Global Business Strategy and Responsibility: Historical Perspectives (GBSR), Spring 2024


WEEK 4
Case Study – ‘The Octopus and the Generals: The United Fruit Company in Guatemala’
(Group Activity)

Overall Aims 

. 	To participate in group research on Global Business Strategy and Responsibility drawing on a historical perspective, and involving discussion, argumentation and organization or ideas. 
. 	To appreciate the dynamic influence of the multinational enterprise within a global and historical context.
. 	To analyse the multiple unexpected risks encountered by MNEs face in foreign markets, and examine their impact on the societies of host countries.
. 	To understand the responsibilities of MNEs and explore the distinctions between productive and unproductive entrepreneurship.
. 	To refine presentation and argumentation skills through role play.


Preparation for Seminar in Week 4

. Your group will be allocated one question on the Tuesday seminar class.
. On Thursday you and your group will address the question through role play.
. You are free to organize the role play the way you find more interesting. You may add or remove characters as you wish, but here are some ideas of possible characters:
- you can simulate a situation of an interview or a roundtable
- one of the members of the group can act as the interviewer/ moderator. The moderator can explain the aim of the panel and introduce the different characters.
- possible characters to consider are: Samuel Zemurray, Jacobo Arbenz, Maria Vilanova (the wife of Arbenz); Edward Bernays (The US Public Relations Specialist); a United Fruit employee working at the plantations in Guatemala, a member of the US government; Colonel  Carlos Castillo;  a US consumer of bananas, etc.
 




Questions to be prepared for presentation and discussion in class:

1. What makes this industry special? Can a country ever get rich with bananas?

2. Why did United Fruit choose to integrate vertically? How did the company vertically integrate? Why not subcontract? (for this question you can have several managers from United Fruit discussing the strategy of United Fruit and the mode of entry chosen etc).

3. It is 1951. Why did United Fruit face so much hostility in Guatemala despite creating jobs, building infrastructure, and creating a successful export industry? Would Guatemala have been better off if United Fruit never went there?

4. What did Arbenz want with his economic programme? Why did he pursue it? What options did Arbenz have? Can Arbenz's expropriation of the unused lands of United Fruit be considered as legitimate?

5. Should Samuel Zemurray's response be considered as a legitimate case of corporate risk management?

6. What was Zemurray’s philanthropy? Was his philanthropy legitimate?

7. Why did the United States intervene in Guatemala? What was as stake? Was the overthrow of Jacobo Arbenz a legitimate act of US foreign policy? What were the consequences?

8. Who better served the interests of global capitalism in Central America? The US or Jacobo Arbenz? Was it worth for the United States to intervene in Guatemala? Who was the winner in this action? 

9. What is the role of regime change in global capitalism? Did the US government make the region safer for American Capitalism through these interventions?
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