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Shedding Light on the Invisible Aspects of Cono Sur Pinot Noir Wine: 
A Commodity Chain Analysis: 

Introduction:
Through the analysis of a commodity chain, even for seemingly mundane daily products, we have the ability to illuminate the ways we are connected to each other around the world.  By exploring how the things we find banal came to be sitting in front of us in Canada and have been adopted into our daily routines, we can uncover these products biographies and the biographies of those who are intimately tied to these commodities around the world. For my commodity chain, I have selected the Cono Sur pinot noir wine from Cono Sur Vineyards and Winery located in Chile. Cono Sur grows and harvests grapes within 1,800 hectares of vineyards from over 100 different states; however the valleys that produce the majority of their pinot noir grapes are found in Aconcagua Valley, Casablanca Valley and San Antonio Valley. The first part of this essay will focus on commodity chains as a theoretical approach.  In addition, I will place myself within my research and highlight how Cono Sur has impacted my own life. The second part will focus on how this commodity came to be, focusing on the historical, social and environmental conditions. Chiefly in this section, I will address the ways in which Cono Sur pinot noir wine is situated within the realm of production systems and transportation networks. And lastly in the third section of this paper, I attempt to deconstruct the ways in which the Canadian economy generates interest in Cono Sur wines, such as romancing them or selling them as environmentally friendly products, thereby continuing the cycle of this chain’s interconnected system of provision.
Section 1: Theoretical Overview and My Positionality 
Thinking with Commodities: a Theoretical Approach:
Through the analysis of commodity chains, commodities and commodity advertisements which entice North Americans to buy into imaginative desired lifestyles (such as sharing a bottle of wine with friends) can be deconstructed, thereby illuminating the invisible elements behind the things that we purchase. This paper, using this theoretical approach, attempts to answer questions raised by Cook (2006); what if our commodities could talk? and, how could we relate to them better if we could understand them better? Considering Benson and Fishers (2007) definition of commodity chains as “containers…that route and contain while also containing social relations that can hold in place exploitative relations or provide space for resistance” (803), I wonder how commodities intimately tie people and places around the world together in unequal and differing ways. Commodity chains draw on both Marxist and Post Structuralist theory, but as Cook argues they also have a way in which “they do work of their own” (2006: 660), they have a way of changing how we see and relate to each other and the world. When we interact with commodities we are connected to the progress in which things travel from “farm to plates and beyond” (Cook 2006: 659), essentially our commodities have biographies, and therefore Cono Sur wine has a biography.  Hartwick (1998) states that each commodity that is purchased enables a complete journey of “production and representation, linking together several lines of waged workers, unwaged reproducers of wage workers and natural resources” (427). By thinking with and through commodity chains we are able to question ‘our’ desires and to analyse the processes that enable us to fulfil them.  The hidden aspects of commodities, such as Chilean wine, are expansive, involving a wide range of political, economically and social aspects. Studying commodity chains, like travelogues reveal how, why and where something came to be and to where and whom it is going.
Positioning Myself:
I have waitressed and bartended my way through my university education, so no one better than me knows the value of up selling a glass or better yet, a bottle of wine to a table of customers. Selling wine is crucial to my life, as it pays for my rent, my food, my education, and practically everything else. It even pays for the wine that I buy for myself. I chose Cono Sur wine to investigate not because this is the wine that I sell at work but because this is the wine that I buy for my own consumption. It’s a reasonably priced, decent wine that has a cute label with a bicycle on it. I’m not a wine connoisseur by any sense so labels are really important in my decision making. I want the label to be fun and quirky or classic and romantic, depending on my mood or where I’m taking it to. I started this project by heading to BC liquor store, buying a bottle of Cono Sur pinot noir wine and sitting back on my couch in my living room with my roommate. I asked her why she likes to drink wine, she responded with “it makes me feel classy”. 
In doing this research I recognize that my own situated knowledge of Latin America (as a western white woman) is heavily weighted by Eurocentric philosophies, methods and literature rather than founded on plural epistemologies. I draw on the works of Sundberg, a post- colonial and feminist theorist geographer, who argues that the bodies of geographers themselves matter and how their social and geographic position informs the knowledge they produce (2005:18). She highlights that geographers’ often perform the “god-trick” in which they attempt to remove themselves from their bodies to assume that they are neutral and distance from the research (Sundberg 2005: 9). Sundberg suggest that this is problematic because it assumes that the mind and the body are separate; the “masculine” mind (as opposed to the feminine body) has the ability to be objective. Our imaginary geographies create boundaries between a sense of our self and our imposed meanings of the “Other” (Sundberg, 2012, B).  Feminist theory questions the accepted western binaries such as mind/ body split, notions of feminism/ masculine and ideas of primitive and civilized in the way that they shape our epistemologies (Sundberg, 2012, B).  Binaries and racial imaginaries have (and continue) to positioned western epistemologies as superior to Latin America (Sundberg, 2012, A). Accepting that my knowledge is situated in to a field of hierarchically constructed epistemology that privileges European and North American ideas to service its particular goals allows me, in the least, to approach information on Latin America and in particular this commodity chain differently. Thereby positioning and destabilizing my sense of self within my scrutiny of Cono Sur’s commodity chains makes this form of research deeply personal and unsettling, forcing me to question my desires and examine my actions as a consumer and as an individual who is connected to other people and places throughout the world.
Part 2: The Chain 
Cono Sur Winery:
Concha y Toro was established in 1883 and came to be Chile’s largest wine company, having the Chilean Market account for the bulk of its sales (Gwynne 2006: 388). The Concha y Toro Company desiring to seek out export markets other than the United States created Cono Sur and Isla Negra in 1993 as its exporting arms of the company. Exporting strategies of the Cono Sur branch included “supplying supermarkets with their own label brands but has subsequently developed two significant brands – Cono Sur as the premium and Isla Negra as the volume brand” (Gwynne 2006: 389). The Cono Sur Winery is located in the Colchagua Valley where nearly 40% of the grapes for the wine are found, however the rest are spread out over 10 other all across central Chile. Cono Sur, originally designed to export premium wine for own-label brands in supermarkets, had the vision from the beginning was to upgrade the quality in order to produce higher level wine and enter into the higher end sector. Nearly a decade after Cono Sur’s creation, the wine notably increased its quality thereby changing from lower profit own label branding to higher profit branding in major supermarkets and retail chains. Cono Sur has achieved organisational succession “not only through changing buyers but also by developing wines for higher quality market segments for the same buyer, moving up from varietal to premium and to super-premium” (Gwynne 2006: 390). As the brand has been continuously upgrading, so have the vineyards and winery in Chile. Furthermore, in 2010 “Cono Sur became the first winery in Latin America and third in the world to be certified ISO 14064-1 through the CEMARS™ certification, positioning itself as a leader in environmental care” (Cono Sur Website), clearly distinguishing itself and exerting itself into the global export oriented economy. 
A Brief History of Chilean Wine: 
Chilean wine production began in the mid-sixteenth century along with the arrival of Spanish conquistadors and missionaries who brought vines with them along their journeys to Latin America. European Vitis vinifera vines were first brought to Chile in the hopes that they would supply wine for Catholic mass rituals (Johnson 1989: 432). These vitis vinifera vines flourished in the growing conditions in the central valleys of Chile and viticulture took hold as a staple commodity in the region. However it was not until 1851 that French grape varieties were introduced which included the pinot noir variety explored in this study (p. 434). Although Chilean wine production got its start with Spanish colonialism and concurrently was politically linked to Spain, Chilean viticulture was perhaps more influenced in practice by French winemaking. However, Gwynne (2008) explains that “technological change has not only come from the classic Old World countries, such as France, that have always strongly influenced the style of Chilean wine production, but also from New World countries such as Australia and New Zealand” (107), highlighting the depth of the global interconnectedness of this commodity. Chilean wine production however was hit hard in the twentieth century as bureaucratic regulations, high taxes and political instability in Chile which negatively impacted the wine industry, hauling its growth until the mid-1980’s. Coupled with these political hardships, socially wine consumption dropped within Chile, Crowley (2000) accredits that the drop in consumption was a result of media advertisements campaigning for beer and non-alcoholic drinks at the time (94). However, the democratic transition in 1990’s with the newly elected Patricio Aylwin was positive turn for wine exports as Chilean viticulture was transformed by technological advances. Within this decade Chile became the leading importer of European wine equipment in the world (Gwynne 2006: 388). It is within this context that Chilean wine production entered into the global wine market and began to export wine for consumption out of Chile. Currently, Chile is a leading country in exporting wine, with Cono Sur Vineyard and Winery reaching Canada's second largest Chilean wine supplier in 2009 (Canada Newswire 2011). Interesting the Chilean wine industry is rooted in the global context and has been controlled and regulated by external political and social factors from colonialism to present day. 
Production and Transportation:
Like I mentioned previously I started this research paper by stopping by BC liquor store and picking up a bottle of Cono Sur pinot noir wine. While purchasing my wine I asked Michael, a customer service representative, how this wine was brought to the store, and by what means of transportation (I also asked these questions to Export Director at Cono Sur, Francisco Ascui, yet I still await a response). Michael explains that the wine was sold to BC liquor store though Authentic Wine and Spirits Merchants (AWSM), a company established in 1991 and was attained by the Charton Hobbs group in 1998. The Charton Hobbs Group “is the largest importer of wines in Canada and also the largest privately owned wine and spirits agency in the country” (Canada Newswire 2011), the agency is accountable for the sales, marketing and distribution for many brands of wines and spirits. On April 1st 2009, AWSM forged a partnership with Cono Sur Vineyards & Winery and took on national representation, thereby placing Canadians orders for wine to the Chilean winery where production is set in motion. The grapes for the wine are then picked by local workers, the Cono Sur website describes this process, “Pinot Noir grapes are harvested by hand and after passing along the selection table, the bunches are destemmed taking care not to crush the berries. The fruit is then placed in open top tanks where it undergoes carbonic maceration at low temperatures. Later the grapes are foot trodden and colour extraction is enhanced by means of manual cap immersion. After fermentation the wine is placed in new French oak barrels, where it ages for approximately 14 months”. It is from this point that the bottled wine is packed into containers and shipped to its prospective locations. In the case of Canada, the wine is shipped to AWSM to be distributed to LCBO’s and BC Liquor Stores. Image 1 below shows the commodity chain of Cono Sur wine from Chile to the UK, the Canadian example is very similar. Image 2 shows an Ocean Bill of Landing form from Chile to Seattle, USA.
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Image1Source: (Gwynne 2008:100): The commodity chain of Cono Sur Wine from Chile to the UK, this is similar to the Canadian commodity chain.
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Image 2 Source: http://www.importgenius.com/shipments/cono-sur-s-a.html : A copy of an ocean bill of landing shipping invoice. The wine in this case was exported from Chile and imported into Seattle, USA.  
Image 3 Source: http://www.foodepedia.co.uk/booze/2011/mar/cono_sur_wines.htm: Map of the valleys in which the grapes for Cono Sur wine are cultivated.

Social Conditions for Local Contract Growers:
Grapes that comprise Cono Sur Wines come from a vary of places “one third of wine grapes comes from land owned by Cono Sur, another third from land controlled by holding companies within the wider Concha y Toro business group and the final third from external contract growers” (Gwynne 2006: 390). Cono Sur’s production strategy however to is to continually decrease the amount of grapes that are coming from contract farmers giving Cono Sur more control over the quality of  the grape supply, this is essential to the company’s desire to enter into a higher level sector of wine (Gwynne 2006: 390). Contract farmers are faced with what Murrey calls “exclusionary collaboration- characterized by being increasingly excluded from the supply chain on the grounds of the previous/present record of wine grape quality” (1997: 52). Consequentially, contract growers are diminishing, especially as wineries become more powerful in the governance of local commodity chains. Couple with this, in Chile there is a lack of regulatory control in agro-industrial sector therefore wineries have opportunity to purchase land from farmers (Gwynne 2006: 388), Cono Sur has done this frequently is the last 10 years, thereby further reducing the small scale sector.  Neo-liberal advocates believe that is “indicative of a shift towards a more efficient allocation of resources” (Murrey 1997: 52), and is considered to be an unavoidable consequence of rural economic change. However the imbalances in market contract power relations embodies and legalises the inability of small sector grape producers from benefitting from exporting. The survival of Chilean contract growers in the current market conditions seems increasingly uncertain.  Murrey advocating for changes to Chilean policy suggesting alternations should include: a system for the monitoring of contracts and wider firm behaviour, technological and credit assistance for the small grower sector, the provision and distribution of better information, opportunities for training and incentives to organise (Murrey 1997: 52). Interesting however, the in the wake of last year’s Chilean earthquake local laborers and contract producers are finding that there is an abundance of good-paying work in construction, which may be less demanding then the intensive labour of wine picking and growing. This may have consequences for the current need of wineries grape supplies, such as Cono Sur, to produce enough grapes (The Grey Report 2011).
Part 3: Selling to the Canadian Economy
1. Media Advertising and Romancing Wine
Without the aspiration to acquire stuff commodity chains simply would not work. Advertising enforces that societies generate enough desire to purchase commodities by providing publically shared understanding of the value and social meanings of particular items. Benson and Fisher offer an example of this in “Broccoli and Desire” (2007) by suggesting that “strategic and intentional deployment of cultural images make broccoli into and object of desire for people who want healthy food” (808).  Hartwick argues that in order for the fantasy of commodities to work it is critical to hide the consequences of underdevelopment, unequal exchange of power and profit flows from consumers (1998: 427). Obviously, the comforting images of children’s toys at Christmas or diamond engagement rings must hide the ugly truths of those commodity chains in order for profits driven by customer identities to work. Lifestyle is most commonly sold through advertisement thereby making the aesthetic quality of commodities important. Wine, historically was mainly symbolically significant in our society in association with religion (Charters 2006: 41) however the product has under gone radical transformation in its marketing sense since then. Today in Canada, and in the Western world more generally, wine as moved from the religious context (although not wholly) and is maintained in a desired lifestyle imaginary of pleasure and social status. Due to media advertisements, purchasing a bottle of wine is much more then 750ml of fermented grape juice; it is part of establishing a sense of social distinction. Expensive bottles of wine signify wealth, knowledge signifies culture and sophistication, and label signifies creativeness. There is an element of self-reflection that is commonly part of the purchasing process of this item as implicitly or explicitly contrived our own image; Am I “classic?”, “exotic?”, “old world?” or “new world?”.  Playing on these emotions, as a waitress I regularly romance wine by using language suggestive of elegance, love and even superiority.  
2. Buying into Environmentally Friendly Commodities
Going into BC liquor Store, or any wine shop, it is easy to become overwhelmed with options. Therefore the purchase of an environmentally friendly product, much like an organic or fair trade product, enters one into a niche market that appeases ones conscious and helps to self-define own sense of being, as a person who privileges global health over convenience (Guthman 2006:10) . In the act of a self-indulgent purchase and pleasurable activity maintaining that you are environmentally conscious is a way of positioning yourself within society as doing something ‘good’. The Cono Sur website explains that they put bicycles on their labels to remind customers that they are buying a product that they should feel good about; “our bicycle symbolizes our strong and passionate commitment to the environment when making top quality wines. It’s the way our workers move around the vineyards every day, in order to protect the land that they work on. Sometimes returning to bicycle basics is all we need” (Cono Sur website). Therefore, my action as a consumer is tried to keeping the preservation of the landscape of Chilean wine country as well as the mode of transportation of workers at the winery. It is interesting, how though the analysis of commodity chain, something as simple as grape pickers riding their bikes at work is tried to my decision to buy into a particular niche market. Receiving certifications like Green Company of the year (2011) by British magazine Drinks Business or obtaining CarbonNeutral delivery status as they did in 2007 meaning “CO2 emissions from the shipping of their products have been measured and balanced to net zero through greenhouse gas emissions reduction projects” (Greenthinkers 2009) is essentially important for marketing to consumers around the world and having an added dimension to stand out on a crowed shelf full of wine bottles. Therefore, this bottle of environmentally friendly Cono Sur pinot noir wine becomes less concrete as an actual fetishized commodity and become more of an idea or attitude regarding desire and lifestyle connecting me to the activities of Chilean workers lives. 
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Image 4 Source: http://www.southernwines.com/cono-sur-organic-pinot-noir-2006/wine-online.cfm: A picture of the label of Cono Sur Pinot Noir featuring the bicycle.  
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Image 5 Source: http://www.conosur.com/our-environmental-consciousness/history-and-philosophy/#: A picture of geese used to naturally fertilize the soil, instead of using chemicals and pesticides.

Conclusion:
 I argue in this paper that there is need to rearticulate the ways in which commodities, in particular Cono Sur wine, are sold with particular meanings attached to them which mask their truths from production to transportation to appeasing our own self-made images. Through this process I was forced to ask how my personal desires for commodities are formed in the wake of advertisement selling me appealing lifestyles and if by shedding light to the unseen elements of commodities change my consumer habits. In an era of neoliberal trade and globalisation I am unsure of how to address the analysis of commodity chains within my own life; perhaps the fact that I cannot remove myself from these larger processes is what makes me feel so unsettled, especially considering that I am so intimately tied with my discussed commodity. Benson and Fisher offer hope that “if we as consumers see ‘our’ desiring as interlaced with ‘their’ desiring then the notion of rational economic behaviour as natural, neutral and universal breaks down and we may see the commodity chain as operating on an ‘ethical plateau’ in which decisions are made between different worlds” (2007: 815). Hartwick similarly advises that by “uncovering these connected facts enables, or makes possible, a politics of reconnection within a renewal ethics of everyday life” (Hartwick 1998: 434). By using commodity chains as a research method for studying the process of how Cono Sur pinot noir ends up on my dinner table, I find, we gain empathy for others in different places and positionality and develop an understanding and compassion for those hidden within the darker side of commodity chains.
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