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Culture as a source of new working practices:
new perspectives and types of employment1

Xosé Luis Barreiro Rivas 2

Greetings

Esteemed colleagues and professors: good moming. I would like to offer my
most sincere thanks for my invitation írom the Autonomous University of Lisbon
to take part in this International Conference for Experts about “Emerging Pattems
ofWork”.

I would particularly like to thank Prof. Eduardo de Sousa Ferreira who, despite
my absence from university life for several years, considered it useful to have me
here with you. I have, therefore, had to recover my English, nearly forgotten, and
trust it will serve to exchange some ideas with you.

1. The context of my observations

The context of my observations is quite singular. Because I live in Spain which,
while undergoing a long period of economic growth and productive modemisation,
has the lowest leveis of employment in the European Union.

Although, it is true that unemployment rates have constantly decreased since
1996 to a present levei of 9.5% of the active population, the indications are that
this is not enough to change the employment situation in the short term.

1 This paper was presentcd at lhe Internationa! Conference for Experts “Emerging Patterns of Work”,
UAL, Lisbon, May 24-25, 2001.

2 University of Santiago de Compostela, Spain.
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Seeking a diagnosis, nearly all national and intemational experts, individuais
and institutions, coincide in the fact that the reason for this situation is the incred-
ible inflexibility of the Spanish employment market.

As a solution, the result has been an intense policy of privatisation of com-
panies and public Services, competition and the remoulding of frameworks for
employment.

These measures, combined with expensive industrial and agricultural recon-
versions in the 1980’s have, undoubtedly, led to an improvement in the employment
market. However, their effects appear to have been diluted by structural problems
before reaching their objectives, and before reaching a levei of unemployment of
5%, considered as ideal.

We, therefore, believe that it is necessary to seek other causes, and make
other diagnoses which may help us to understand what for many is a negative and
paradoxical display of the steady growth of the Spanish economy in the last decade
of the twentieth century.

Without doubt, one of these causes is the strong inertia which affects the jobs
catalogues. Beyond the flexibility of the relationships of work and the increase in
competition between businesses, the Spanish market appears to be clinging to a
concept of employment which belongs to an industrial economy. This acts as an
obstacle to the appearance of new types of work and the exploration of the rich
seams where this work is to be found.

Considering things írom the particular point of view of an unemployed worker,
the feeling is that Spaniards looking for work believe that a job will be created for
them, instead of them adapting to the opportunity of applying for jobs which already
exist in the marketplace3. It is as if the Spanish only considered work to be what 

3 87,95% of unemployed Spaniards are not prepared to move house in order to find work, and 31,12%
reject any job which involves a change in occupation. For 51,99% it would be unacceptable to take
work which meant a reduction in their income according to their professional category, and only
53,75% of the unemployed would accept work in a category below their own. Source: INE (Spanish
national Statistics Institute), May 2001.
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it was in the previous productive model, whereas they depreciate the importance
of other economies which are breaking new ground with the social stigma of
undesirable jobs 4.

In my opinion, this is the main obstacle with the policies of employment must
overcome. We cannot continue considering something which is only a profound
change in productive structures as a crisis. And the old idea of “full employment”
cannot continue monopolising efforts which should instead be aimed at the new
economy and the idea of “full activity”.

2. The general focus of the problem

It is possible to see that new technologies are affecting the structure of the
productive process, something which is perhaps the only evidence we have in
this field.

The work factor changes its qualifications, and reduces its quantitative impor­
tance (DELGADO and BARRIOS, 2000: 70-79). Capital evolves, from the prob-
lems of technification and fmancing, towards the field of knowledge (HOWARD,
1995). Factories, as a localised unit of production, evolve towards the so-called
“network business”, with an ever-increasing delocalisation and organisational
flexibility (CASTELLS, 1998).

However, this is not proof that the appearance of new technologies means
the appearance of inevitable structural unemployment, nor that there has been a
change in the mentality with which politicians, workers and employers deal with
new employment challenges.

4 Whereas information technology produces 3,02% of Europe’s GNP, the same sector in Spain only
produces 2,02%. This explains why the foreseeable development of this sector, which is now growing
in Spain faster than the European average, may create a demand for 250.000 specialised workers
between 2001-2005.
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Whereas the old debate about the relationships between machinism and
employment has once again appeared in the light of this new economy, I would
place my bets on the theory of compensation, and take it as real that the new
technologies have a surprising ability to compensate for jobs which are eli-
minated through increased productivity, or simply by workers being replaced
by machines.

Of course, the compensating effects are neither immediate nor automatic, nor
do they appear in the same sectors, nor are they suitable for the same workers who
have gone from being employed to unemployed. Even though we may be sure that
the médium term will be better than now, we are

obliged to carry out active policies aimed at softening the effects which modem
productive systems have on employment5.

If we do not do so, or if we tum down the principie of compensation of
employment, then the new technologies will appear to us as being the anti-
thesis of full employment, and each of the characteristics of the actual model
of employment - flexibility, the renewal of directives, bonuses, variable salries,
the decentralisation of work, the availability of the worker, teamwork and the
three-pronged business organisation 6 - will be seen as proof of an employment
crisis which questions the traditional values of stability, personal satisfaction and
adequate wages.

5 The European Union with structural unemployment cstimated at between 18 and 20 million people
(11% of the active population) has, in the words of Romano Prodi, a “dramatic” need for specialists
in new technologies, calculatcd by the European Commisssion at around 1.6. million workers.
There is also a vast structural inequality to this employment with regard to sex, age groups, produc­
tive sectors and leveis of specialisation. It may, therefore, be said that in some way the creation
of complementary work boosted by the new technology takes the shape of a profound restructuring
of the productive apparatus. Cfr.: Presentation of the objectives of the Stockholm Summit (Brussels,
7Ih february 2001).

6 The division of businesses into three organisational strata: a) professionals and upper management,
b) specialised workers flexibility integrated into the company, c) non-specialised and externai workers,
employed for Services, subcontracts for projects, or with part-time contracts.

Galileu
Revista de Economia e Direito



Culture as a source of new working practices 61

Put another way, the technological revolution forces us to recover the dis-
tinction between ‘activity’ and ‘employment’ which the industrial era had elimi-
nated 7, in order to break away from the rigid working structure which is slowing
down the development of the new economy. In tum, this implies the need to design
public policies which, overcoming the old idea of ‘full work’, are instead aimed
at ‘full activity’.

The formulation of the new ideal means that all citizens are active, are usefiil
to society, and have resources necessary to carry out a dignified and independent
personal and social activity. The practical expression of this new mentality is
the belief that full employment - "one salary for every person" -\s not the only
possible way of achieving the ideal of full activity.

We should not forget that the main virtue of the economy of knowledge is
not in its application to old deposits of work, but instead in its ability to make
unexploited possibilities flourish (LIKKANEN, 2001: 29). Neither should we
forget that the political impetus of European authorities will incresingly head in this 

7 The concept of work has undergone an intenso evolution throughout history, which has not always
been linear. It may now be said that, like art, war or dree, it is a way of looking into the social and
political structures created by the process of civilisation. This means that the ways of dealing with the
study of work are countless, and that the reductionism and partiality of the diflerent points of view is,
more than a risk, an inexorable horizon. Being conscious of this fact, and without any intention of
solving this difficult question, I would like to draw attention to two aspects which I consider particu-
larly useful for understanding my proposal:

• That, placed in the disjunction of conceiving work as an ‘anthropological category’ or ‘essentially
economic category’, and following the analysis of llannah Arendt, I would opt for the first
(ARENDT: 1958). And that far from joining in with those who predict the end of work...as a
human value (MEDA: 1998), I would dare to place the social objectivesof work before its produc-
tive objectives (PERRET:I993).

• That if we analyse the conceptual evolution of work, the so-called Industrial Revolution, and its
evolution throughout the nineteeth and twentieth centuries, we see this is the time when the
disjunction between the economic and anthropological aspects of work became inuch more
pronounced, until becoming, with the help of Marxist analysis, a mere factor of production.

Nobody doubts today that the model of organising work which wenr hand-in-hand with industrial-
isation is causing a crisis in the post-modern period (RIFKIN: 1996). But going beyond this evidence,
which recovers the axiological pluralism of work, the definition ofthe model of industrial work which
is now causing a crisis, implies the conscious affirmation that things were not always so, and that it is
possible to find some historical moments in which the anthropological concept of work was much
more important than its inseparable condition of economic category.
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direction, convinced that it is the only guarantee to be able to grow and compete
in the mid-term 8.

The concept of full activity has, in our opinion, some noteworthy advantages:

a) It is not essentially linked to the production of goods, and opens itself to
other aspects - such as the realisation of social and personal values -
which do not, strictly speaking, have a market.

b) It creates structures of activity which are small and flexible, and perfectly
suited to technilopgical optimisation.

c) It is perfectly compatible with the characteristics of the worker demanded
by the new economy.

d) It uncovers previously unexplored sources of employment, and accelerates
the process of working compensation in the new economy.

e) It renews the perspective of change, and avoids the criticai vision of
structural unemployment leading to highly costly and innefficient public
policies.

This is where the great importance of culture appears as the foundations for the
expansion of employment, and as a stimulus to the change of mentality which
should support the introduction of new technologies.

8 Cfr.: Agreementsofthe Lisbon Summit (March 2000) and Stockholm Summit (March 2000), and their
subsequent decalogue of objectives: 1) employment: quality jobs, jobs for women and the elderly; 2)
Mobility: the creation of a genuinely European market, and the equalising of social security benefit
and pensions; 3) Internai market: open to the exchange of Services and competition in the energy and
transport sectors; 4) Financial market: with businesses having access to projects and third-party
investments; 5) Joint legal system: legal equality and simplicity; 6) e-Europe: modemisation of the
communication system; 7) Work qualification: create quality jobs and a high degree oftechnological
qualification, and encourage the immigration of specialised workers; 8) Invcstigation: create an
European investigation area; 9) New technology: creation of high-tech companies which create
employment and guarantee growth; 10) Prevision of the effccts of aging in the population: changes
in the pension system, improved health care and complementary social policies.
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3. Culture as a source of activity

If there exists a field of action in which activity is more important than employ-
ment, this must surely be in the world of culture.

Obviously, culture goes far beyond the intellectual or artistic activity which,
always involved certain minorities as actors or spectators. As we explore the modem
concept of‘political culture’, we should include here all the activities which support
the habits and values of a society, until we are able to determine its social and
political behaviour, and its institutional and participative models.

Thus, for example, beyond the classic concept of cultural activity - music,
cinema, literature, cultural tourism, to name but a few-we should consider as
modem cultural elements other aspects such as solidarity, pacifism, ecology, leisure,
multiculturalism, communication, and all the elements which determine the exis-
tence of a free and partipatory society.

Here it should be said that this is a culture which is blossoming, the defence
and undertaking of many of these elements is not implicit in the normal develop-
ment of the productive activities and public policies which uphold our model of
society. It is even possible that on more than one occasion they may be seen as
elements which go against economic development.

Yet the society of the future will not arrive, in my opinion, until instead of
linking public policies with the exclusive objective of employment and a salary, we
make a proposal which is aimed at encouraging values which, without being
strictly connected to the market of goods and Services, may be considered as bene­
ficiai to modem society, and be duly compensated, in the widest and most flexible
sense of the term.

Beyond the foreseeable geometric increase in cultural elements and Services
which may be channelled through the market place - tourism, literature, art, events
-there now appears the possibility and need to direct efforts, resources and
knowledge towards the management of the values which define and structure
the new concept of democracy.
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How may we do this? By bringing together civil society, organising solidarity
movements, promoting social Service based on volunteer work, directing pacifist
movements, activating the types of social action which contribute to the definition
of the agenda of the govemment and public policies, providing the elements which
make possible open political debate, and activating all of the socialising Instruments
which bring efficacy to the educational system and integration policies.

Although it is obvious that this kind of activity is not the philosopher’s stone
necessary to fight against unemployment and encourage complementary work
created by the introduction of new technologies, it is also true that it is an enormous
reserve of work which is susceptible to being particularly distributed among collec-
tives - women, young people looking for their first job, workers close to retirement
age, disabled people - who are the main features of the unemployment lists of the
European Union.

In a complex society such as Europe, it would not be wise to leave all the
objectives to scattered individual initiatives, developed as complementary activities.
It is important to consider the incipient movements of professionalisation which are
developing as an opportunity for efficiency, and as a source of activity which, as
well as being considered abundant, is directly connected to the characteristics of a
post-industrial society.

Neither should we lose the perspective that an economy of understanding
contributes to the rapid and profound change of a man into a social actor. Something
which leads, sooner rather than later, to an economy of human relashionships, and
the appearance of a new work tethic which will decisively influence the social
organisation and definition of public policies (KLECK, 1997).

At the European Council meeting in Lisbon in March 2000, a general objective
for the European Union was defined of “becoming the most dynamic and competi-
tive economy based on knowledge in the world”. To do so, it was recognised that
there is an urgent need for the acceptance of the culture of risk-taking in business,
of the innovative dynamics of companies, and of the opening of new markets.
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But none of these policies will be fruitful if we forget that the new economy is
only possible with a new mentality, which has to take shpae in a new concept of
work and the values which it serves.

I believe this is, in the widest sense, the idea of culture as a source of work.
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