a more optimistic note, it can be said that
the proactive salary policy of the country’s new administration (2018-
2024), the existence of new rules of the game in the area of collective
rights, and the requirements imposed by USMCA, which references the
implementation of said rules, may create in the immediate future a more
favorable context for unions and collective bargaining. Consequently,
and unlike what occurred in the 1990s, USMCA may bring more favora-
ble conditions to achieve a positive articulation between the progress of
technological change and improvement of job quality, particularly in
terms of wages.

The case of Chile

Regarding the case of Chile, we can summaries some of the results that
we have been able to obtain from the Fondecyt Regular 1161347 project
“Mapping of precarious work in the southern Macro Zone” (2016-2019),
where the new and old conditions of precariousness are discussed from the
point of view of the collective action and associativity of workers. In this
project, it was possible to verify some of the occupational profiles taken
on, rejected, and required in the process of automation, digitization, and
robotization of work, from the point of view of the labor market.

In Chile, the automation process is framed within a government and
social model characterized by the application of neoliberal policies, a delib-
erate weakening of union organizations, and a process of social and job
insecurity. The country’s economic model is focused on the export of raw
materials, from which emerge the country’s main productive sectors: the
mining industry, the forestry, agricultural, and aquaculture sectors. Each of
these has union organizations with permanent workers and a large chain of
subcontracted workers. The country’s productive matrix is made up of these
primary or commodity production sectors, which are part of the economic
pattern of low-level industrialization and minimum investment in research,
technology, and development.

Studies on the current process of automation and robotization are in their
early stages in Chile (Almeida et al., 2017; Bravo, et al., 2018; Carrillo, 2018;
Rivera, 2019). However, research can be found that indirectly, places said
process as one of the keys to understanding the world of contemporary labor.
Research aimed at this issue is becoming increasingly popular, and com-
bines the relationship between traditional sectors that aim at automation
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and robotization, as well as the emergence of jobs from so-called platform
capitalism (Uber, Orders Now, etc.) (Bravo et al., 2019).

Through various investigations, we were able to account for how the auto-
mation process has threatened traditional union organizations, which have
a structural and organizational power of greater dimension than smaller
and younger unions (Julian, 2017; 2018; 2019). This has emerged mainly in
the case of mining, transport, and the retail sector, where the replacement
by means of digitizing machines or price readers, and the operation of intel-
ligent logistics systems, and artificial intelligence in the management of
trucks, has become a major threat to jobs.

To this we must add the fragility with which unions have been politically
instituted in Chile, due to regulatory frameworks that have weakened the
role of organizations in dealing with negotiations and strike processes, their
funding sources and decentralization at the company level, as well as the
issues that can be negotiated with the employer. Among the restrictions on
those issues that can be negotiated collectively, are changes at the produc-
tive and/or organizational level of the company, including technological
changes. Only a few unions manage to introduce resistance to vertical pro-
cesses of labor automation through the use of various repertoires of collec-
tive action.

In general, we studied organizations that have a reactive logic of defense,
which has an extremely minimal corrective effect in relation to business
strategies. The 2017 labor reform that modifies some of the collective rights
of union organizations (Julian, 2019), did not include matters of collective
bargaining, which has resulted in a serious problem in terms of conflict res-
olution and dialogue with companies. Moreover, there has been no interest
or union culture able to internalize and incorporate practices of research,
information, and public debate regarding technological change and the
replacement of workers.

However, despite this trend, there are also experiences of unions that have
tried to organize campaigns and protests against automation processes.
Some of these unions are in the mining sector, in Santiago’s subway train
(metro) system, in the banking and retail sectors, and logistics, among oth-
ers. However, processes of technological change are generally introduced
without consultation with or participation of the trade unions. The ori-
entation of automation involves the strategy of:1) replacement of workers;
2) introduction of multitasking; and 3) the weakening of established trade
union organizations.

The responses that the unions have developed to these processes are
mainly related to the reaffirmation of a legal-institutional strategy, consist-
ing of challenging such processes in labor courts and legal conflicts related
to dismissals. Furthermore, there are collective bargaining processes that
include clauses aimed at the retraining of workers, through an orientation
towards reskilling in terms of the functions of the company and/or the dis-
missal of workers. Both processes are marked by the presence of instances
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of qualification training designed for self-employment (plumbers, electri-
cians, etc.) and/or for new activities within the company. This represents the
restructuring of production.

One of the exceptions to this set of issues has been that of Walmart Chile.
As part of a collective bargaining process, the Leader Inter-Company
Workers’ Union of Walmart Chile, established the process of job automa-
tion as an issue requiring negotiation. After suffering a series of layofs, the
battle of the trade union organizations was directed towards the protection
of employment and labor rights. This led to a union mobilization incorpo-
rating 17 thousand workers, who, within the framework of exercising their
legal right to strike, were able to negotiate the issues of restructuring and
dismissal.

On processing the forms of multitasking as forms of productive restruc-
turing, along with dismissals, work overloads, and the lack of guarantees
in employment, precarious labor forms a central part in understanding
the automation process in Chile. While business strategies refer to new
restructuring processes, unions have begun to make it a part of their new
repertoires of action, placing it in relation to the context of induced precar-
iousness in the labor market.

Conclusions

In addition to the fact that the progress of technological change has been
uneven in the region and, in particular, in the countries studied and within
them, according to the economic sectors, it is necessary to consider the
marked differences in the power resources (Schmalz, 2017) that are available
to trade unions to counter the worst effects of automation and robotization
on the quantity and quality of jobs. While unions in Argentina have histor-
ically had sectoral unions and collective bargaining structures with high
levels of union affiliation and bargaining coverage, Mexico and Chile are
characterized by a growing weakening of the trade union movement. For
different reasons — historical, institutional, and economic — the structural
and instrumental power of employers to impose their conditions is much
greater in these two countries than in Argentina.

In this sense, and if some capacity for trade union dialogue can be
expected in the face of the ongoing innovation processes anywhere in the
continent, that would be Argentina, where along with traditional power
resources can be added the growing interest of the unions in the subject
matter under analysis, together with the presence, since the end of 2019,
of a government with similar interests to those of the workers. Albeit that
the country’s government is now facing major constraints due to the levels
of external debt inherited from the previous government and the unprec-
edented crisis created by the COVID-19 pandemic. In the current critical
situation, the processes of labor restructuring and technological changes,
the force of business pressures that seek to condition state policies, and












