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Book Review

— A History of the Aviation Industry in Latin America: Nationalism, Develop-
mentalism and Neoliberalism in Chile, by Diego Barria Traverso. Routledge,
2024

Diego Barria Traverso’s book offers a historical interpretation of civil aviation
in Chile (1920s—1989) through the trajectory of the state-owned airline LAN,
articulating three regimes of state intervention — nationalism, developmentalism,
and neoliberalism — with technological transformations and shifts in the interna-
tional aviation regime. From the outset, the author situates the problem within a
contemporary debate: the persistent tension between public and private roles in
strategic sectors, which was recently reactivated in the aftermath of the COVID-
19 pandemic by episodes of airline renationalisation in several countries. The
book examines the evolution of Chilean commercial aviation from the creation
of LAN in 1929 to its privatisation under the Pinochet dictatorship.

The central argument holds that, prior to the global liberalisation of air
transport, flag carriers operated as multipurpose instruments of public policy,
serving objectives related to sovereignty, territorial integration, foreign policy,
and economic development. From the mid-twentieth century onward, however,
this logic was gradually displaced by criteria of profitability and financial disci-
pline, culminating in privatisation processes. In the Chilean case, LAN embodies
this transition from a state-monopoly paradigm to a market-oriented model.

The book is organised into an introduction, six chapters, and a conclusion,
following a strictly chronological structure. The first chapter examines the emer-
gence of aviation and LAN between 1929 and 1938; the second analyzes the
consolidation of the airline under the developmentalist model between 1938 and
1952; the third addresses the partial liberalization of the sector and the tensions
with private actors between 1952 and 1958; the fourth explores the consolidation
of LAN and the debates surrounding profitability and public service between
1958 and 1970; the fifth studies the impact of the Allende government on the
company between 1970 and 1973; and the sixth analyzes neoliberal liberaliza-
tion and the privatization of LAN under the Pinochet dictatorship between 1973
and 1989.
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Methodologically, the book is grounded in a robust research strategy drawing
upon a wide range of sources, including legislation, administrative records, press
materials, reports from international organisations, and corporate archives. This
triangulation enables a precise reconstruction of the industry's institutional and
organisational transformations, as well as the political and regulatory controver-
sies that accompanied the different stages of LAN’s development, from its con-
solidation as a state-owned enterprise to its subsequent liberalisation and privat-
isation. The empirical contribution is undoubtedly one of the work’s major
strengths.

Beyond historical reconstruction, the book's analytical value lies in its at-
tempt to identify the mechanisms underlying regime transitions. Barria demon-
strates how instruments such as monopolies of domestic aviation services, cross-
subsidisation across routes, sectoral regulation, and the gradual opening to pri-
vate capital functioned as adjustment mechanisms at different historical junc-
tures. This perspective frames aviation not merely as an industry, but as a site of
institutional experimentation in which state—market relations are continuously
redefined.

However, it is precisely at the conceptual level that the book reveals some of
its principal limitations. Barria introduces notions such as the “national aviation
paradigm” and “aeronationalism,” which possess considerable descriptive
power but remain analytically underdeveloped. In several instances, these con-
cepts operate more as interpretive labels than as fully articulated theoretical
tools. A more explicit engagement with established frameworks — such as field
theory, comparative political economy, or varieties of capitalism — would have
strengthened the generalizability of the findings.

Similarly, the use of certain terms suggests conceptual ambitions that are not
fully realised. References to “organisational fields,” “socio-technical regimes,”
or “regulatory lock-in” appear without clearly defined theoretical grounding,
thereby introducing a degree of ambiguity into the argument. Greater conceptual
precision would not only have strengthened the text’s internal coherence but also
enhanced its capacity to engage broader scholarly audiences beyond the Chilean
case.

From a methodological standpoint, although the book stands out for its rich
documentary base, its causal inferences rely primarily on qualitative process
tracing. While this approach is well-suited to reconstructing historical se-
quences, it limits the ability to rigorously assess the specific effects of particular
policy instruments. For instance, the impact of regulatory reforms or financing
schemes could have been evaluated more systematically by comparing them
with private airlines or equivalent regional cases. Indeed, although the book in-
corporates general references to the development of aviation in Latin America
and engages with regional scholarship, the empirical analysis remains focused
almost exclusively on the Chilean case and does not develop systematic com-
parisons with the aviation industries of other Latin American countries. The



absence of such comparative strategies constrains the explanatory scope of the
argument.

Another dimension that could have been further developed concerns the in-
dustry's labour and professional structure. Although the book acknowledges the
importance of labour conflicts and refers to actors such as pilots and technical
personnel, it does not systematically examine their career trajectories, labour
markets, or their role in stabilising or transforming the organisational model.
Given that aviation is a knowledge-intensive sector, a more explicit incorpora-
tion of the sociology of work would have significantly enriched the analysis.

Despite these limitations, the book makes several important contributions.
First, it helps fill a notable gap in Latin American historiography by integrating
the Chilean case into global debates on regulated industries and state-owned en-
terprises. Second, it offers a compelling conceptualisation of the state airline as
a “multipurpose enterprise,” capable of internalising and managing heterogene-
ous objectives through diverse governance instruments. This perspective pro-
vides valuable insights into the tensions inherent in organisations operating at
the intersection of political and commercial logics.

The book also advances a nuanced interpretation of neoliberal transfor-
mations. Rather than depicting a complete rupture, it reveals processes of recon-
figuration in which certain public functions persist, albeit in modified forms. In
this respect, the work engages with contemporary debates on state capitalism
and challenges overly dichotomous interpretations that sharply oppose state and
market. More broadly, the text advances a generalizable proposition: in network
industries characterised by high institutional density and substantial irreversible
investments, state-owned enterprises tend to evolve toward hybrid forms that
combine public objectives with market-oriented criteria. This insight is particu-
larly relevant for understanding contemporary dynamics in strategic sectors.

In sum, A History of the Aviation Industry in Latin America is an empirically
rich and analytically suggestive work whose principal contribution lies in its de-
tailed reconstruction of a relatively understudied case and its identification of
mechanisms of institutional change. At the same time, greater conceptual refine-
ment and broader comparative strategies would have enhanced its theoretical
reach. Overall, this is a highly recommended book, particularly for scholars of
economic history, business history, and the sociology of the state. It provides a
solid empirical foundation while opening important avenues for future research.
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