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INTRODUCTION

Jean-Paul Hautecoeur
UNESCO Institute for Education

ALPHA 96: Basic Education and Work is the fourth publication in the
UNESCO Institute for Education’s ALPHA series, compiled as part of the
research programme on Literacy Strategies in Industrialized Countries. This two-
year programme of action-research aims to develop international intellectual
cooperation in the field of adult literacy, to support experimental socio-
educational practice, and to disseminate the research results to an
international readership. Such projects can only be conducted with the sup-
port of government partners and non-governmental organizations, and with
the voluntary collaboration of numerous researchers.

The subject of ALPHA 96: Basic Education and Work is obviously highly top-
ical, unlike that of ALPHA 94: Cultural Development in Rural Areas, which
might suggest that it was a piece of marginal dilettantism. Nonetheless, the
issues of the crisis of work, of resistance to loss of culture, of dislocation and
disqualification, and of the search for appropriate methods and forms of
organization to replace imposed training “provision”, as well as the major
issue of resistance to impoverishment through community initiatives, were to
be found throughout the earlier work, ALPHA 94. This volume, ALPHA 96,
is a logical progression, on a larger canvas and with a new team, of the same
approach to research based on a phenomenon of change: literacy.

In the title of ALPHA 96, Basic Education (“formation de base” in the orig-
inal French title) has replaced literacy. The change in terminology reflects
changes in usage and practice in the fragmented field of adult education. The
influence of economics and the priority given to work and employment jus-
tify the choice of education rather than literacy, which is restricted to the field
of sociolinguistics. Also, our critical approach obliged us to look for differ-
ent words to observe, reveal and name experimental and marginal social
practices which are, willingly or not, dissociated from dominant practice.
Amid the often unbearable problems of everyday life for the groups and
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2 ALPHA 9

individuals who are discussed in this volume, there is rarely any thought of
literacy. Literacy is a term used by professionals, politicians and pressure
groups, and has not become part of the vocabulary of citizens to whom it is
applied. As for literacy provision, in reality this only covers an infinitesimal
proportion of the population, despite the attempts of central bodies to
involve the huge numbers of people who are disqualified and discarded.

Basic education, as we understood it at the beginning of the research, means
something other than the education and training models and programmes
run by educational establishments, by companies and some voluntary asso-
ciations. Basic does not have the usual meaning of the initial skills on which
an educational curriculum can be based; nor does it mean minimal or prosaic
skills, as though seen from a superior position and as though there were
only one centre to the universe and one direction for history.

We understood basic education in the anthropological sense, analogous
to basic personality: a structure for assembling and transmitting knowl-
edge, a generative grammar of total exchange. And as a skill particular to
a group that was structuring its identity and transforming itself through
chance events, encounters with other cultures, and a number of individ-
ual wills.

This is decisively different from contemporary ideas of training. Usually,
education and training are prescribed when a person is judged by an external
observer, generally someone in a central or superior position, to be under-
qualified or unskilled. Education and training serve the purpose of
acculturation rather than enrichment of cultural capital. The political vocab-
ulary that gives rise to this is not deceptive: socialization, entry into
employment, employability, adaptability, flexibility, and so on. Basic educa-
tion is thus applied to outsiders who lack the basics, to reconstruct their
identities and give them a chance. Educators and trainers are expected at best
to rehabilitate and at worst to neutralize deviance, since they do not have
the objective conditions to improve the skills of the disqualified and help
them to participate in equal exchange. Evidence for this is to be found in
several monographs in this volume.

Our attitude is rather derived from a prejudice in favour of cultural differ-
ences, of curiosity about other practical forms of education and training
beyond the limits of the “single market”, and of a desire for reciprocal trans-
actions with partners or associates (not with “clients” or pupils). The basis of
exchange is found in the two-way movement of giving and counter-giving,
with value added on both sides in a relationship founded on solidarity rather
than domination or even “annihilation”.’ A good part of our task lies in dis-
covering this giving — this knowledge — in order to make contact, to enter
into a relationship and thus jointly to improve skills. We like to call this type
of work which links different and frequently unequal types of education and
training, cooperative research. One of the participants in this research venture
has summed it up thus: “Knowledge is already there. We just have to find it.”?
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OUR ATTITUDE IN THE PROJECT

The ALPHA 96 project was described as follows to potential collaborators:

“The object of the research is to understand what those who are called “illiterate”
(excluded from legitimate skills) set out to do in the world of work: their own strategies
of work, of getting into the market, of finding networks for the exchange of goods, ser-
vices, values and symbols, and of their strategies for organization and communication.
This ‘object” is to be described, observed and questioned. Instead of prescribing education
and training, we want to find information, elucidate knowledge and skills, reveal projects
and desires, make supportive links, strengthen partnerships, claim and defend rights.

We are in fact talking about cooperative research, action-research, implied research. This pre-
supposes both methodological distance and sociological proximity, which is feasible if we
recognize that the researchers are effectively on both sides — the educated and the illit-
erate — if we have suffered disqualification and contempt, and if we know that we can
renew our own skills with the help of the discarded. We can only make a common com-
mitment with the discarded of North and South by reference to a basic or participatory
model of democracy, which thus runs counter to the habits of imposed democracy.

Cooperative action-research consists in enabling exchange to take place in a dialectic of
reciprocity and a dynamic of change. How does this come about at the local level, among
varied projects and resources? With what results? How can it become more effective in
the practical search for solutions to the crisis of work?”?

The crisis of work is not restricted to the growing scarcity of jobs or to the
problems arising from chronic unemployment. It concerns the value of work,
its objective value on the money-based exchange market, and its subjective or
ethical value in postindustrial societies. The decline in the exchange value of
paid employment is less of a disaster than has often been suggested. It has
in fact obliged societies to conceive of a different division of work, to recog-
nize economic activities that had been illegitimate, and to open the field of
work to activities that are non-productive but are socially useful and even
vital from the point of view of the global economy.* It also forces individuals
and a growing number of groups to take initiatives and to look for indepen-
dent routes to survival that do not mean enrolling in some dead-end training
course or other. The potential for economic creativity is by no means
restricted to those with higher qualifications.

The erosion of the subjective value of work and the loss of its cultural and
social functions (identity, integration, participation) have consequences of
varying severity for individuals, for social cohesion, for the environment, and
“for a continuing world”.* It is better to measure the seriousness of the crisis
of work by crime statistics than by the rise in unemployment, or frequency
of labour disputes. The lifting of censorship in post-totalitarian countries
has provided confirmation, as has the fact that exclusion has become an
everyday phenomenon in the richest countries.

The economic consequence of the scarcity of jobs is poverty, which leads to
the development of a more or less illegal parallel labour market. But the col-
lapse of the economic structure also brings about a breakdown in the



4 ALPHA 96

structure of poverty, nullifying the relationships of dependency, even para-
sitical dependency (reverse exploitation) which used to hold the parties
together. Exclusion destroys all existing contracts. In economic terms, it turns
the value of production upside down, so that it becomes destruction (as the
tinal stage of productionism). In terms of culture and social ecology, normal-
ized exclusion unveils chaos. One of the following chapters provides
testimony (M. HART, in a black ghetto in Chicago).

THE FIELD OF OUR RESEARCH

The field of our research is the area of variously degraded socio-economic
relationships: traditional situations of poverty, in which small groups of asso-
ciates are trying with the means at hand to survive economically; a situation
of advanced structural decay, in which intermediate organizations are try-
ing to rehabilitate the “survivors” on the basis of the remnants of their own
culture and of temporary, alternative ways of working; various other situa-
tions in which local groups are attempting to change their cultural capital and
traditional social training into new economic forms of organization on the
fringes of the dominant market.

The premise is the assumption that these individuals, groups and com-
munities have hidden abilities that are sufficient for the adaptation of some
traditional skills to present-day requirements of production and participation
in economic exchange. But also, that they should put their own (basic) cul-
tural education into these economic projects and shape them in light of the
constraints and choices of everyday life (working time, distance, equipping
of workplaces, division of work, sharing of profits, information and deci-
sions, etc.). The main hypothesis is that such varied initiatives within their
own contexts, are the beginnings of a solution not only to the crisis of work
but also to the unconstrained predominance of the single market, however
degraded may be the living conditions of the populations encountered.
Experience of chaos may lead to annihilation, but it can also be transformed
into refusal and resistance.

Such is the provocative, ambitious and (in the Nietzschean sense) joyous
gambile of the authentic research conducted by all the contributors to ALPHA
96. It is the antithesis of the “only way of thinking” (of neo-liberal ideology),
according to which the social and economic crisis of our time is a conse-
quence of the labour force not adapting to the new industrial environments,
and states not adapting their management of human resources and invest-
ment in education and training.

The aim of the research is to

¢ provide better documentation of the antithesis,

* find better arguments for criticism of current education and training policy and prac-
tice, and above all
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» reveal strategies for resisting what seems to be the “final stage” of capitalism as a
way of irrevocably destroying the planet’s resources.

We shall evaluate these strategies by their results, economic, monetary, but
also global, assessed by the value of their usefulness and their improvement
of the quality of life. We shall show clearly the education processes at work,
and the methods of transmitting and transforming knowledge in local prac-
tice. We shall estimate the potential transferability of such education for the
benefit of other local actors, outside educators and other partners involved.

QUESTIONS PROVOKING OUR RESEARCH

¢ To what extent does vernacular education succeed in adapting itself to the new
requirements of economic organization?

s To what extent can former solidarity change so that it becomes a part of new net-
works?

¢ How can intermediate organizations manage to improve both their performance and
that of their associates?

¢ Do these economic experiments really have the will and the power to open up new
paths in the face of the world crisis of work?

o Are they, as their protagonists maintain, repeated attempts to re-enter the one and
only labour market which lacks even the vaguest desire to change the imposed rela-
tionships of exchange?

* Does their potential for resistance apply particularly to the projects and the transver-
salist ideology which this cooperative research represents?

¢ If professionals choose to commit themselves to areas of exclusion and to experiment
with critical strategies there, does it harm the greater requirements for integration,
social recognition and the right to work?

¢ How can educators design such new interventions in communication and media-
tion?

* What methodologies and types of organization can make them rational and more
effective?

The team assembled for ALPHA 96 initially comprised more than 30 peo-
ple from 17 countries in Europe and North America: Albania, Belgium,
Bulgaria, Canada, the Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Hungary, Ireland,
Italy, Mexico, Portugal, Slovakia, Romania, Spain, Ukraine and the United
States. The policy of the UNESCO Institute for Education in this action-
research programme on literacy strategies in industrialized countries is to
make it possible for researchers from post-communist countries and other
regions to take part on an equal footing. At the end of this two-year venture,
a score of researchers in a dozen countries had completed their work, most of
which features in ALPHA 96.
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OUR METHOD OF WORKING

The project was coordinated by the project director at the UNESCO
Institute for Education, received the technical support of the Ministry of
Education of Quebec, and was conducted by distance methods between the
introductory seminars (one in each region, in Toronto and Bucharest, in
autumn 1994) and the synthesis seminar, in which all the authors were
invited to take part (Bratislava, spring 1995). The conclusion to this publica-
tion has been written on the basis of the questions raised and discussions
held during these seminars.*

The aims of the project were stated as follows:

1. To produce and disseminate a thorough study of the topic of ALPHA 96, Basic
Education and Work.

2. To help in developing, within the local projects, an international, cross-disciplinary
action-research approach.

3. To validate and promote these alternative experiences of work in marginalized,
peripheral areas, with the support of a cooperative network of researchers, profes-
sional workers and affiliated bodies.

4. To encourage revision of basic education policies associated with work, and of job cre-
ation programmes, in the interests of participation, support for community
development and renewal of total resources.

This volume contains 19 chapters divided into the following sections:

* Section One provides a critique of literacy ideology and of some current literacy prac-
tices in North America, revealing hidden abilities and other bases for alternative
design of educational intervention (S. Gowen, M. Hart, and J.P. Hautecoeur).

* Section Two documents the transition from traditional literacy and basic education
practices to workshops started by learner-workers (W. DesBrisay, M. Chourin,
D. Semenescu).

* Section Three brings together four basic education experiences which share a global,
community development approach but have different intervention strategies
(A. Rogojinaru, P. Ahern, ].G. Orgales, and A. Bocs).

¢ Section Four documents the transition from traditional work practices in rural areas
to new types of economic organization, which also involves broader projects of
regional development and a will of resistance to dislocation (E. Pieck, J. Carolino, E.
Fulkov4, and F. Balipap, D. Kovécs and E. Markolt).

¢ Section Five examines the education and training practised in a new type of socially

useful enterprise (L. Smeyers and D. Wildemeersch, ].M. Fontan and E. Shragge, and
J. Stummer).

* Section Six standing alone but speaking of solidarity, takes up again a monograph
which appeared in ALPHA 94, applying its critical approach to the relationship
between basic education and work in the postmodern context.” This illustrates the fer-
tile link between “bricolage” and the mass media or communications, which might well
replace the original title of ALPHA 96 (S. Hubik).
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The contents only account for some of the written evidence of our work.
There are other forms: memorable events such as the seminars and receptions
in the host countries, other publications, the creation of an association in
Slovakia inspired by ALPHA 96, new cooperative action-research networks
at national and inter-regional level, professional links, projects, and so on. A
sober publication such as ALPHA 96 unfortunately leaves out everything that
cannot be written in a book, in joyous contrast to our pious statements!
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Notes

1. Inan editorial article in the periodical Fortune, the task of enterprises in a period of post-
recession and restructuring is described as follows: “First get rid of jobs. Second, redesign the
organization (of the workplace) to get the best of the de-jobbed worker. A big task ... It will sep-
arate the survivors from the extinct.” “The End of the Job”, Fortune Magazine, 19 September
1994.

2. The report of the three seminars in the ALPHA 96 project will be published separately, in a
bilingual English-French edition, in the UIE Reports series of the UNESCO Institute for
Education.

3. Alpha 96 Literacy and Work/Formation de base et travail, bilingual English/French presentation
of the action-research project, UNESCO Institute for Education, 1994.

4. Bernard EME and Jean-Louis LAVILLE (eds.) Cohésion sociale et emploi, Paris, Desclée de
Brouwer, 1994; “Economie solidaire” dossier of the periodical Travail, no. 29, autumn 1993;
Bernard PERRET and Guy ROUSTANG, L’Economie contre la société, Paris, Seuil/Esprit,
1993.

5. This is a reference to a documentary made by Pierre Perrault, Michel Brault and Marcel
Carriére, Pour la suite du monde, Montreal, National Film Board, 1964. With the help of for-
mer fishermen, this film relives the ancient techniques and practices of porpoise fishing in the
Saint Lawrence River. It is a remarkable example of vernacular “basic education” rediscov-
ered and reconstituted on site and in reality, for mass broadcasting: local crafts and mass media.

UIE Report of the ALPHA 96 Seminars, UNESCO Institute for Education, 1996.

7. Stanislav HUBIK, “Television and literacy in the Czech Republic”, ALPHA 94, Montreal/
Hamburg, UNESCO Institute for Education, 1994, pp. 259-276.
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Chapter 1

HOW THE REORGANIZATION
OF WORK DESTROYS
EVERYDAY KNOWLEDGE

Sheryl Greenwood Gowen
Georgia State University, Atlanta USA

TOTAL QUALITY AND WORKPLACE LITERACY

The post-industrial, lean and mean workplace of late-twentieth century
America is the latest configuration of pure market capitalism. High
Performance, Total Quality, and Continuous Quality Improvement have
replaced Taylorism and Fordism as the organizing principles by which man-
agers attempt to order workers and work. In this “restructuring,” many
workers have lost their jobs while others have been relegated to temporary or
contractual labor (Parker, 1994). New jobs generally offer lower wages and
few benefits. In fact, some analysts (e.g. Reich, 1992) predict that the ratio of
secondary labor-market (low skills/low wages) jobs to primary labor-market
(high skills/high wages) jobs (Gittleman and Howell, 1993) may soonbe 4 to 1.

As the workplace changes, literacy and educational requirements have
also changed. The changes are complex, however, and serve not only as a
gate-keeping mechanism to reduce the number of workers “qualified” for
good jobs, but also to draw attention away from the fact that American labor-
ers are being relegated to a workplace underclass (See Drucker, 1993;
Faraclas, 1994; Gee and Lankshear, 1994; Gowen, 1995; Hull, 1993, Kazemek,
1991 for a more detailed discussion).

11
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In this chapter, I will discuss how shifts to “Total Quality Management”
and the co-occurring implementation of “Workplace Literacy” programs
have served to further marginalize and alienate two different communities of
workers. The first discussion is drawn from a larger study of a workplace
literacy program (Gowen, 1992). Here I will focus on Edward Stone, who
works as a housekeeping aide in a local public urban hospital and is also a
long-time member of the House of Prayer Church, Rib Shack, and Used Car
Lot. In the second study, I will describe the process and fundamental prob-
lems of designing and implementing a “workplace literacy” program for a
large corporation “moving towards Total Quality.”

It is not coincidental that the “literacy crisis” has occurred in tandem with
the reorganization of the workplace.

At the end of the nineteenth century, family-owned businesses, in
response to a series of crises from over-production, subsequent depressions,
declining profits, and mass reductions in wages, were restructured (similar in
magnitude, if not in content, to the “re-engineering” of the late twentieth cen-
tury workplace), into giant corporations. Two important characteristics of the
giant corporation were the creation and “scientific management” of mass
labor and the creation and media management (advertising) of mass con-
sumption. Frederick W. Taylor devised a system, generally referred to as
“Taylorism” or “Fordism,” to organize large numbers of the population into
efficient assembly line workers (Whyte, 1984). As we know, the assumption
behind Taylor’s method was that tasks should be broken down into their sim-
plest, least intellectually demanding forms. Workers then were trained to
perform these tasks with mechanical efficiency. i

In the Newtonian sense, workers literally became extensions of machines,
fine-tuning their individual skills to perfection. But Taylor’s methods were
more than simply prescriptions for performance. They were also part of a
sweeping social reorganization of the workplace that took both the applica-
tion of personal knowledge and the control of work away from workers and
placed both in the hands of professional, highly educated managers
(Clawson, 1980; Whyte, 1984). Thus Taylorism not only produced an effi-
cient workplace but also undercut indigenous communities of practice that
workers had relied upon up until that point. These informal communities of
practice were replaced by a hierarchy of high-wage, well-educated man-
agers overseeing pools of low-wage, high-turnover workers who needed
only basic educational skills to perform their work.

At the same time that the workplace was being reorganized, Ohmann
(1985:676) argues that the term “literacy” came to be used “as a mass noun
that isolated that ability [to read and write] from other human practices and
that referred to it as a measurable attribute of individuals, groups, or whole
societies”.

As the twentieth century unfolded, American educational and economic
policy came to rely more and more on standardized testing and measure-
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ment, which isolates human abilities apart from their social contexts and then
separates people according to those abilities. Important for the discussion
here, the polarization and xenophobia of the late nineteenth century (again
not unlike the late twentieth century), allowed literacy to be used as “the ana-
lytic division of people into measurable quantities, the attempt to modify
these quantities, the debate among professionals and political leaders over
what’s good for the poor...” (Ohmann, 1985:677).

Since the end of the 1970s technological advances in production and com-
munication have served to further diminish the informal communities of
practice that have survived despite industrialization. In addition, the
Taylorism of the early twentieth century had, by the beginning of the 1980s
lost its usefulness as a management framework. According to Drucker
(1993:54), management generally responded by trying to “patch” or tinker
with the system without making the needed fundamental changes. When this
didn’t work, management turned to “downsizing ... Management picks up a
meat-ax and lays about itself indiscriminately”. This, too, has resulted in
failure for many organizations.

Drucker argues that “Total Quality” means more than slashing programs
and jobs, but rather a “rethinking” of the organization and its mission. It is
theoretically possible, then, that “Total Quality” could mean changes to more
democratic workplaces with shared-governance and a closing of the deep
mistrust and misunderstandings between labor and management. Table 1
presents such a theoretical framework for a possible post-industrial rethink-
ing of the workplace (Bergquist, 1993; Covey, 1989; Senge, 1990; Watkins &
Marsick, 1993).

As we can see, unlike the industrial framework, whose emphasis is on
technology, the bottom line, and short-term goals, in the above theoretical
post-industrial framework, the emphasis would be on an integration of social
and technical systems that make the human aspects of work dominant over
the mechanical and technical aspects. Theoretically, in this new model, work-
ers would be valued as members of a democratic community committed to
long-term achievement based on continuous learning, shared problem-
solving, and participatory management. Some of the strategies generally
recommended to accomplish this transformation include programmatic
changes such as cross-training, chain-of-customers, and just-In-Time (JIT)
inventories as well as more organizational changes, such as becoming a “learn-
ing organization,” with flattened hierarchies and worker “empowerment”.

Ideally, the current call to reinvent the workplace could provide an oppor-
tunity to revitalize the values of communities of practice that industrialism
and colonialism destroyed (Butler, 1965; Schumaker, 1979; Steady, 1989). It
could also be the springboard to more equitable and democratic methods of
compensation that would shrink gross disparities between workers and
management.
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Table 1
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES

INDUSTRIAL ORGANIZATION POST-INDUSTRIAL ORGANIZATION

Technical systems are of primary importance | Social and technical systems are interdependent

Workers extend the work of machines Workers facilitate & compliment the work of
machines
Workers are interchangeable parts in a Workers are primary and limited resources

mechanical system

Work consists of narrow, discrete categories | Work consists of a wide repertoire of skills
of skills

Control is in the hands of management Control is shared and is embodied in
hierarchy and is embodied in rules and problem-solving processes and participatory
procedures management

Short-term goals and low-risk taking Long-term goals and innovation

Resources are directed exclusively towards Resources are directed towards integrating
achieving “bottom line” goals “bottom line,” individual, and social goals.
Work and workers are competitive Work and workers are cooperative

But in reality, these programmatic and organizational changes have fallen
far short of any real redistribution of power, which is abhorrent to most of
American business and industry. As Lakes (1994:110) has observed about
the current problems facing vocational education:

....educational policymakers are operating under a false assumption that schooling

youths for so-called high performance settings will heighten workers’ organizational

commitment to the firm. Students may receive an education in symbolic-analytic skills for

postindustrial settings, but the curriculum hardly advances the moral claims of shared
labor and worker “ownership”.

American workplace restructuring has been circumscribed by a
labor/management “great divide” that assigns knowledge to management
and assigns ignorance to workers. While the discourse of Total Quality
includes a strong emphasis on worker empowerment and flattened hierar-
chies, some experts predict that only about five per cent of all workplaces
actually accomplish those ends (Huey, 1994). Few large corporations have
moved towards the real empowerment of workers (Huey, 1994, maintains
that Levi-Strauss, Gore-Tex, and Ben & Jerry’s are exceptions), which requires
democratic workplaces with shared governance. And the current political
climate suggests that any reform of the labor laws towards more equal dis-
tributions of power (e.g. the recommendations of the Dunlop Commission) is
highly unlikely.
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As Juravich (1985:151) observed:

As we have seen at National {the company Juravich studied], quality and productivity are
not by far simple nor superficial issues, but instead are deeply rooted in a management
style that continues to grow away from an understanding of or concern with worker’s
shop-floor knowledge. No program, no matter how innovative or new, will be success-
ful unless it addresses this fundamental relationship between workers and managers.

While management wants workers to become more “empowered” to
make decisions and solve problems, they generally still want ultimate control
over the content of those decisions and solutions. So, the question they are
really asking is: How do you “empower” workers to increase their skills in
order to increase corporate profits? Rather than say, how do you “empower”
workers to increase their skills to reshape the distributions of power for a
more democratic workplace? What kind of “literacy” does the former kind of
“empowerment” require? It would seem that the “docility certificate” that
Erickson describes (1984) is much more likely to accomplish those ends than
say the “critical literacy and civic courage” of Giroux (1984). Thus the notions
of “empowerment” and “participation” are limited.

Gee and Lankshear (1994) and Kunda (1992) argue that the current interest
in workplace literacy is actually an effort of conversion to a particular set of
cultural behaviors and beliefs that workers do not already possess. This is
clearly a role that literacy has played across American history and particu-
larly in other workplace literacy programs (Apple, 1990; Bowles & Gintis,
1976; Fingeret, 1984; Gee, 1989; Gowen, 1992; Graff, 1987; Kazemek, 1988).
These behaviors and beliefs define membership in a “corporate community
that includes rules for behavior, thought and feeling, all adding up to what
appears to be a well-defined and widely shared ‘member role’. (Kunda, 1992,
p. 7). Thus the concept of workplace literacy does not necessarily refer only to
a set of skills, but to a much more complex and tacit set of beliefs that align
the worker with the goals of the company and serve to control his or her
actions.

As Gee and Lankshear (1994:18) have recently observed:

They [managers] face a paradox in that they want workers to experience in meaningful

ways a sense of autonomous decision-making, choice, and self-directedness. At the same

time, for organizational goals to be met it is necessary that workers make “the right deci-

sions/choices” and take “the right directions” so far as their workplace learning is
concerned.

One sure sign that American business is unwilling to tackle the difficult
task of deep-level restructuring is its tendency to blame workers’ literacy lev-
els for the problems it encounters competing in the global marketplace. The
general argument goes that in order to convert from industrialized models
of workplace organization to these “new” workplace structures, fewer work-
ers are needed and most workers do not currently possess the skills to
function effectively in these “new” settings. While I clearly recognize the
need for and strongly support increased investment in on-going and com-
prehensive worker education, I believe that many entry-level workers
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already possess many of the skills needed in more participatory work orga-
nizations, and that management is unable, because of its privileged and
isolated position in the hierarchy, to recognize this.

Not surprisingly, most of the research on high performance work organi-
zations draws on case studies from those countries that are most
economically successful. Japan, Germany, and Norway are often sighted as
three of the most successful countries in reorganizing work and workers.
But there is little research that looks at local, small scale examples of effec-
tive organizations. Because these organizations often occur in working-class
and poor, marginalized groups they are never even considered as models
from which we might learn more about what it means to live and work pro-
ductively in a community. There is little recognition, for example, that the
poor and the working class have knowledge and skills that help them survive
conditions that the more privileged of us could never withstand.

Moreover, the participatory practices and more equitable distributions of
both power and wealth that have worked well in countries such as Norway,
for example, do not fit the hierarchical organization of management and the
concentration of wealth as they have evolved in the United States. This lies
at the heart of the issue with any move towards “high performance” that is
mandated on a large scale from the top down. Power that is “given” to work-
ers by management is not real power, but an effort to usurp workers’ real
autonomy and power to the benefit of the company.

In addition, as Brandau and Collins (1994) have recently observed, work in
the formal economy requires standardization of performance. This standard-
ization of performance runs counter to true worker empowerment and
autonomy, which would include at least the possibility of variation in per-
formance to achieve new ways to excellence, and explains why many
workers have developed a deep mistrust for any movement towards “high
performance” or “Total Quality” in the workplace.

The notion of standardization as a characteristic of mainstream work
would also help explain the national perception of need for literacy training,
which, as it is taught in functional contextual programs, serves to standard-
ize workers’ language and textual practices, thereby reducing autonomy,
creativity, and community.

HIGH PERFORMANCE IN THE HOUSE OF GOD

With this general background in place, let’s visit the House of God Rib
Shack and Used Car Lot, a religious organization whose membership
includes many marginalized workers perceived by their employers (as well
as the broader society) to be illiterate and unskilled. In this visit, we will focus
on Edward Stone, who works as a housekeeping aide in a local public
hospital.
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The House of God is located on the corner of a busy street in the heart of
the working class African American community in Bayside, on the gulf coast
of the southeastern United States. On sunny days, the well-dressed congre-
gation will gather under the trees to eat ribs, visit, tell tales, talk junk, watch
children play and maybe think about buying a car. The House of God, to my
mind, exhibits many of the principles of a Total Quality workplace. Table 2
compares these two structures.

There are several aspects of the organization of the House of God that
lead me to this interpretation. First, the hierarchy is very flat. There is a min-
ister, of course, and he leads the services. But he has a lot of help. His nine
children are all a part of the service as well, as is every adult over the age of
about 16. And while he stands in the front and preaches, this does not prevent
other members of the congregation from joining in, either by singing, testi-
fying, or speaking in tongues. The service is rarely about one man at a
podium speaking to his congregation. Instead, there is action at all levels,
participation, autonomy, and creativity.

Table 2
COMPARISON OF THE STRUCTURES OF A TOTAL QUALITY
WORKPLACE & THE HOUSE OF GOD

POST-INDUSTRIAL
WORK ORGANIZATION

HOUSE OF GOD
RIB SHACK AND USED CAR LOT

PRODUCTION PROCESS

* Variety

¢ Involvement

» Elimination of waste by streamlining

CHURCH SERVICE

* Variety
* Involvement of all for mutual satisfaction
¢ Little or no waste due to limited resources

WORKPLACE STRUCTURE
» Participatory

* Management as coach
» Workers as “partners in prosperity”
¢ Worker as whole person

» Worker's job to improve whole process

¢ Emphasis on problem-solving
* Improvement the driving factor

CHURCH STRUCTURE

* Participatory

» Little hierarchy

* Profits from Rib Shack and used Car Lot
go to support Church

¢ All members are respected and all members
contribute according to their abilities

* Members are whole persons, not just those
who tithe

* Members contribute on all levels

¢ Members contribute on all levels

* Emphasis is on problem solving

* Inventive, new ways constantly integrated
into the service

* Peak spiritual experience is the driving force
of the church service

EDUCATION AS ACTION

¢ Cross-training as well as specific roles

RELIGION AS ACTION

 Cross-participation as well as specific roles
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Moreover, each member plays a variety of parts (in the discourse of high
performance they are “cross-trained”). They play in the band, sing in the
choir, collect the tithe, and help with the Bible reading. They watch the chil-
dren and clean the bathrooms. While there are deacons and members of the
Prayer Board, even these roles are not rigidly defined. For example, the chair-
woman of the prayer board also serves refreshments like red velvet cake,
coffee, soft drinks, and sausage and biscuits in the basement between Sunday
School and church. The pastor’s oldest daughter assists him with the scrip-
ture reading. Sometimes he reads and she repeats or answers. Other times she
reads and he interprets. Sometimes they read together. Sometimes the whole
congregation chimes in, sometimes not.

Within the House of God, Edward Stone is a valued and important mem-
ber. His skill with video and audio equipment enables him to tape each
church service for members who wish to hear or see the performance again at
home. Mr. Stone sets up the equipment carefully before each service, and
puts it all away each Sunday afternoon. Other members make copies of the
tapes and sell them for a small fee to members and guests. Mr. Stone’s skills
are an important resource in the small church community.

Many times, Mr. Stone also helps with the cars that the church buys and
sells. He is one of a number of men in the congregation who helps repair
and market these cars. There is never a very large inventory of cars—usu-
ally one is located and repaired for a specific customer (an example of
just-in-time [JIT] method of inventory control). When someone from the com-
munity needs a car and is short on money, it is possible to barter goods and
services with the church in exchange for the car.

Mr. Stone’s wife Sheila and her sisters work in the Rib Shack. They spend
a great deal of time arguing and tasting and readjusting—making sure the
sauce is just right and the meat is tender. Because many of their customers are
also members of their congregation, they are especially invested in the qual-
ity of the goods they produce. Because they each take such pride in their
work, they become critics and customers themselves, producing fine food for
one another as well as for the community. In the language of high perfor-
mance, these women have organized themselves as a “chain of customers” to
insure a superior product.

The House of God sanctuary is located on a corner lot, but it also shares
its space with the Rib Shack and the Car Lot. The space taken up by all three
enterprises is much smaller than that taken up by most of the other churches
in Bayside. This efficient use of space is similar to Whyte’s (1992) analysis of
the Japanese use of space in the manufacturing process. He argues that it is
their efficient use of both human and material resources that make Japanese
industries more economical than American counterparts.

The members of the House of God also have avoided a great deal of
administrative procedure, bypassed the need for secretarial staff and tech-
nology, and thus kept costs low by not relying on print materials to relay
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information. In this setting, print materials would be an added layer of
bureaucracy rather than a useful tool for communicating. For example, in the
church service, there is no written text to direct the people in the production
of the service. There are no hymnals, no bulletins, no print materials to mark
the steps or to organize information. The service, rather than a series of seg-
mented pieces, flows from one event to another, with events often
overlapping one another.

This obvious lack of text serves to emphasize the presence of the one true
text, the Bible. In the House of God, the Bible is the single focal point for read-
ing and discussion. Nearly all members carry one with them to each service.
Mr. Stone, for example, carries a full-sized King James version in a rich brown
leather case. Inside the case are yellow highlighters, blue ink pens and number
2 pencils to mark and comment on the pieces of text that form the basis of each
Sunday School lesson and church service. The efficiency of only one text in the
service seems to emphasize its importance and draws the congregation closer
together as they read, respond, and mark together the words of God.

Members of the House of Prayer cannot, however, explain to me exactly
how they know when to do something or exactly what to do—when to start
singing, for example, or which part of the scripture to read aloud. They tell
me they just know it. They don’t need or want a set of instructions written out
for them because this would only serve to detract from their activity. There
is no rehearsal, no list of procedures, only performance that shifts in subtle
ways to match the mood of the group (see Heath,1993, for a description of
similar “church knowledge” in Trackton). In other words, there is no
administratively determined agenda that prescribes the behaviors of the con-
gregation. Rather, the rules of performance are negotiated and re-negotiated
by the members of the church community at each church service.

While these behaviors are different from “mainstream” church services,
they are clearly not examples of “pre-literate” knowing. Many members of
the congregation are quite literate and read a variety of texts for a variety of
purposes. Rather than a compensation for low literacy, it is an efficient way of
getting the work of the church done — the work of creating a meaningful,
artistic product crafted with love and caring — a peak spiritual experience
within a community of believers. It is a way of knowing characterized by
intuition and creativity rather than by a set of steps. It is also a way of know-
ing that bears little resemblance to the hierarchical, linear, controlled,
segmented, non-participatory, industrial church services I am more accus-
tomed to.

Some of the members of the House of God hold decent jobs as teachers or
as supervisors in state and local government or public service organizations.
A few own small businesses. But most are part of the soon-to-be 80 per cent
of the American workforce, stuck in entry level jobs or temporary work gen-
erally in settings that offer little opportunity to apply the skills and
knowledge they display consistently within their church community.
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In order to understand the disparity between the work environment and
other community-based organizations in which marginalized workers like
Edward might participate, let us move to Mr. Stone’s workplace, the hospi-
tal where he is a housekeeping aide. The Housekeeping Department at
Bayside Hospital is staffed exclusively by African American women and
men. There are a few white supervisors. Here Mr. Stone performs a job that
is considered entry-level for wages that place him below the poverty line.
While he does have benefits, without a GED or high school diploma, he has
no opportunity for promotion or for an increase in pay. His supervisor, a
white woman, believes that he is “slow” and cannot make decisions or think
critically. She expects him to work for her in silence, never questioning what
she says or does. Some of Mr. Stone’s co-workers who have spoken out about
issues at work have been fired, as have some of those who have successfully
passed portions of their GED test. A few of Mr. Stone’s co-workers drink or
smoke reefer on the job, and live from pay day to day off to pay day. Many
others are quite functional on the job, but see no opportunity for better work,
and remain in the same positions for years.

In 1989, with the help of a team of university researchers, King Memorial
offered literacy classes for these workers. In conceptualizing workplace prob-
lems in terms of literacy, hospital management did what Senge (1990) terms
“burden shifting”. That is, it mistook deep-seated problems with the distrib-
ution of power, privilege, and wages for literacy problems, and assumed
that some education would improve workers’ productivity and performance.

After the workplace literacy classes ended and very few employees had
been promoted to higher jobs or had earned any new credentials, workers
expressed bitterness and disappointment. Many of the employees in the
workplace literacy program resisted the paternalistic forms of management
and the glass ceilings inherent in the hospital. The job-based curricula did
little to address those issues, but rather encouraged workers to more fully
adapt to the organizational structure of the hospital. As a result, workers
often acted incompetent or illiterate as their single means of maintaining
any control over their work.

The problems at the hospital were not addressed by literacy classes. In fact,
in some ways the classes made the problem worse because in defining the
problem as literacy, the underlying causes of worker alienation were never
addressed. Thus, workers like Mr. Stone did not change their behavior sig-
nificantly, and management believed that these workers were even more
“hopeless” than before.
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MOVING TOWARDS TOTAL QUALITY
AT EMERALD MANUFACTURING

Travelling northeast from Bayside and into a bordering state, we come to
the small community of Piney Woods at the foot of the Appalachian
Mountains. For two years [ have conducted participatory action research
(Whyte, 1992) at Emerald Manufacturing, a company that describes itself as
“moving towards Total Quality”. Three graduate students, one in educational
psychology, one in applied linguistics, and one in vocational education, and I
have assisted Emerald Manufacturing’s top management team in its goals
of conducting a literacy task analysis, developing an assessment protocol to
measure the skills workers actually use on the job, and developing curricula
for an education program for the approximately 1,200 employees at its
various plants around southeast.

Through the use of participant observation, focus groups, in-depth inter-
views, and the examination of massive volumes of print materials, our
research team has attempted to understand and document the actual liter-
acy skills workers use to perform their jobs and to find out what skills
workers are interested in and feel they might benefit from improving.

We have also tried to understand how workers feel about their work and
how this effects their performance. We have conducted extensive formal and
informal interviews with them about their goals, their schooling and work
experiences, and their hopes for the future. While I do not claim that the
workers at Emerald Manufacturing are representative of all workers, I do
believe that many of the situations these workers encounter, their perceptions
of competence, and their skepticism about literacy training and high perfor-
mance workplaces have relevance for a broader discussion on literacy and
the workforce. \

The work these men do is the hard physical work of heavy industry. All
of the 44 employees we have observed and interviewed are native-born
males. Thirty-five per cent are African American; 65 per cent are white. Most
of them have worked at the same jobs all their adult lives. Many of them
began work right out of high school, others before finishing high school.
Few of those who did not finish high school have returned to complete a
GED. None of them is currently enrolled in any training or educational pro-
gram either at the workplace or in the community.

At this workplace, we observed literacy and language use as falling into
two distinctly different spheres: 1) those skills needed to perform daily work
assignments and 2) those skills needed to understand and interact with the
infrastructure that surrounds and supports the work.

In the first sphere, that of the daily job tasks, print is used very rarely, espe-
cially for problem solving and communicating. Rather, the first sphere might
be what Zuboff (1988:72) has described as “action-centered”; that is “a world
in which things were immediately known, comprehensively sensed, and able
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to be acted upon directly”. (It also strongly resembles the “action-centered”
performance I observed at the House of God.) In this domain, there is little
need for text. And little text is displayed in this first domain at Emerald. We
were struck, in our first visit to the site, at how little print was on display in
any of the work areas. In the employee break room, for example, there is the
required notice from OSHA concerning health and safety regulations and
that is all. The date on the notice is 1982.

In the maintenance shop, the repair manuals for all of the equipment are
stored randomly on a set of floor-to-ceiling shelves. The manuals and the
shelves are covered with a thick layer of dust, suggesting that these manuals
are rarely, if ever, removed from their places. We never observed any of the
employees in the shop referring to the manuals as they repaired equipment.
The repair manuals that we borrowed initially from the maintenance shop
foreman were never missed. We also never observed them using calculators,
which were available to each employee, and could be used to perform some
of the work tasks. We did, however, observe them talking almost constantly,
either face-to-face or over the CB radios and telephones as they work. They
talk about problems to be solved, about work to be done, repairs to be made,
equipment to be upgraded. The work is performed in a rich mix of informal
oral communication that serves to organize time, space, and activity.

When problems occur, workers must communicate and problem-solve
quickly, without what they rightly believe is the much slower step of con-
sulting print materials for solutions to problems. The most important
resources in emergencies are co-workers and “common sense”. When equip-
ment needs repair, which is often, workers rely on their hearing, their vision,
their experience, and their creativity to tell them what is wrong and what
must be fixed. The more novice workers rely on and respect the knowledge of
the older and more experienced workers to know what is wrong and to
suggest strategies for repair.

During the work day we also heard funny stories, dirty jokes, inventive
swearing, and imaginative gossip. This creative use of language serves other
important purposes in the workplace. Trading stories operates as a kind of
gift-exchange. It cements relationships and develops intimacy. In addition,
much of the work is monotonous and extremely repetitive. Telling jokes and
gossiping add interest to what can otherwise become a very dull and tiring
routine.

In this workplace, a sense of community (or more accurately communities)
runs quite deep. Many of the workers are related to one another, and the
jobs have been handed down in the family from father to son. Actually, there
are two communities, the African American and the white. There is not, how-
ever, a strong sense of loyalty across ethnicity except when outsiders appear.
We observed this in response to our initial presence at the plant and even
more clearly in a solid, and typically southern, resistance to unionization. Not
surprisingly, one of the goals of the company is to remain “union free”. But
most of the workers also echo these sentiments, believing union organizers to
be “outsiders who cause trouble”. In this company, intrusion from outsiders
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is seen as a threat to the balance of the workplace community. And any intro-
duction of print-based education and training is also seen by many front-line
workers as an unnecessary intrusion that would interfere with the rich oral
communication they use effectively and with great skill. In summary, in the
sphere of performing daily job tasks, workers rely on oral communication,
speaking, listening, making jokes, and telling stories to convey information,
solve problems, and maintain relationships.

In many other workplaces and communities that have been studied in
depth (e.g. Baba, 1991; Darrah, 1992; Herndl, Fennel, & Miller, 1991; Hull,
Schultz, Jury, & Ziv, 1993; Jacob, 1986; Kusterer, 1978; Lave, 1986; Mikulecky
& Drew, 1991; Robotham, 1992; Scribner, 1985; Scribner & Sachs, 1991;
Shaiken, 1984) text is interpreted and negotiated and sometimes simply
ignored by workers as they talk about and collaborate in shared problem-
solving and in getting work done. Moreover, it is important to note that this
collaboration is indigenous rather than imposed by management as part of
a shift to “teamwork” and “high performance.”

But within the second sphere, those skills needed to understand and inter-
act with the infrastructure that orders and controls the work, the print
environment takes a decidedly different turn. This sphere requires skills sim-
ilar to what Zuboff has termed the “intellective skills” (1988: 76) of abstraction,
inference, and procedural reasoning. In this study, we defined the print infra-
structure as: 1) record-keeping activities based on the raw data provided from
amount of goods produced each day, frequency and duration of down-time,
accident reports, scheduling of maintenance and repairs 2) memos, flyers, and
brochures from the central office designed to create and enforce rules, relay
information about these to each employee, ensure legal protection for the com-
pany, and assign responsibility for downtime and accidents.

Most of the infrastructure-related print materials are fed into, stored, ana-
lyzed, and regenerated by a computer by the three white women in the office.
These three women use “intellective skills” and also serve as border agents,
keeping all records of production and sales of materials, time sheets, accident
reports, down-time reports, payroll, and benefits claims, and passing this
information between employees and the central office. This parallels the fam-
ily distributions of literacy activities in the community. The male workers
who lived with female partners all reported in interviews that their partners
did the banking and record keeping and they did the physical labor. Literacy
can be women’s work when it is not valued as much as physical work.

The culture of Emerald Manufacturing privileges action-centered skills
over intellective skills in many ways. One of the four supervisors at the site
has only a fourth grade education and has fairly limited print-literacy skills.
But he is considered to be the best supervisor of the four. He is considered a
competent, intelligent man and is assigned the most difficult areas of the pro-
duction process to oversee. The other employees respect him as much as
management does.
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In addition, hourly wages are higher for physical labor than for print labor.
Truck drivers make more than office workers. And truck drivers also make
more than the maintenance men, who actually need more procedural knowl-
edge and a wider range of problem solving skills to perform their work. The
company has not reorganized the pay scale successfully to motivate workers
to enhance “intellective skills”. And there is very little room for advancement
at the plant because the hierarchy is already very flat. One plant manager, four
supervisors, three office workers, and 44 front-line workers. After a worker
has topped out at the pay level for his or her job, there is nowhere to go and no
possibility of making more money, other than the annual across-the-board
cost-of-living increases and overtime. In keeping with the privileging of the
physical and oral over the print-symbolic, overtime is possible only for front-
line workers and foreman, not for office workers.

Print at the upper-level managerial positions is generally used for rule-
making, legal protection, and control. Memos, for example, are often used to
silence rather than to convey information. Information that needs to be
shared, on the other hand, is discussed in meetings, or conveyed over long
distances by telephone (all managers have voice mail) or by hand-written
Fax; these are the preferred ways for management to communicate. Memos
that are word-processed, however, set boundaries, make rules, and repri-
mand. One important function is to determine the causes of downtime and its
relationship to productivity. For example, unscheduled down-time due to a
failure to properly maintain equipment is calculated in the plant’s produc-
tivity measures while down-time due to high winds knocking out the
electricity is not. Unlike other workplaces I have studied, however, the vol-
ume of memos and rules is relatively small and the reliance on and
privileging of oral communication much more wide-spread.

But the quality of oral communication changes dramatically in formal
settings such as “presentations” and plant-wide meetings. In these settings,
there is very little effective communication up or down the hierarchy. The
conversation is generally dominated by superiors from the district office.
Workers rarely ask questions, but either stare at or never make eye contact
with the person doing the talking, fidgeting just enough to show they would
rather be back at work or on a break or anywhere other than in a meeting.
During informal gatherings, however, the tenor changes, and the front-line
workers, the foremen, and managers can tell jokes and talking-dog stories
with amazing ease.

In-depth interviews with front-line workers indicate a solid skepticism
about the immediate economic benefits of increasing their print-literacy.
Some believe that if the company succeeds in increasing their skills, they
will simply be worked harder. More than one employee confided that he
currently acts like he knows a lot less than he really does because if he acts too
knowledgeable “they’ll just try to work me to death”. In a workplace that is
already physically draining, more work is not an incentive for workers to
enhance their skills.
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By far the most complex print materials in this workplace are found in
the ever-changing benefits package, which has proven difficult if not incom-
prehensible even for our research team to understand. Readability levels for
these materials range from 14th to 16th grade level. In fact, the most press-
ing need for print-literacy skills in this workplace is not to perform work,
but to understand what the employee benefits are and how to utilize them.
For example, the company has recently instituted a plan that requires work-
ers to have prescriptions filled by mail and that they enroll in HMO options
and/or life insurance over the phone. In the first two months, workers at
this plant have made serious errors in doing both of these things, which has
resulted in frustrated, angry workers who feel taken advantage of by the
company. One worker complained, “This is just some new way to screw us.
They save money when they make it so complicated that no one will use it”.
Not too long ago, one foreman’s wife died. The foreman thought that he had
enrolled in a life insurance plan for her and himself over the phone. But the
task proved too abstract, too decontextualized from concrete reality for him.
Right after he buried his wife he discovered that he had not followed the
phone instructions properly and had no coverage on either himself or his
wife.

THE DIFFICULTY OF ASSESSMENT

After six months of field research, we reluctantly developed a skills assess-
ment to use with front-line workers. We were reluctant, because we knew
that we could not develop any paper and pencil measure that would accu-
rately capture and assess the skills workers were actually using to perform
their jobs. Rather than use a decontextualized, standardized test like the
TABE, the ABLE, or the CASIS, we based the assessment tasks on actual
workplace scenarios and print materials such as time sheets, newsletters from
the central office, the Safety Brochure, paychecks, and the benefits package.
We assessed oral communication and problem solving skills by using tape-
recorded oral interviews and the abstract and symbolic skills of reading,
writing, and computation by using a printed assessment. As we conducted
the individual assessments (which were kept confidential and only reported
as aggregate data to management) of each worker we discovered that while
most workers had considerable oral communication and problem-solving
skill, 23 per cent of the workers could neither read nor write beyond the most
rudimentary of levels and could not perform any more than the simplest of
whole number operations. They were also uncomfortable using a calculator.
Another 61 per cent could read, write, and perform mathematical opera-
tions at the rough equivalent of a fifth grade education and were fairly
comfortable using a calculator.

Management was stunned. They strongly believed that increasing liter-
acy skills was a necessary step in reaching their goal of moving towards Total
Quality, but they had no idea how “unskilled” their employees actually were.
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This is because, as we reminded them, in the execution of their daily tasks,
these employees were far from “unskilled”. Many of the employees who
could neither read nor write well were quite skilled in oral communication
and problem-solving, and had high scores in that area. Most (but not all) of
them were quite competent at what they did. Moreover, there was little rela-
tionship between managerial perceptions of an employee’s work-related skill
and the employee’s actual performance on the skills assessment. There was
also no positive correlation between years of schooling and performance on
the skills assessment. The data confirm that paper and pencil assessments
were not highly correlated to the actual performance of the “same” skills.

Another problem that occurred as a result of the assessment was that man-
agement began to see a “crisis” where none had seemed to exist before.
Workers previously thought to be competent were now suspected of being
“illiterate”. As a participatory action-research team we have worked hard to
convince management that their original perceptions of competence, in terms
of performance of work tasks, were perhaps more accurate that the results
of the assessment. Management has begun to realize that improving work
performance will not occur as a direct result of enhanced reading, writing,
and numeracy skills, but will require a much more comprehensive approach.
This approach must include a better understanding on the part of manage-
ment of the skills and knowledge their workers already possess. It must also
include a better understanding of the deeply embedded power relations that
drive productivity and commitment much more so than any literacy skills
ever will.

CONCLUSIONS

I do not presume that the people at the House of God or at Emerald
Manufacturing represent all American workers, and thus I make no claims
for the generalizability of the data. I do, however, believe that these two sto-
ries raise important themes that should be considered in any discussion
about worker education in the United States. In some ways both the hospi-
tal where Mr. Stone works and the Emerald Plant are unique. They are both
situated in the southeastern US, in neighboring right-to-work states. Thus
unions were weak at the hospital and non-existent at the plant. Neither site
employed non-native English speakers, an anomaly when compared to
national trends. At both work sites, literacy served as the “mule” for issues of
power that management could not (or did not want to) see, and was thus
unable (or unwilling) to address. At both work sites, workers developed
effective communities of practice that management could not recognize, did
not value, and, in the case of Emerald, would undercut with the introduc-
tion of technology that takes knowledge away from workers and puts it into
machines.

Most troubling is the way that literacy educators can be co-opted into
extending the undercutting of worker knowledge by focusing on “functional-



Reorganization of Work 27

context” workplace literacy programs. When worker education becomes “the
hand-maiden of job training” (Mezirow, Darkenwald, & Knox, 1975:141),
those who develop curricula seem especially prone to reinforce this techni-
cal model of learning. Within this paradigm, competence becomes the ability
to perform like a machine and enhance productivity at the cost of creativity.
Models of work, literacy, and competence that focus on these rote tasks do lit-
tle to recognize and celebrate the skills and abilities workers already possess.
They do nothing to tap into their rich store of knowledge about performance,
about community, and ironically about technical expertise. Mr. Stone cleans
the floors because he doesn’t have a high school diploma or a GED, and so
the skills he does possess are rendered invisible because the hospital will
not promote him, or any one else, without the proper credential (docility
certificate)? But American educators do not always ask why marginalized (by
race, class, or gender) adults who manage to lead productive, rich lives out-
side of the workplace are relegated to the lowliest of jobs in the labor market.

In blaming the worker for the problems of industry and the consequences
of a feral economy, those in positions of power are able to maintain those
positions, even at the risk of national decline. This defensive response is all
too common in management. While many managers recognize that the work-
place needs to change, blaming workers’ illiteracy avoids the risk of
embracing new workplace structures that decentralize power, eliminate the
privilege of rank and status, and redistribute wealth. While it is exactly this
process of decentralization that has made Japanese and Scandinavian indus-
try highly efficient, it is a process American industry, with its own cultural
codes about technology and work, often resist (Whyte, 1992).

In addition, in blaming workers for being deficient, the reality that there
are no longer good jobs available for much of the workforce is not addressed.
The reality is that even if workers were to suddenly become highly literate,
there would not be jobs enough to match their skill and knowledge. For
example, according to statistics recently released from the Labor Department
and the Citizens for Tax Justice (Noble, 1994): There are more full-time work-
ers whose salaries do not provide a livable wage than in any other
industrialized country (p. F 21). Aside from economic productivity, the social
and personal consequences of an absence of decent work are enormous
(Schleuning, 1990). Even though the current administration has made job cre-
ation a top priority, the jobs created are often without benefits, and are for
lower pay than displaced workers received.

Moreover, there is a widening gap in the standard of living between
wealthy Americans and the rest of the population. The top one percent has
enjoyed a 100+ percent increase in income over the last two decades and the
next four percent has experienced a respectable 20+ percent increase. On the
other hand, the remaining 95 percent of the population has not been so for-
tunate. Thirty-five percent have experienced only a slight increase of no more
than 10 percent in real income. Most troubling, 60 percent of the population
has experienced a reduction of up to 10 percent in real income over the same
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time period. While recent research (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins & Kolstad,
1993) suggests a strong correlation between worker literacy as measured by
the NALS (National Adult Literacy Survey) and economic productivity, there
is no data that supports the conclusion that increasing worker literacy would
increase their real earned income.

Troubles in the workplace go much deeper than whether or not a worker
can perform SPC? understand how to file an insurance claim by reading the
benefits package materials, or draw high-level inferences from job-related
print materials. There is much that must be changed about work and wage
before even highly literate employees will remain productive, healthy, and
committed to their work over the long term. This raises issues about the real
aims of education in terms not only of race and gender, but also in class issues
that are effectively silenced in a society that teaches its children to believe
they live in a democracy.

In casting about for models of effective and satisfying work organiza-
tions, we would do well to recognize the skills and knowledge of those
groups most often defined as “at risk”, “uneducated” or “illiterate”.

[ am suggesting that literacy practitioners look critically at the public dis-
course of worker illiteracy and educational failure, and respectfully consider
the highly effective organizations that many marginalized people have
already developed, out of economic necessity, in order to survive in hostile
economic conditions. We have much to learn about distribution of power,
about action, about creative problem-solving, and about what it means to be
competent.

And we can reject notions of general worker deficiency when we develop
workplace literacy programs. Technical approaches to workplace literacy
may improve individual performance for the short term, but they will do lit-
tle to help workplace organizations restructure themselves into more humane
and democratic workplaces. And it also appears to do little to improve the
quality of life for workers like Edward Stone. What it does accomplish is a
maintenance of the status quo, especially in terms of power and privilege.
Literacy educators who support technical solutions (e.g. narrowly conceived
functional context curricula) to socio-technical problems will probably insure
themselves of profitable consulting work, but will do little for those on the
bottom, those whose lives seem designed to afford a variety of career oppor-
tunities for researchers and practitioners alike.



Reorganization of Work 29

Notes

1. JIT is a process whereby large inventories of goods are avoided. Rather, goods are produced
“just in time” for delivery.

2. SPC: Statistical Process Control, a statistical tracking system that monitors production.

References

Apple, M. (1990). Ideology and curriculum. New York: Routledge.

Baba, M. I. (1991). “Skill requirements of work activity: An ethnographic perspective”.
Anthropology of Work Review,12 (3), p. 2-11.

Bergquist, W. (1993). The postmodern organization: Managing the art of irreversible change.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Bowles. S., & Gintis, H. (1976). Schooling in Capitalist America. New York: Basic Books.
Brandau, D. M. & Collins, J. (1994). “Texts, social relations, and work-based skepticism about school-
ing: An ethnographic analysis.” Anthropology & Education Quarterly. 25 (2), p. 118-136.

Butler S. (1965). Erehwon and erehwon revisited. New York: Dutton-Everyman's Library.

Clawson, D. (1980). “Bureaucracy and the labor process: The transformation of American industry,
1860-1920”. New York: Monthly Review Press.

Covey, S. R. (1990). The 7 habits of highly effective people. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Darrah, C. N. (1992). Workplace skills in context. Human Organization, 51, p. 264-273.

Drucker, P. (1993). Post-capitalist society. New York: Harper Collins.

Erickson, F. (1984). “School literacy, reasoning, and civility: An anthropologist's perspective”.
Research in education. 54, p. 525-46.

Faraclas, N. (1994). Taylorism, Tellerism, triage, and first nations: The “critical” role of training in

allegiance and resistance to postmodern “cultures of work.” University of Papua New
Guinea.

Fingeret, A. (1984). “Adult literacy education: Current and future directions”. Columbus, OH: The
Ohio State University National Center for Research in Vocational Education. (Contract No.
NIE-400-81-0035)

Gee, J.P. (1989).”Literacy, Discourse & Linguistics: Essays by James Paul Gee”. A special issue of
the Journal of Education., p. 171.

Gee, ). P. & Lankshear, C. (1994). “The new work order: Critical language awareness and “fast cap-
italist” texts”. Unpublished manuscript, Clark University and Queensland University of
Technology.

Giroux, H. A. (1984). “Public philosophy and the crisis in education”. Harvard Educational
Review, 54 (2}, p.186-194,

Gittleman, M. B. & Howell, D. R. (1993). “Job quality and labor market segmentation in the 1980’s:
A new perspective on the effects of employment restructuring by race and gender”.
Unpublished manuscript.

Gowen, S. G. (1992). Eyes on a different prize. New York: Teachers College Press.

Gowen, S. G. (1994). The “Literacy Myth” at work: The role print literacy in school to work transi-
tions. In R. D. Lakes, (Ed.) Critical education for work: Multidisciplinary Approaches (pp.
35-50). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Gowen, S. G. (1995). “Implications of the National Adult Literacy Survey for Education and the
American Workforce”.Unpublished manuscript. Atlanta, GA: Georgia State University.

Graff, H. (1987). The labyrinths of literacy. New York: Falmer Press.

Heath, S. B. (1993). Ways with words: Language, life, and work in communities and classrooms.
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.



30 ALPHA 96

Herndl, C. G., Fennell, B., & Miller, C. (1991). “Understanding failures in organizational discourse”.
In Bazerman, C. & Paradis, ). (Eds.) Textual dynamics of the professions: Historical and con-
temporary studies of writing in professional communities. Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press.

Huey, J. (1994, February 21). “The new post-heroic leadership”. Fortune, pp. 42-50.

Hull, G. (1993). “Hearing other voices; A critical assessment of popular views on literacy and
work”. Harvard Educational Review, 63 /1, pp. 20-49.

Hull, G., Schultz, K., Jury, M. & Ziv, O. (1993). “Changing work, changing literacy?: A study of skill
requirements and development in a traditional and restructured workplace”. Interim Report.
Berkeley: University of California at Berkeley.

Jacob, E. (1986). “Literacy skills and production line work”. In K. Borman & J. Reisman (Eds.)
Becoming a worker (pp. 176-200). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Juravich, T. (1985). Chaos on the shop floor: A worker’s view on quality, productivity, and man-
agement. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Kazemek, F. (1988). “Necessary changes: Professional involvement in adult literacy programs”.
Harvard Educational Review, 58, pp.464-487.

Kazemek, F. E. (1991). “In ignorance to view a small portion and think that all: The false promise
of job literacy”. Journal of Education, 173 (1), pp. 51-64.

Kirsch, 1., jJungeblut, A., Jenkins, L. & Kolstad, A. (1993). Adult literacy in America: A first look at
the results of the National Adult Literacy Survey. (GPO stock number 065-000-00588-3).
Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office.

Kunda, G. (1992). Engineering culture: Control and commitment in a high-tech corporation.
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Kusterer, K. C. (1978). Know-how on the job: The important working knowledge of “unskilled”
workers. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Lakes, R. D. (1994). “Is this workplace democracy?: Education and labor in post-industrial
America”. In R.D. Lakes (Ed.) Critical education for work: Multicultural approaches. pp. 109-
123.

Lave, ). (1986). “Experiments, tests, jobs, and chores: How we learn what we do”. In K. M. Borman
& |. Reisman (Eds.) Becoming a worker (pp. 140-155). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Mezirow, J., Darkenwald, G., & Knox, A. (1975). Last gamble on education. Washington, DC:
Adult Education Association.

Mikulecky, L. & Drew, R. (1991). “Basic literacy skills in the workplace”. In R. Barr, M. L. Kamil,
P. Mosenthal, & P. D. Pearson (Eds.) Handbook of reading research: Volume Il (pp. 669-698).
White Plains, NY: Longman.

Noble, B. P. {1994, June 5). “Labor-management Rorschach Test”. The New York Times, p. F 21.

Ohmann, R. {1985). “Literacy, technology, and monopoly capital”. College English, 47 (7), pp.675-
689.

Parker, R. £. (1994). Flesh peddlers and warm bodies: The temporary help industry and its workers.
New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press.

Reich, R. B. (1992). The work of nations. New York: Vintage Books.

Robotham, D. (1992, December). “Learning to maintain the TDC: Bringing the maintenance worker
back in”. Paper presented at the 97st Annual American Anthropological Association
Conference, San Francisco, CA.

Schleuning, N. S. (1990). Idle hands and empty hearts: Work and freedom in the United States.
New York: Bergin and Garvey.

Schumaker, E. F. (1979). Good work. New York: Harper Row.

Scribner, S. (1985). “Knowledge at work”. Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 16 (3), pp.199-
206.



Reorganization of Work 31

Scribner, S. & Sachs, P., with DiBello, |., & Kindred, J. (1991). “Knowledge acquisition at work”.
(Technical Paper No. 22). New York: The Graduate School and University Center of the City
University of New York, Laboratory of Cognitive Studies of Work.

Senge, P. M. (1990). The fifth discipline: The art & practice of the learning organization. New
York: Doubleday.

Shaiken, H. (1984). Work transformed: Automation and labor in the computer age. New York:
Holt, Rinehart, & Winston.

Steady, F. C. (1989). “African feminism; A worldwide perspective”. In R. Terborg-Penn, S. Harley,
A. B. Rushing (Eds.) Women in Africa and the African Diaspora. Washington, DC: Howard
University Press.

Watkins, K. F. & Marsick, V. J. (1993). Sculpting the learning organization. San Francisco: jossey-
Bass.

Whyte, W. F. (1984). Learning from the field. Beverly Hills: Sage.
Whyte, W. F. (1992). Participatory action research. Newbury Park: Sage.

Zuboff, S. (1988). In the age of the smart machine: The future of work and power. New York: Basic
Books



Chapter Two

LITERACY AND MOTHERWORK

Mechthild Hart
De Paul University
Chicago, U.S.A.
with Almetta Russell, the A.B.L.A. Homes
Women’s Literacy Group
and Elio DeArrudah

In the following I will give a summary report of the work of a women’s literacy
group in one of Chicago’s public housing complexes.’ Tthe literacy center is open for
women, men, and children, and offers a number of services to assist people in obtain-
ing official literacy skills here I will describe in some detail a special weekly session
of the women’s literacy group, the Women Empowerment Hour (WEH).” 1 will ana-
lyze the group’s efforts from the perspective of the work of mothering, and how this
work connects to literacy education. While the work of raising children, or mother-
work, was not an explicit theme in the discussions of the WEH participants, many
different but directly related worries, concerns and responsibilities were always pre-
sent. By focusing on the theme of motherwork, and by analyzing its close alliance
with the sexual division of labor, I will provide a larger framework for rethinking the
notion of work. The sexual division of labor underlies fundamental inequalities in the
labor market itself, but it is also behind the equally fundamental division between
officially recognized paid and unacknowledged unpaid labor. To rethink work as a
way to break through these divisions is therefore only a small but necessary step
towards rethinking direct material or economic implications.

33
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I hope my report will contribute to a reframing of the notion of literacy. By leaving
the conventional framework of pre-designed, technical, and measurable skills, vital
forms of literacies will be revealed, and how they, or the need for their development,
have been neglected. To reframe the notion of literacy also means to struggle against
equally invisible illiteracies, and to directly connect them with their social and eco-
nomic ramifications.

The work of the women’s literacy group is taking place under particularly harsh
circumstances. It is difficult to define “social change” in a world which seems to have
been pushed to the very margin of a society. At the same time, it is at the very mar-
gins where the essence of the problems with “our” system are unveiled, where the
social and moral bankruptcy of the “center” becomes most visible. In the absence of
essential material and immaterial cushions, the center has seeped into the very inte-
rior of the margin. [ will therefore juxtapose the need for fundamental social change
with a description of the tremendous effort that goes into the making of small, multi-
layered changes affecting day-to-day living, changes which only indirectly affect
immediate economic survival needs.

THE LARGER SOCIOECONOMIC CONTEXT
AND THE SITUATION IN CHICAGO

Alook at recent changes in the economy reveals how sexist and racist ide-
ologies are inextricably linked with factual matters. First, as Zinn points out
(1992:78) “major economic trends and patterns, even those that appear race
neutral, have significant racial implications.” Looking at the decline of the
manufacturing sector (and the growth of the service sector) and at the shifts
in the geographical location of jobs (from central cities to suburbs, from “rust-
belt” to “sunbelt” and to the “cheap labor” countries of the Third World —
which now includes Eastern Europe), we see that the cities have become
centers of poverty. The originally high concentration of Blacks in blue-collar
industries that once comprised their main source of employment and thus
provided a certain economic stability is inseparable from geographic segre-
gation and discrimination in terms of access to education and training. Now
unemployment is rising, especially among Black people but also among rel-
atively new immigrants like Latinos. In Chicago, which is one of the most
segregated cities in the U.S,, there is a “residential job opportunity mismatch”
of the kind where “Blacks have become, for the most part, superfluous peo-
ple in cities that once provided them with opportunities” (Zinn 1992:80). As a
matter of policy, the environments the “superfluous people” inhabit are
neglected, and, predictably, deteriorate. As regards the focus of this report,
this also means that “racial domination and economic exploitation pro-
foundly shape the mothering context, not only for racial ethnic women in
the United States, but for all women” (Collins 1994: 45).
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Chicago is a particularly striking example of the way in which larger
(global) economic changes directly feed off and reinforce a version of the
entrenched history of racist segregation and exploitation. Chicago’s public
housing projects are among the worst in the nation. The city has a particu-
larly blatant history of racist segregation, and its projects have developed into
a form of devastation and isolation that affects close to one million people
imprisoned in them.

And this points to one of the dimensions of the underground economy
which is not captured by talking about an “epidemic” of crime and violence.
Dill (1994:176-177), for instance, describes how teenage girls who are caught
stealing are often stealing to support their poor families. For them stealing,
welfare, and poverty are proof that the social system is cruel, that it
should/can be violated. Likewise, the fact that “young Black males as a
group [are] at extraordinarily high risk for injury and premature death,”
which is “a consequence of violent behavior most often directed toward them
by individuals of the same race and of similar age” (Earls 1991: 628) needs
to be put in a social and economic context. As Earls makes clear, it produces
no positive results to look at this sub-group simply from a perspective of
morally suspect behavioral characteristics. “Rather, we need to concentrate
our attention on the social contexts in which these young men grow up, on
the quality of housing and public schools available to them, on their access to
firearms, and on opportunities for legitimate employment available to them”
(628).

While Chicago is a city with one of the deepest concentrations of wealth
in the nation (Chicago Tribune, March 12, 1994), its public education system is
one of the worst, and almost all of the over 400,000 children dependent on it
are “non-white.”

As reported by The Chicago Tribune (June 26, 1994), about 240,000 children
live in poverty, the same number as in 1980, but the city’s population of chil-
dren has dropped from 860,000 to 723,000. The (official) overall poverty rate
for children in the U.S. is 17.9 percent, for Illinois 16.8 percent, for Chicago
33.3 percent. The total number of people (under and over 18) in poverty is
592,298 (40.7 percent of this population are children under age 18). In terms
of health, Funiciello (1990: 40), reports that 30 times as many low weight
babies die as do normal weight babies, eight times as many poor children
die of disease and 12 times as many poor children die in fires than do non-
poor children. While the infant mortality rate steadily dropped in Chicago for
white babies, it dropped for Black babies from 1973 to 1984, and has since
been on the rise (The Chicago Reporter, July 1992).

With recent changes in society and the economy, the reform debate on wel-
fare and public aid has shifted away from child welfare to labor force issues.
Meanwhile, welfare benefits have dropped to a historical low. Children com-
prise the majority of welfare dependents, accounting for 10 million out of
the 14 million people in households assisted by Aids to Families with
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Dependent Children (AFDC, the main welfare program). A 50 page summary
of President Clinton’s welfare reform plan does not mention what would
happen to children in families cut from the dole. For the most part there is
no mention of a safety net for the children of adults who don’t conform to the
new rules (Chicago Tribune, June 26, 1994). This directly opens the question
of conventional notions of literacy and illiteracy. For instance, who are the
truly illiterate people in our society concerning their ignorance of what it
takes to raise children?

This official disregard for the children of the poor is an integral part of
the disregard for the poor themselves, most of whom are children and
women. As our social-economic system shows, even in the richest country
of the world, some children had better not be around. Once they are, all the
fault and burden are placed on the mothers. Because most poor children are
raised by poor single mothers they are by definition part of a pathological
at-risk female population that is either deficient, broken, dysfunctional, and
morally suspect, or a menace or threat to society (Polakow 1993). Overall,
the concentration of poverty among children and women is explained as a
private affair, a result of failed individuals and failed families and therefore
ultimately as its own cause (Polakow 1993:46, 59). There is a deafening silence
about the fact that it is “our economy” with its structural inequalities of
access and opportunity which causes poverty, that it is a public rather than
a private affair.

Looking at the Essence of our Problems

Where young people grow up with little or no sense of the future, with a
dismal public education, with the danger of violence all around them, we
are looking at the essence of the problems with “our” system: the increasing
harshness of motherwork in a context where housing is dismal, where com-
munities are neglected, where there is little hope for the future, and where
children’s lives are in constant danger (not to speak of having to endure the
humiliation of dependence on a bloated welfare bureaucracy). What can we
say about the “progress” of our economic and social system when the last
remnant of unwaged life-supporting work, the work of raising children, is
reduced to keeping one’s ill-fed, traumatized children inside one’s dismal
apartment because their movement outside the doors endangers their lives?

HISTORY AND CONTEXT OF THE
WOMEN'’S LITERACY GROUP

Elio DeArrudah, the director of the Chicago Public Library Literacy
Initiative, emphasizes the relative independence of the A.B.L.A. Homes
Literacy Training Center, at least in terms of its own identity.” The center is
located right where the A.B.L.A. Homes begin and where the Chicago
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campus of the University of Illinois abruptly ends. It is housed in the Boys
& Girls Club, a major social service provider for youth in the area. The cen-
ter is allowed to occupy a small room on the second floor.

Over 5,000 Black people live in the A.B.L.A. Homes, the third largest pub-
lic housing project in the City, and less than 10% of them have regular jobs.
Public aid, or welfare, is one of the main sources of income for single moth-
ers. While no official data exist on the problem of illiteracy, its seriousness is
not disputed.

The Chicago Public Library placed Almetta Russell as the literacy orga-
nizer in this community. Almetta Russell and graduate student assistants
from UIC put their energies into a number of different efforts, all of which
directly draw on the expressed wishes of the participants. These efforts range
from teaching the participants the use of books, remedial training in basic
reading, writing and math skills, to more specific job-related skills.

THE WOMEN EMPOWERMENT HOUR

Since March 1994 I have been attending the weekly session of the Women
Empowerment Hour (WEH). It is usually attended by five to ten women.
Some of the women come fairly regularly, others only once in a while. There
are, of course, a number of different reasons behind their absences. These
range from problems at home to finding a job (in one year about 50% of the
participants got jobs or their GED diplomas and left the area). As Elio
DeArrudah put it, “that meant having to rebuild the group time and time
again, because whoever succeeds leaves the public housing project. Actually,
that is precisely why very many of them wish to succeed so badly; they then
can find better places to live with their children.”

Almetta Russell herself talked to me about the exhausting task of rebuild-
ing the group. However, no matter how the continuity of attendance has been
interrupted, it has also been increasing since I first attended the WEH (a few
months after it was organized). And I see a strong connection between the
growing regularity of participation and the spirit nourished at the literacy
center, especially during the WEH. Because participation takes time away
from the urgent task of day-to-day survival, it greatly depends on the
perserverence of the literacy coordinator. She continuously offers assistance
and helps to develop self-esteem and a sense of empowerment in the partic-
ipants themselves so they can share the task of mutual assistance. And this
is precisely what the WEH is trying to accomplish.

While learning how to read and write is fully part of the preparation for
obtaining a GED, and ultimately a job, the weekly sessions of the WEH are
based on a rather complex vision of “success,” a vision that is only tangen-
tially related to equating success with finding a job. The organization of the
class is based on the participants’ own experience of daily life in the A.B.L.A.
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Homes, thus acknowledging extreme hardships but also drawing on and
nurturing a sense of self in the midst of a number of social and individual
onslaughts. Almetta Russell has captured this dual purpose of WEH by stat-
ing that “Women Empowerment Hour is a forum for traumatized, distressed,
disempowered and powerless women whose goal is to improve reading and
writing skills,” and that power “is very useful, important, and can be fun. It
is best when it is personal.” More importantly, “the Women Empowerment
Hour believes that power should be shared and works best when it is multi-
plied.” She writes that Black women can “take part in planning their future
while improving personal relationships within the family structure.”

One of the participants I have observed over the months, and whose dev-
astating details of life circumstances I have learned, was generally silent or
talked a lot. Whatever the nature of her response, I could always see a mix
of defiance, sorrow, and despair in her eyes. However, while some of the
women worked on the rearrangement of materials and the beautification of
the space, she was calm and focused, moving things back and forth in a clear,
determined manner.

The Core of the Learning Environment

And this seemingly small detail is at the core of the learning environment:
The literacy facilitator not only coordinates various efforts meeting different
learning needs, but she also continuously works on providing a structure that
draws on and nourishes the women'’s abilities and sources of strength. At
the same time, it is also a structure that acknowledges the layers of pain in the
women'’s lives and that provides a space for sharing the pain, reflecting on its
multiple causes, and putting it into a larger context by interpreting its mean-
ing from the different perspectives offered by the participants. And this is the
very meaning of developing a sense of power or empowerment.

One of the participants wrote in her testimonial:

WEH is very exciting because you can talk about things that happen in your life and we

can learn so much from each other. It also helps us express ourselves. I look forward to the

WEH every Thursday. It helps me talk about things going on in my life. And those times

when there is nothing to say or you don’t feel like writing, you say nothing and you

write nothing and that’s o.k. too. All the time is not the time to do everything. But WEH
capitalizes on the wit, the experience and the dynamics of the group.

Volunteer Facilitators

Every week one of the women volunteers to facilitate the next WEH. She
has to choose a reading, or create her own text, and develop a number of
questions which the participants have to answer. The WEH is formally
opened with greetings from Almetta Russell, and the women are given a
few minutes during which they can share with each other anything that
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happened during the past week and that they consider worthy of sharing.
The facilitator then reads her text and the questions, and the participants
have about 20 minutes to respond in writing. They then share their writings,
often accompanied by lengthy discussions of the thoughts and ideas stimu-
lated by the text and various responses to it. Time schedules are closely
observed, and the discussions are always brought to closure at the end of
the allotted time. After naming the volunteer for the next session, the women
then randomly draw a name from a bowl and the winner receives a small
present (for instance a notebook). No matter how difficult the topic, the WEH
always ends with an appreciation of the participants” contributions and will-
ingness to share. In addition, a variety of pleasantly arranged food and
sometimes music or poetry all add to the comfort and stimulation of the par-
ticipants.

ROLE AND PURPOSE OF THE MOTHER

The issue of mothers, and of mothering, is a motif that is recurring in the
participants’ own writing and in a variety of topics presented for discus-
sion. Mothering is characterized by a multitude of tasks and responsibilities
which touch upon every single aspect of human existence — physical,
psychological, emotional, and spiritual.

The following quote by one of the participants gives an indication of the
multi-layered tasks expected from mothers:

She does her best but because of her low literacy skills she is unable to effectively model
and exhibit reading and writing habits that can strengthen and improve her life and the
lives of her children. And thus the humiliation, oppression, and deprivation is trans-
generational. Nowhere is this situation more devastating than in low income public
housing. No offspring suffers more than the offspring of the powerless and impoverished
solo parent lacking mainstream literacy skills. She has highs and lows. Her esteem is
low and her stress is high. She feels betrayed by the school system, the political system,
and the man she loves. This plethora of things overpowers her and renders her disem-
powered.

And here are the voices of some of the other participants:

I thank God for blessing me with a mother who loves her children. If my mother didn’t
care about me, I would probably be on drugs, in sin or in jail or dead by now.

My plans for my children are to help them when they need help and to learn all that I
can learn so that way when they need me I can help them. I like reading books with my
children and helping them with their home work. My children look at me and tell me that
they are proud of me and that they love me very much.

I am now the mother of seven, four boys and three girls. It is much easier to raise boys
than girls because girls mature faster and get their own minds. You can tell boys no and
they obey, whereas girls will disobey. I brought my children up in church. I have been a
church-goer since age 23. It helps them to learn responsibility and how to be responsible
adults. It teaches them morals, values, manners and how to respect others and work to
take care of the family.
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In one of the WEH hours the women reported on their mothers’ incredibly
hard working lives, their persistence and constancy. One woman told me
about her mother, and how even when she was ill and lying in bed she
instructed her daughter how to make corn bread. In other words, she kept
on caring for her family when she should have (and could have) taken care of
herself.

Black people in the U.S. have a strong history of extended family rela-
tionships in low-income, multigenerational families (Stack and Burton 1994).
In many ways, the importance of having grandmothers available to take over
much of the caring for children, to “take on a more formal surrogate parent
role,” is growing as well (41). During one of the WEH discussions one of the
women expressed gratitude for other women (like her mother who is living
close by) helping her with taking care of the children when she had to leave,
and the importance of grandmothers or other kin in helping with the work of
raising children was quite apparent.

The issue of not leaving the children alone had two different dimensions:
one was the fact that small children could not be left alone anyhow. The other
was the overall danger surrounding children, and the constant care and con-
cern required to prevent something happening to them. These dangers, and
the overwhelming presence of poverty have a tendency to eat into the kin-
ship networks, so “that sometimes in the face of economic cutbacks and
emotional crisis they must however reluctantly ‘let go’ of family members
who cannot pull their weight” (Stack and Burton 1994: 41).

The overall theme was the bottomless caring, need to care, and responsi-
bility for caring displayed by an older generation of mothers. But this
tradition of caring now seems to hit these mothers’ daughters in the face.
What has the caring task accomplished? The outside world has not
improved, instead it has worsened. This is just one of the incredibly difficult
contradictions working in the A.B.L.A. women’s lives: How the caring of
their mothers has been a tremendous support for themselves and their chil-
dren, and how absent, dead, neglectful and abusive mothers have torn apart
their children’s souls. What is left? This is the area where the particularly
troublesome, multi-layered nature of caring is shown to be highly inter-
twined with social exploitation and self-oppression, often flipping over into
the refusal (or inability) to care for one’s own children.

The WEH's emphasis on caring for one’s self first, of attaining a sense of
power becomes particularly important in this context. Caring is an essential
dimension of the spiritual, psychological and physical survival of the indi-
vidual woman and the children. As indicated by one WEH facilitator’s
remark about her mother’s failings, women have to learn to care for them-
selves first. Without recognizing the importance of their own selves they
will not gain the strength and power needed to move on with the over-
whelming tasks that confront them (and they would fall into drug addiction
or passivity).
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And they have to learn to feel powerful by themselves. For instance,
Almetta Russell had to tell the men to respect the all-women’s group, but the
women themselves were not courageous enough to tell the men themselves.
Also, there were men sitting downstairs waiting for the women in the WEH,
and they also had to be told to leave. And there is the (frequent) story of the
woman returning to her abusive male partner. To obtain a sense of power
would allow a woman to learn to be on her own, not to permit abuse.

Getting to the Bottom of Pain

The following is an example of the reading and the questions provided
by one of the WEH facilitators. I deliberately chose these suggestions as they
touch on one of the hardest issues brought before the group. It is also an issue
that represents a dense web of pain, fears, anguish, and concerns which lie
at the core of motherwork. And before one can see and understand the
tremendous amount of work required on many levels in order to inspire
sparks of hope it is necessary to go to the bottom of pain. In the case of this
particular example, the participant’s emphasis on her mother is only partly
explained by her own devastating experience, but it is one that opens the
most questions. As she wrote (in another context):

When I was 13 my mother had stopped-drinking but became very abusive before I left

home at age 14 to live with my father. She repeatedly beat me. She burned me with a
very hot iron.

Here is the material she provided:

I would like to talk about how young girls go around and walk the streets everyday and
how nasty filthy “ole” men mess with them. For example, when girls are on their way to
school old men as well as young men honk their horns, flirt and tempt young school age
girls with promises, money, drugs and sometimes just simple rides in late model cars.
Many times the parents, especially mothers have no idea of the everyday struggles and
experiences of their young daughters. Sometimes I wonder if the reason that some moth-
ers don't really, really understand their daughters have to do with lack of understanding
of themselves. This is what I really believe about my own mother.

Questions Revealing an Array of Experiences

Think about what you’ve read. Name five things you like about your mother.
Name five things you dislike about your mother.

What are some things you wish your mother would do for you?

What are some things you wish your mother would stop doing?

If you had one wish for your mother, what would that wish be?

A

The responses to these questions brought out an array of experiences. They
covered the whole spectrum of motherwork under the harsh circumstances
of racism and economic exploitation, from mothers who never stopped
caring and working for their families even when they should have spent
some time taking care of themselves, to those who let themselves be drowned
by the devastations around them.
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In many ways, all essential aspects of motherwork were brought up:
Constant love, protection, care, attentiveness. What was not talked about
are the tremendous physical and emotional demands placed upon women
who care for children under extremely harsh circumstances. These demands
may be too much taken for granted, but they may also be absorbed by the
general worry about children’s safety and future. This may therefore also
mean that the knowledge about what it takes to attend to a sick child, to take
care of its food, health, sleep, rest, play, development, etc. is inserted into
“larger” anxieties that cannot be reduced to anxieties about the children
alone, but about one’s self, one’s partner/boyfriend, one’s community, etc.

Clearly, what is brought into the empowerment group every week is an
overwhelming emotional burden. The temptation of watching soaps, sitting
and drinking (or taking drugs) is likewise overwhelming. This is one of the
many harsh contradictions in the women’s lives. As reported by the facilita-
tor, some of the women cannot keep up the emotional strain of talking about
what happened to them (e.g. sexual abuse, violence); sometimes they tell
her the truth, wanting her to write about it, other times they cannot face the
hurt and paint a rosy picture of their childhood.

THE LARGER FRAMEWORK: RETHINKING
WORK AND THE “WORK CRISIS”

Clearly, the life circumstances of the A.B.L.A. women and the fact that they
are women and responsible (or held responsible) for certain kinds of work
represent a particularly dense knot of economic, social, and political issues.
I will try to untangle this knot from a perspective that takes issue with the
usual devaluation of the kind of work done almost exclusively by women.

When one looks at work that is mainly performed by women the usual ban
on asking any critical or radical questions concerning work literacy becomes
especially visible. Vital abilities, forms of knowledge, and skills are disre-
garded and thereby turned into “hidden literacies.” The importance of
learning new literacies and unlearning old ones in precisely those areas of
knowledge and experience are disregarded as well.

The super-exploitation of women (closely associated with but not
reducible to their race, ethnicity, or nationality) shows a particularly strong
connection between ideology and economy. For instance, women earn less
than men for the same kind of work, and what is called “women’s work” and
“men’s work” divides essential tasks and responsibilities. These divisions
and forms of exploitation are justified by the ideological notions of “femi-
ninity” and “masculinity.” The words of the participants I quoted earlier tell
only part of the story about the work of hope and care which becomes an
inordinate task in a Chicago public housing environment. Nevertheless, they
echo what has been described by one of Chicago’s community organizations,
Women for Economic Justice, as the meaning of work:
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Work is raising and educating children. Work is providing a comfortable, cultured life for
us all. Work is teaching youth, healing and caring for the sick, rebuilding neighborhoods,
harvesting and distributing the food. Work is organizing for social justice. (A Call for
Social Justice, quoted in off our backs, October 1994, page 6).

The notion of work proposed in this quote clearly breaks through the
entrenched dichotomy between a job in the labor market and work that is not
only taking place “somewhere else,” but that is also directly oriented towards
supporting and sustaining life itself. This includes some basic conditions
related to life: food, shelter, community, a health-producing and maintain-
ing environment, and hope for the future. The quote does not capture
everything that has been experienced, seen and understood by people who
do not fit the norm of waged workers within the capitalist-patriarchal market
system.

It does not capture the fact that it is this kind of work that has been the
most exploited, has been the very foundation of capitalist wage labor pro-
duction. Depending on the concrete national and social context, it is work
that has been looked upon as “pre-capitalist,” “pre-modern,” or simply “nat-
ural” (which in the case of women means a “natural” outcome of their
biology). As pointed out and analyzed by many feminist and Third World
theoreticians, without access to this work which has been free of charge to the
corporate and national economic developers, any development, or any capi-
talist production would not have been possible. In other words, without the
super-exploitation of the “naturalized” workers the “normalized workers,”
that is, the wage laborers, and thus “progress and development” would not
have come about.

The concept that is used to summarize many different forms of unwaged or
unremunerated labor is “subsistence work.” The term itself has undergone a
number of changes in meaning. In close alliance with the ongoing destruc-
tiveness of the global market system it has been the focus of many debates
(see, for instance, Hart 1992, Mies 1986, Mies and Shiva 1993; for an example
of the latest discussions see von Werlhof 1993, 1994). Overall, subsistence
work refers to work that is oriented towards the immediate creation and main-
tenance of life rather than profit, making the work of raising children, or
motherwork, a clear example of subsistence work. Under conditions of mar-
ginalization, subsistence work is more accurately described as “survival
work” (Mies and Shiva 1993), and it can range from the peasant work of grow-
ing food for immediate use on the tiny family plot, scraping food from cities’
garbage dumps, to protecting children from immediate threats to their lives.

As von Werlhof (1988) pointed out, the history of capitalism shows that the
housewife became one of the cheapest forms of modern labor, as she works
free of charge. Since today workers need to be as cheap as possible she has
become a truly ideal form of labor. This means that workers have to be born
and raised free of charge to the corporate world in order to be most econom-
ically exploitable. This also underlies the fact that “we” in the industrialized
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countries can jog in our expensive Nike or Reebok shoes which have been
assembled in militaristically organized, extremely unhealthy production sites
in Indonesia, where workers are paid below the abysmally small minimum
wage. This adds another dimension to the ideal worker. As von Werlhof
(1993a:1023) states very poignantly, once the workers have been raised free of
charge, it is the slave and the soldier who are the primary model for the ideal
wage laborer. If people cannot be exploited because they do not come close to
the possibility of a paid job, they are simply a form of “superfluous over-
population” (1994:169). They are hopefully somehow surviving on their own,
or, as in Chicago, they can be held in check in a zone that has a convenient
history of racist segregation.

Focusing on Special Aspects

I would like to focus on a few aspects barely hinted at in this abbreviated
analysis. First, speaking about a “free market economy,” or a capitalist
(world) system, means speaking about a number of colonial or imperialist
processes that are fully part of this system. Within the context of the city of
Chicago, it means that the history of racism, with its strong ties to slavery,
and to the big migration of Blacks from the South to the North in the 20’s
and 30's, and again after World War II, needs to be fully taken into consider-
ation when poverty and unemployment are examined (Jones 1992, Lemann
1992). Secondly, the same system has been extremely dependent on the sex-
ist exploitation of women.

If we look at just a tiny slice of some of the basic capitalist-patriarchal
mechanisms, in the U.S., and particularly in Chicago, women are making less
for the same kind of work (and with the same level of education) than men
(Two Sides of the Coin 1994). And, when put into the same context, current
proposals for welfare reform (or “workfare” schemes) realize that welfare
mothers (who comprise the majority of women in public housing complexes)
have placed themselves outside the economic exploitability network with
their bad dependency on the government. Thus, they have to be pulled into
the workforce in order to become profitable, or, under the latest proposals of
the Republican party, they need to be cut off the dole altogether, letting them
fend for themselves and for their children among the hungry and, most likely,
among the homeless.

Women on welfare, especially Black women in Chicago’s public housing
complexes, are confronted with the blatant contradictions of what used to
be propagated as the best world for children when this was profitable for
the (white) fathers and for the corporations, that is, a mother who stays home
to take care of them. If there is no income earning husband around, good
dependency is turned into bad dependency, and women need to work on
the deficiencies of their characters by becoming cheap laborers. According
to this scheme, any job, no matter how awful, is better for character-build-
ing than staying at home with the children and living off public aid.
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THE SEXUAL DIVISION OF LABOR

The issue of motherwork, and the ongoing destruction of its outer and
inner survival base, cannot be analyzed without looking at the way it is fully
entrenched in the sexual division of labor. In the history of the U.S. it has been
played out in a number of variations, and it has taken on at times quite dif-
ferent forms for Black and for white women. As the histories of Southern
plantations and later of domestic work in the North so amply show, it pitted
Black women against white women (Rollins 1985). At the same time, despite
all the profound differences among women of different races or classes, as a
primary mechanism for exploiting women the sexual divison of labor has
never been absent.

Thus, eroding social and economic conditions cannot be expected to con-
tribute to a fundamental change of equally fundamental social norms and
mechanisms associated with gender oppression, no matter how much they
interact with class and race/ethnicity. As Zinn (1992:86) points out, the gen-
dered division of labor which expects women to nurture and men to provide
is reiterated in a highly distorted way under conditions of disenfranchising
large numbers of Black men. This disenfranchisement, indicated by the
extremely high unemployment rate among Black men in the inner cities, “is a
gender phenomenon of enormous magnitude. It affects the meanings and
definitions of masculinity for Black men, and it reinforces the public patri-
archy that controls Black women through their increased dependence on
welfare” (Zinn 1992:87). It is an essential part of this definition of masculinity
to “sire” children but not to feel responsible for nurturing and raising them
on any consistent basis (Hacker 1992:87, 88). Mullings (1994) likewise
describes how African American men and women often accept traditional
gender roles. This division directly diminishes the potential for united strug-
gles (277). The women are therefore moving in a “narrow historical space,
caught between pressures of racial liberation and gender liberation” (281).

The Invisibility of Men as Fathers

Since caring has been a “woman’s job,” the invisibility of men as fathers
indicates that the sexual division of labor is showing in a glaring light what
can be called the extremes of the general conventional notion of a woman's
job. For instance, in essays where the A.B.L.A. women describe their own
lives, the children are very present, but the fathers of the children are absent,
sometimes not even mentioned, or mentioned as the man who sexually
abused the woman:

1left school a freshman, 17 years old and pregnant.

Atage 17, went to a doctor after two missed periods and discovered that I was 3 months
pregnant. I went home and told my mother. She said it was nothing she could do about it.
Then she asked for the father’s name. I told her it was her brother and my uncle. She
said I was lying and not telling the truth. We scheduled a blood test and discovered that
I was telling the truth. My maternal uncle was the father of my child. After that day my
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relationship with my mother deteriorated. She put me out of her home and I slept in
cars, under houses and anywhere I could.

I left school due to teenage pregnancy. My mother worked in a factory and was unable
to babysit. And my sister ... was also pregnant and could not help me after the birth of
... my daughter.

So far, the theme of absent fathers has hardly ever been explicitly
addressed by the A.B.L.A. women but it has been a constant undercurrent.
In some ways it seems to have become a “fact of life.” Or, in the voice of
another participant:

Usually, the woman who is victimized, traumatized and distressed has the man’s great-

est support during procreation, less during prenatal, and none postnatal. His presence is

neither seen nor felt within the family infrastructure because he is not there! He, himself

a victim of social injustices, spends more time incarcerated, on cloud nine, or making

other sisters fruitful to multiply than nurturing, supporting, and educating his children.

Thus, the woman stuck with the difficult task of parenting solo attempts to take on the
challenge.

Many children are born to single teenage mothers who cannot count on
support by the men who “fathered” their children (Polakow 1993). In
Chicago, one of every five firstborn children is born to single teenagers who
didn’t finish high school. It makes them, and their children, most vulnerable
to economic hardship and abuse (Chicago Tribune, March 31, 1994). Above
all, there is a growing absence of marriage as a path toward personal or fam-
ily stability, or the partnership with another adult who will help financially
and emotionally, especially with the children.

Marriage is less and less an option, and a lot has to do with the fact that job
prospects for men, especially Black men in the inner city, are almost nonex-
istent. This is important to note as it stops putting all the blame simply on the
youth of the mother. As two of the women reported, it was not extraordi-
nary for girls to marry and have children at an early age, and the teenage
pregnancy rates were therefore much higher in the 70’s than they are now.
However, today there are hardly any conditions for marriage, which makes
teenage mothers particularly vulnerable, socially and economically.

It is therefore not surprising that the A.B.L.A. women did not talk about
“fatherhood.” Has it become a taken-for-granted fact that fathers, especially
teenage fathers do not even think about their responsibility? LaVar Barnes, a
16 year old, said that “a destructive equation is at work among his peers,
where it’s seen as manly to father a child and unmanly to take care of him
afterwards. ‘It’s the truth,’... ‘I got buddies that do their shorties wrong,” yet
who are eager to get girls pregnant ‘just to say they got a shorty’” (Chicago
Tribune, March 9, 1994).

During one of the WEH sessions someone pointed out that a large part of
treating women as “stupid” is to make them pregnant, and to leave them for
the woman in the next house or block. This also brought up the whole issue
of what sexual conquest means for women, and I could see that one of the
mainstays of a feminine identity (which is also one of the main roots of
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women’s sense of disempowerment), showing “success” in the sexual arena,
was in full operation. In another session the women talked about the diffi-
culty of fostering friendship among women who are often ruled by fierce
jealousy. As reported by one of the women: “I told a woman that I had prob-
lems with my man. She nodded, showing me support, and the next thing I
knew was she was together with him, and now she has five babies by him.”

Centuries of modern Western processes of socialization have not bypassed
the groups or populations that have been at the center of violent exploitation,
be it people in the European colonies, or slaves and their descendants in the
U.S. As it is a sign of manliness to make babies but not to do the hard work
of daily care, it is also manly to be economically independent. To be finan-
cially dependent on a woman therefore goes against the grain of what it
means to be a man.

Henry Hardee, who as a homeless person was officially labelled “illiter-
ate” in terms of the institutional definitions of the Chicago Public Library, has
worked on the fringes of the Chicago economy and educated himself as a
political writer. He writes plays and coordinates a family literacy program
at one of the public housing complexes. It is part of his “unofficial” mission
to get the fathers involved in these literacy efforts. In his play It’s Rough On a
Po’ Nigguh Like Me Out Heah, Chicken Noodle, one of the protagonists, says:
“I do take care of my children (when I got the money).” But who is doing
the work of taking care of them when he hasn’t got the money?

In his play Henry Hardee also describes in vivid terms how joblessness
has become a fact of life, and how it cannot be separated from the need to sur-
vive which may mean to be financially dependent on a woman:

A Blackman could be unemployed for a lifetime,

spend a lifetime on corners

in front of Currency Exchanges

in front of Liquor Stores

askin’ for change [as if somebody is going into the Liquor Store]

Say can you help me out with something
after you take care of your business.

It’s bad to be with a woman

when you ain’t got nothin’ of your own.
a man has to be responsible

for getting his own shit.

when you busted and your woman

got something you become

her recipient and she decides

what benefits you can and can’t get.

When you layin’ up on a woman
she thinks you owe her and she
thinks she owns you.

When you layin” up on a woman
you can’t think straight

cause you scared she gon’ leave,
scared her money gonna

get up and walk.
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Don’t nevah let no woman become
your only source of money
she’ll fuck you over every time.

Boys and Girls are Brought up Differently

The participants of the WEH closely connected the sexual division of labor
to the fact that boys and girls are brought up differently. The quote that initi-
ated the discussion was the following: “Who’s raising black men in this
country? Black women. So if black men are not being very conscious of black
women, then it is our fault. I think that black women tend to love our sons and
raise our daughters. We tend to not give men responsibility, not hold them
accountable the way we hold our daughters” (Gilkey in Summers 1989).

There were several stories told about how girls are taught that they won't
be able to keep a man if they don’t learn how to cook and bake for him. There
was also a lot of laughter when the women recommended sometimes
extremely funny ways of taking revenge (e.g. putting laxatives into food) to
what was perceived as a form of exploitation. Clearly, a division among
women and men which has a long history and tradition in all Western soci-
eties has been sharpened and intensified in the inner city. However, the plight
of Black men’s inability to find employment in the inner city at the same
time reinforces this division by making it especially hard for women to resist
doing the extra work of serving the men and the children “sired” by them.
And this plight also reinforces sex as a prime avenue for men to show their
power and superiority.

During one of the sessions the problem of men often trying to prevent
women from getting a job, or from working on their education in order to be
better prepared, brought out a lot of anger and pain. Likewise, in one of the
articles on welfare mothers in Chicago The New York Times reported that
boyfriends or husbands sometimes keep women from staying in jobs. One
of the women even reported that “she once quit a job because her boyfriend
‘used to come to the job and threaten me’” (October 24, 1994).

What has had a long tradition, and what is fully part of asserting male
power, is violence against women (and it is increasing, see Jones 1994) which
takes on additional dimensions when the material power base, money, is
absent. The A.B.L.A. women talked a lot about male violence. And violence
included the open access to sex/women'’s bodies. During one the WEH ses-
sions a poem was discussed where the theme of men being “against women”
was particularly strong. The women talked about men feeling superior by
beating women, where violence gives men a sense of their power.
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POWER, VIOLENCE AND MASCULINE IDENTITY

Clearly, the centuries old ideology of true manhood does not get resolved
when men are left in the cold of economic superfluousness. The opposite is
true. By being thrown to the bottom of the heap in a wealthy, consumer-ori-
ented, and ultimately violent and destructive social order inherent aspects
of a masculine identity are laid bare: power, money, self-interest (von Werlhof
1993b). And, as von Werlhof points out, the socialization of men into con-
sidering the use of violence as a normal part of their upbringing and their
lives as adults is the Western form of male domestication (18-19).

This means to have power over somebody considered weaker or depen-
dent, and to let someone else, recognized as a true male authority, have
power over oneself. Lemann (1992) also describes that there is a constant
pressure on men to prove masculinity in destructive ways (300), and that
there is an “emphasis on exaggerated and misguided versions of masculin-
ity that glorifies gang membership and sexual conquest” (346). It means that
committing one’s loyalty to a gang involves being ready to sacrifice one’s
own life for its benefits, or to dismiss the lives of rival members (and whoever
else happens to end up in the cross-fire, often children on their way to school
or to a friend’s house). Especially for boys belonging to a gang is often the
only avenue available to satisfy the need of belonging that is not given any-
where else, especially not by the family.

Gang loyalty can therefore take the form of a 10-year old boy doing the
required killing, and being killed in return by his own teenage gang members
for fear of the police forcing information out of the child (Rodriguez 1994).
Gang loyalty feeds off another component of masculine identity: money, in
this case obtained through activities in the underground economy. These
activities lay bare the foundation of a social-economic system which exploits
and plunders people and the earth: violence. In an essentially violent system,
violence is a rational answer to a situation of despondency and hopelessness.

Raising Children in the Midst of
Social Destructiveness

In terms of motherwork, there is, of course, the issue of raising children
in the midst of social (and community) destruction and destructiveness.
During the WEH, women kept talking about the presence of gangs in their
and their children’s lives, and that they never knew who would be hit next. It
also became clear that men (and boys) in gangs were not “out there,” but
were in various ways a more direct part of their lives. And random violence
against (and among) children is also spreading, for the most part committed
by boys and men. In addition, there is a rise in child abuse cases (involving
beatings, shaking or burning the child severely enough to require hospital-
ization) across the nation, where the abuser “is usually a boyfriend or
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stepfather who is around when the mother is not home” (The New York Times,
April 5, 1994). The child of one of the participants of the women’s literacy
group was killed by a former boyfriend.

The Chicago newspapers and tv channels give daily reports on child abuse
and gang violence. However, they do not spend any time or space reporting
on the tremendous effort of mothers and “othermothers” (Collins 1990) to
protect and raise children. They also do not examine or investigate the dif-
ferent meanings of child abuse. One of the differences is the neglect of
children the burden for whose care has been placed entirely on the shoul-
ders of women who often drown their despair in alcohol or drugs. And there
is the slashing, breaking bones, or other directly cruel and violent acts by men
against the children who were placed in their care for short amounts of time.
How can men who have no outlook for any decent employment, and who may be
financially dependent on the mother of their children, keep their rage in check when
they are asked to do the demanding work with children, a responsibility which sup-
posedly is not theirs in the first place? Clearly, in order to understand the social,
cultural, and economic context of child abuse one needs to engage in a fun-
damental criticism of gender divisions.

LITERACY AND WORK

In Chicago’s inner city the notion of “work and literacy” has been stripped
to its bare bones. This turns the industrial-patriarchal society’s deafening
silence which envelopes the categorization of people into “literate” and “illit-
erate,” “competent” or “deficient” into the screams of people who have been
victimized by this society and who turn their own victimization into the vic-
timization of others around them. But the deafening silence is also broken
by the cries, sobbings, laughter and calm voices of those people who are
struggling to keep or make a connection with the strength of their own sense
of ability, knowledge, and power to stem the tide of destruction.

Learning How to Raise Children —
An Essential Literacy

This means that educators (from the inside or the outside, with special
roles or simply participating in one of the literacy efforts) need to recognize
and build upon invisible literacies, or see where they are missing and need to
be learned. For instance, one of the women talked about the importance of
“parenting classes” that were (from what I could see) required by the
Department of Child and Family Services. Aside from the expression of her
own troubles, sorrow, and internal damage she also brought out a dimen-
sion that was a running theme in many other WEH sessions: Women with
children (their own or those of others) can or need to learn what it means to
raise children. This kind of literacy is essential for dignified survival and a
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sense of future. It also refers to important work that gets easily shunned or
devalued by making it a “woman’s issue” rather than an issue of general
social (women'’s and men’s) concern.

Most men, no matter where they live, need to undergo a tremendous
unlearning and relearning process. They need to develop the liking for nur-
turing abilities which has been squelched by Western notions of masculinity
and which, under the current circumstances of destruction and despair in the
inner city have also destroyed the strong tradition of black men fulfilling the
role of nurturer. However, there are attempts by men to learn what it means
to be a father, no matter how dismal the job situation. For instance, the
Paternal Involvement Demonstration Project (funded by the Illinois
Department of Public Aid and the Woods Charitable Fund, Inc.) is assisting
men who “are eager to provide some level of care for their children”:

All the men, ranging in age from eighteen to thirty-five, are recipients of some form of

public aid or welfare benefits, most have sporadic work histories, some have criminal

records, and all regard the ability to find and hold down a job as a prerequisite to being
a successful parent. (Parker 1993:3)

One of the men in the program is reported emphasizing that

men — whether they are struggling as he is or not — should surround themselves with
people who have positive attitudes about taking responsibility for themselves and their
children. Discussing parenthood and life strategies with such people is invaluable for
encouraging men to take responsibility, he says; the “friends” and the family members
who demean and discourage aspirations do not fit into the goal for healthy relation-
ships. (Parker 1993:4)

This also means that it is necessary to acquire a kind of literacy closely
aligned with the work of raising children. It is work that is made invisible
by placing it under the rubric of “family literacy,” a category which does not
wrench itself away from traditional notions of femininity and masculinity.

On a more general level, the redefinition of literacy also needs to take into
account the traditions of black people’s knowledge and abilities that are
entirely disregarded or dismissed by white corporate society. Zira Smith
(1994), for instance, studied the connection between a strong oral tradition
of passing on and acquiring knowledge and skills and the abundance of
“micro-businesses” in the Black South Side of Chicago. Those micro-busi-
nesses constitute different forms of self-employment, be it in the form of
street vendors, yard and garage vendors, or direct sales vendors (12). Some of
these micro-businesses are “hustles,” intermittent, informal business trans-
actions (39). Smith points out that these self-employed people are labeled as
“the disadvantaged, indigent, undereducated, and illiterate” although they
are “educated about their environment and themselves,” and they are “intel-
ligent, insightful and displayed empathy for others” (37). In other words,
they have useful skills and knowledge resources required for daily life (47).
And she writes that “although overlooked by scholars, educators and African
Americans, this group composed of self-employed adults may provide some
of the best economic role models for adults with low skills” (49). The result of
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Smiths’ study makes it clear that people would attend and stay in literacy
programs which would take into account the extensive knowledge and skills
that have been preserved or developed outside of the official formal labor
market and outside of corresponding work and literacy training approaches.

Highly Developed Language Skills
vs. Low Writing Skills

Within the WEH sessions I was struck again and again by the highly devel-
oped language ability that was expressed in a number of ways. I could see
that some of the women struggled putting words on paper not only because
of their low writing skills, but also because they had to forgo the ability to
speak fluently and often poetically about complex issues — an ability which
could then be expressed during the following discussions. WEH was orga-
nized in a way that led the participants to practice putting their words on
paper but also gave them the space to indulge in their highly developed
speaking ability.

The importance of acknowledging this ability was brought home to me
when I asked one of the women what she meant by the short sentences she
had produced as part of her homework assignment. She immediately became
apologetic and gave me a number of reasons why they were so short. After I
pointed out to her that I simply wanted to hear all her thoughts on the ques-
tions she had tried to answer, and that I knew that she had many important
thoughts to share even when they were not put down in writing, she first
looked puzzled, then relaxed, expressed pride in her own ability, and was
highly motivated to put more effort into her homework assignment. In the
words of the WEH, she clearly felt “empowered.” Again, this small incident
speaks volumes about the importance of breaking through the barriers of
the conventional education systems. Instead of operating with the usual
deficit model which only recognizes certain kinds of “cognitive processes and
modes of communication” (Brunetire et al. 1990) space needs to be provided
for acknowledging existing but unrecognized experiences and forms of
knowledge which are closely linked to learning desires and abilities.

RELATIONSHIP TO SOCIAL CHANGE

As the primary motif of the WEH has shown, the notion of change is
closely linked to finding or nurturing a sense of power in one’s self. This is a
way of focusing on the individual level without reducing change to an indi-
vidual one (as is the tradition of conventional literacy programs). A personal
sense of empowerment must be at the core of self-help but it cannot take
place without collective support. It has been one of the main ingredients of
the women’s literacy initiative to provide space for learning lessons from
women whose life circumstances are not different from the ones of the
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A.B.L.A. women, who themselves live in one of the public housing projects,
but who have served as role models for strength, courage, and perserverence;
for caring for one’s community and for the children of one’s community. It
is these examples which go against the grain of falling victim to the despon-
dency all around, teaching children that survival must not come at the
expense of self-esteem (Collins 1994:57).

This is one of the hardest tasks confronting women who are experiencing
on a daily and nightly basis the onslaught against their own self-esteem, a
source of strength that is needed to raise their children in the midst of
destruction.

Among the A.B.L.A. women, collective support not only takes the form
of listening to and reading about outside/inside examples but comes from
the participants themselves. Their many discussions on the relationships
among women and men, among women and women, and among women
and children, comprise a cluster of themes that show the intricate interplay of
connections and contradictions between the personal and the social-cultural,
the ideological and the economic. Correspondingly, discussions that took
place during the WEH also show an interplay of personal stories, anecdotes,
and the development of a general perspective which puts these stories into
a larger framework of understanding. This method often reminded me of my
own experiences in the consciousness raising groups of the seventies where
the personal and the general were highly interrelated (Hart 1990). In addi-
tion, among the A.B.L.A. women’s literacy group the process of
“conscientization” was directly connected with the “craft” of reading and
writing (Bhola 1994:47).

Seeing this method work in a context permeated by outer and inner des-
titution, where economic survival is hardly an inch away from personal
survival, it takes on a new importance. And this brings up another contra-
diction the people in Chicago’s public housing must wrestle with: To raise
one’s consciousness is a slow process, dependent on a lot of consistent sup-
port, on the building of trust, and on the courage required to look at the
misery or brutality that is part of one’s life. Raising consciousness, or consci-
entization, also requires the inner strength needed to criticize oneself or one’s
failures, shortcomings, or (self-)destructive coping mechanisms. In other
words, it requires the ability to shed light on one’s own personal life by acknowledg-
ing its pain but also one’s own responsibility in perpetuating parts of the pain.

One of the Hardest Tasks: Consciousness Raising

As I could observe on many occasions, this was only possible when the
participants managed to gain a reflective distance from their own personal
horizon. Sometimes it happened, sometimes the discussions got stuck in the
personal, and the group assumed a (however needed) therapeutic rather than
consciousness raising function. Consciousness raising is one of the hardest
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tasks in a context where fear, pain, anguish, and rage are fed by a multitude
of social and individual sources, all laced into each other, and often impossi-
ble to disentangle because of their overwhelming emotional power.

Again, this is one of the many contradictions people living in the A.B.L.A.
Homes have to wrestle with: to be around their own people, no matter how
difficult, problematic, and violent the environment is. But they know each
other, the conditions of their lives, their own language and culture. Almetta
Russell once told me about the women'’s fear of the “outside world,” and
the example she gave was the women’s resistance to taking a walk down-
town along a street that moved through the middle class University of Illinois
neighborhood. But the women’s own neighborhood is also the place of so
much pain and suffering that the ability to move away, to move into the other
world, is a sign of hope, of success. The difficult question here is whether
there are ways of learning the language of the outside world as a second lan-
guage, or wanting to learn it, in a way that does not just promise an “escape”
from the neighborhood but other possibilities as well.

As shown by the lives of the A.B.L.A. women, and as shown by the lives of
the most marginalized people in this country (and everywhere else), there is
an intimate connection between “the economy” and “the superstructure of
values” (Bhola 1994:43). However, we cannot simply envision a change of
values without also changing the material structures that have been sup-
ported or created by current values.

As should have become clear in this report, the issue of motherwork
shows particularly well how the ideological and the material (or “economic™)
are closely aligned. However, “the economy,” and “economic activities” gen-
erally can no longer be considered as separate or central, and they can no
longer be simply a concern for economists (Gerschlager and Heintel 1993:21).
Instead, “everything belongs fundamentally together and we can speak only
from the perspective of this connection” (von Werlhof 1993a:1051). In fact,
what is summarized under the rubric of “the economy” affects every aspect
of daily life and living.

Motherwork does require a holistic mindset and a holistic practical
approach. It is work that is contextual, situational, collaborative, and inter-
generational, and it incorporates the physical, psychological, emotional, and
spiritual dimensions of life. In whatever truncated or tentative form, all of
these aspects were present in the women’s literacy group. Its participants
have shown that there are (still) gaps in the system, and that life-sustaining
desires and hopes are alive, in whatever beleaguered form. The women have
also shown that their hopes and learning desires are inseparable from the
responsibilities and tasks associated with the work of raising children.
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Notes

1. In order to deal with the great northward Black migration after World War I, and in order to
maintain the “color line,” in 1957 Chicago’s mayor channelled federal money to the Chicago
Housing Authority for building a massive number of large high-rise public housing projects.
They were all concentrated in parts of the city that were (and still are) almost exclusively
Black. Aside from reinforcing racial segregation, this also led to overcrowded Black public
schools while white schools in adjacent areas were half-empty. In 1962 the Robert Taylor
Homes, the largest public housing project in the world, was completed as the “crowning
achievement” (Lemann 1991:91-92).

2. My contributions to a collaborative endeavor have been regular participation in the WEH,
GED-related volunteer work, and teaching a class which combines reading and writing assign-
ments. GED refers to “general education development,” a certificate which is the equivalent
of a high school diploma and can be obtained by taking an official GED exam.

3. The A.B.L.A. Homes is a complex of four public housing projects known as Abbot Homes,
Brooks Homes, Loomis Homes and Addams Homes in the near West Side of Chicago.
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Chapter Three

IS LITERACY, “A GOOD DEAL"?
A CRITIQUE OF THE LITERACY
DEBATE IN CANADA

Jean-Paul Hautecoeur
UNESCO Institute for Education
Montreal, Quebec, Canada

“The most important lesson we have to learn is that literacy is not a problem that
only affects marginal sections of the population but is also a key issue that determines
the skill level of the workforce.

...In the advanced countries, conditions are ripe for the formation of a wide coali-
tion to press for the expansion of basic education. That is good news.”

Adult Illiteracy and Economic Performance
Centre for Educational Research and Innovation, OECD, 1992

“Literacy is the magic word to be used in any funding application.”
Trish AHERN, Association for Community Based Education, Washington

THE OBSESSION WITH LITERACY

One might have expected that after twenty years of struggle against
illiteracy in North America, enthusiasm for the enterprise would have dried
up. One might have thought that priority would henceforward be given to
evaluating adult education and its results, and especially to improving school
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programmes. The spectacular polarization seen in the low levels of formal
education and functionality among adults seemed to have given way to con-
centration on preventing school failure among young people, given the
increasing evidence of drop-out in schools and the decline in education
credits.

This is not the case. Instead, a surprising degree of interest is being
devoted to literacy in the economic sphere. By borrowing the language of
business, which has largely taken over public debate, greater funding and
more powerful arguments have been mobilized. This can be seen in the fol-
lowing example from among many:

...the individuals, corporations, families, communities and governments that make up

this society must all find a way to mount this [literacy at work] attack. We do not lack a

command and control mechanism for fighting this war effectively - what is missing is

decidedly not a Task Force or a Royal Commission to coordinate our efforts. We lack deci-
siveness and action.!

An old song, refurbished with a new image and a more aggressive strat-
egy. This is what this study is about: a consideration of the “obsession” with
literacy in the Canadian and North American context. What has changed in
the new approach to literacy? How has it come to dominate debate? Why is it
used? How is it received? What are its visible and hidden effects?

From our standpoint, that of action research in basic education and com-
munity action, which embraces interpretation, ethics (ecosophics) and
activism, what are the lessons to be learned from this new major offensive?
Should we follow the consensus and become parties to it, hence deriving
from it what advantages we can, or should we look for paths that do not
require us to fit in — inevitably, it is claimed — with the new world economic
order?

It may appear limiting to restrict ourselves to the register of public utter-
ances. This is so. Two other registers merit investigation: the literacy
movement® which is also known as the “literacy community” in Canada (this
has no equivalent in Europe, I believe, except perhaps in Belgium), and the
field of literacy activities, which can vary considerably from the local to the
provincial and national level. A further register should be added to these two,
that of the policies which govern educational activities. These policies would
enable us to widen the “literacy community” considerably and to forge links
with the public sectors that the professionals tend to see in isolation (educa-
tion, social security, labour, culture, the economy, etc.).

This article is less ambitious. But while it initially limits itself to public
statements about literacy, it may well reflect the whole changing field. One of
the characteristics of the new approach is the desire to speak in the name of
the whole of society, to present a “social project” addressed to the nation
and not just to a section of the population or to a single sector of activity, the
economy. The business community has taken the initiative, and its strategy of
conquest has far-reaching consequences. Let us see how it tries to dominate
through its style of rhetoric. And to what extent it succeeds.
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THE NEW APPROACH

Statements about literacy in Canada can be divided into three registers: the
economy and labour, education and schools, and citizenship and democratic life.
Each of these can be identified by key words:

¢ rights, accessibility, equity, participation and languages in statements about citizen-

ship;

» reading, writing and arithmetic, basic education, school failure, handicap, remedial

education, reading level, etc., in statements about education; and

 training, skill, communication, employability, mobility and adaptation in statements
about the economy.

In the United States, a fourth semantic register might be added: that of pri-
vate, family literacy, more pompously termed “intergenerational”. This last
trend, although not unknown in Canada, has not attained the popularity of
the others. There are also more circumscribed uses of the notion of literacy,
in particular those applied to the new technologies. But reference to com-
puterization is omnipresent in statements about the economy, increasingly
explicit in discussion of education, and rather more implicit in statements
about citizenship, which only gives communication technologies a subordi-
nate role in social interaction.

This territorial division of the literacy debate may apply particularly to
Canada by virtue of the federalist structure of the country that limits federal
and provincial competency, and of the importance given to matters of citi-
zenship in a country of immigration which is officially multicultural and
multilingual. We shall also see that the tripartite territorial division of the dis-
cussion is reproduced in the history of the literacy movement, which can be
seen as falling into three stages: the militant era of popular education; the
institutionalization of the movement in adult education and the school sys-
tem; and currently the influence of economics and the priority accorded to
labour force training.

THE FEDERAL-PROVINCIAL AXIS

In the division between federal and provincial competency, the most sig-
nificant federal share is economic responsibility for employment and labour
force training, while the provinces have responsibility for education. Thus,
within the Federal Government, the National Literacy Secretariat is under the
authority of the Minister of Human Resource Development and
Employment, while in Quebec, the literacy portfolio falls under Adult
Education within the Ministry of Education. These two tiers of government
clearly show differing political orientations. There are, nonetheless, bridges
between them, federal-provincial agreements which draw them closer
together. There are also joint projects. In some provinces, Ontario for exam-
ple, where relations between provincial and federal government are more
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fluid than in Quebec, the distinction between education and training is less
rigid. The Literacy Department, renamed the Training and Employment
Department, has passed from the Ministry of Education to the Ontario
Training and Adjustment Board, while originally it was under the Ministry of
Culture and Immigration.

In terms of the three registers of the literacy debate, while the federal
authorities clearly talk in economic terms and Quebec in terms of education,
the North-West Territories, where the question of language and culture pre-
dominates, speak principally in terms of citizenship. The majority of the
population there is autochthonous: besides English and French, six native
languages are officially recognized, and literacy is more associated with com-
munity development activities than with formal adult education. Ontario is
the province where the three registers are mixed, with the economic aspect
clearly predominating at present.

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The emergence of the literacy debate in the mid-1970s was associated with
two militant popular education movements: the one critical and left-wing,
arguing for literacy as consciousness-raising, the other more conservative,
voluntary, linking literacy with individual help for the most disadvantaged.
The original discussion largely concerned social issues. The literacy struggle
was above all a movement against unequal rights and opportunities, the
cultural aspect of the fight against poverty.

Ten years later, in the early 1980s, the literacy debate largely moved on to
adult education, with the development of the first literacy and basic educa-
tion policies. Militants and volunteers became increasingly associated with or
subsumed in adult education, which set out to spread literacy provision and
to professionalize literacy workers. In this new professional field, what was
said was a hybrid mixture of popular education and consciousness-raising,
educational psychology and remedial education, and “functional” empiri-
cism. In Quebec, the take-over of the debate by formal education was
particularly marked by the “harmonization” of adult and juvenile education
through educational commissions under an Education Act granting adults
the right to free education up to the secondary school leaving certificate,
starting with literacy. The quarter of the population with the lowest levels of
school education were the target of these literacy measures.

Widely celebrated in Canada, 1990 International Literacy Year, marked
another turning point in the literacy debate, which had become “popular”
in the English sense. The Prime Minister of Canada made it a national
priority issue by creating a Secretariat provided with a five-year budget. The
justification was largely economic. The decade 1990-2000 was to be devoted
to literacy and continuing training of the labour force in order to guarantee
Canada a place in the forefront of international competition: “Business and
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labour agree that training and education will be the key to Canadian com-
petitiveness and economic success in the remainder of this century and well
into the next.”®

THE PREDOMINANCE OF ECONOMICS
IN THE DISCUSSION

Canada’s economic difficulties are above all attributed to the lack of qual-
ifications among the labour force. The changes in the post-industrial age
(technological advances, new forms of industrial organization and interna-
tional competition) have radically altered the skills required among the
labour force. The basic skills associated with literacy have become more com-
plex: they include communication skills as well as the ability to handle
information and to use a computer, problem-solving, the ability to learn and
to adapt rapidly, etc. “Skilled minds are taking over from the skilled hands
of yesterday”.* The model is Japan, whose economic miracle is attributed to
the possession of a qualified labour force (0.5% illiteracy).

Present difficulties will be aggravated by Canada’s shortage of population,
and it will be unable in the short term to renew its labour force without the
help of immigration. “So technology, global trade and the growth of the ser-
vice sector all lead to the conclusion that the demand for basic skills will
increase... If Canada is to weather the skills shortages of the late 1990s,
upgrading the skills of adult workers must play a major role in our plans.”®

In a major publication which surveys national literacy policy, training has
become an imperative for the whole of society. Here are some extracts from
this categorical statement:

Workers everywhere, and at all levels, are having to learn new skills... Canadians who

can’t read and write, and those whose skills are only basic, need to improve their abili-

ties... It is time for employers to take on the responsibility for training all employees...

Companies must start to train, not only buy, skilled labor... Workers too must be willing

to make a commitment to life long learning.*

The national mission of basic and continuing education presupposes par-
ticipation (key word: partnership) by large sections of the socio-economic
world, among them the trade unions and the literacy community. In order
to achieve this, economic statements need to include certain key themes from
the field of education: for example, equality of women, native-language
speakers, older workers, quality of life, participation, safety at work, and
the professionalism of educators, their skill in adapting to modern life, their
capacity for cooperation and innovation, etc. Literacy must be a “good deal”
for everyone.

The foregoing provides an overview of the literacy debate. What are the
main changes which have taken place in statements about literacy? How
can we explain the marginal discussion of fifteen years ago which has evi-
dently now become a popular topic of debate visualizing education as the
way out of the crisis?
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SHIFTS IN IDEOLOGY

In order to simplify our analysis, comparisons will be made using a binary
model (then and now) and a set of indicators which I regard as the most
significant.

Definitions

Traditionally, to be literate meant being able to read, write and do arith-
metic. At what level? Somewhere between a minimum level equivalent to
fourth grade and a level considered “functional”, which was equivalent to
ninth grade. Direct reference was made to the school history of individuals in
order to quantify their degree of literacy, and to measurements which
equated with progression through school in order to compare “functional”
skills in everyday adult life.

This approach is already outmoded. In the technical jargon of human
resources and labour force planning, the ability to use written language has
been replaced by a range of communication skills, themselves seen as part
of a vast gamut of cognitive, technological, psychological and interactive
skills. Here is a sample of these basic skills to which reference is frequently
made in the United States:

-..knowing how to learn, reading, writing and arithmetic, listening and oral communi-

cation, creative thinking and problem-solving, self-confidence, motivation, setting of

objectives and career planning, inter-personal relationships, negotiation, team work,

organizational efficiency, leadership. 7

These are often supplemented by the psychological facilities expected in
a world of work where displacement and destabilization have become the
norm: mobility and adaptability.

Functional literacy used to be understood as a minimalist practice of deci-
phering written language in order to survive, to get by. In the post-modern
sense, functional literacy means successful adaptation to the culture of new
industrial environments, real or virtual: it is a test of employability rather
than an occupational experience or attainable skill.

Connotations

In the world of the imagination, the above change in the meaning of words
becomes a transformation from the binary to the “third type”, from the
mechanical to the cybernetic, from the natural and manual to the artificially
intelligent. There used to be firm ground, a solid base, a telluric density, a
force of attraction which provided a sense of reality to values, knowledge and
identity. One had the illusion of permanence in a linear perception of time.
Literacy then consisted of learning to record this history, to confirm these val-
ues and to reproduce and pass on one’s inherited identity, by way of the
church, school and work.
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The new basic education is seen as a replacement for work, a promise of
identity, even of wealth, and an investment for a different way of working:
“work insurance”, an entry ticket, a coronation rite. It lacks substance, basis,
everything but change, with no more repetitive forms and no writing by
hand. We no longer soil our hands with that. It is a preparation for entry
into a changing private world, an intelligent-intelligible environment dis-
connected from any one place. In order to conceive and create high-quality
competitive products/services/information, convertible in the South:

“Countries with the best educated and best trained work forces will prosper in a world

that is more reliant on brains than muscle... Our highly skilled work force can and must

produce more sophisticated products and services than those which will be made in the
newly developing countries.”®

The Negative and the Positive

The literacy debate was sometimes pathetic, alarmist or dramatic.
llliteracy was mentioned with a mixture of shame, pity and disapproval. It
attracted curiosity, compassion and the duty to fill the gap. It was always
negative and unbearable in the analogies it made with something evil, lack-
ing or pathological, calling for intervention to reverse or cure the malady,
often through self-sacrifice. In the world of business, illiteracy was seen to
be the cause of heavy losses and accidents, and on a world scale even of the
economic crisis in the most highly industrialized countries. It led to rumours
of decline. It mobilized great energy in the campaigns to eradicate it, in the
waves of school reform in the United States, and in the coalition literacy
movement in Canada.

Nowadays, less is heard of it, as if the danger had been averted. There are
those who regret this, as life has become less dramatic for them. The New
Age background music is a passionless opiate. It seems that the remedy has
been found, the transformation planned, the prescription of joining the New
World Order of change universally programmed. In English, this remedy is
called “upgrading”. (In this field, almost everything is translated or adapted
into other languages from English.)

It is therefore above all a psychological effect, looking forward, an antidote
to the effect of gravity: a leaven. It is no longer true “literacy” in the literal
sense; it is rather a passage from one state to another, an adaptation and a
promise of a return to participation, an enhancement of availability. Learning,
learning to learn, takes account of destiny. The real risk, all the more dangerous
as it is irremediably out-of-date, is not to embark and to condemn oneself to
growing old in obsolescence, to losing everything. The order of the day has
gone out not to speak of illiteracy any more: it is too demeaning, and outdated.”

Them and Us

Popular discussion of literacy had been based on the dichotomy between
inferior and superior, or poor-unfortunate-handicapped and well-off; pro-
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fessionals talked of educators as opposed to learners, or of workers and
clients; theoretical debate alluded to the observation of a lack which was
referred to as a linguistic or cultural deficit and a psychopathological
symptom, or as a stigma among interactionists and oppression among liber-
ationists. In popular discussion, difference had centred on ethnocentrism and
its dualism of the self and the other, which had been rendered inferior, and
this justified intervention to save the other, or rather to marginalize him or
her: It was a dramatic example of inclusion and exclusion.

In present-day utterances, the dichotomy has been replaced by the “con-
tinuum”, ethnocentric division by the perpetual movement of the new
pushing out the old. We have moved from the age of the quantitative to that
of the transformative, in which knowledge and skills are less acquired than
upgraded. Hliteracy is a threat to those who are disqualified by their outdated
skills: more of a metaphysical than a social criterion. The face of inequality
has changed: the danger is that of growing old.

It 1s important for Canada to retrain older workers so that we can compete with devel-

oping nations. These countries’ birth rates and labour force growth rates tend to be much

higher than ours... With continuous learning, Canada can have an older work force with
young skills.*

Strategies

The aggressive approach to literacy combined to form mass movements
called mobilizations, coalitions and campaigns. The war-like vocabulary of
literacy movements has frequently been remarked on, and not only in
Marxist or liberationist popular literacy. American conservatives and the
liberal business class were just as alarmist and activist. Sheryl Gowen notes
that there was a shift, in the 1980s, from the Cold War to the war on illiteracy,
the danger no longer being seen as military but economic. “The other is no
longer the communist world but the undereducated labor force and the
schools which are responsible. From the apocalyptic visions there still emerge
unacceptable levels of illiteracy and the war-like metaphors still serve to
describe the problem and to prescribe the solutions.”™

In the 1990s, in both the United States and Canada, the entire literacy
movement has been plotting and forming alliances. The aim is no longer to
combat illiteracy but to improve skill levels, productivity and the quality of
relationships. The brochure describing the activities of the National Literacy
Secretariat is entitled “Reading the Future — NLS Partnerships help
Canadians meet Challenges of a Changing World” (1993). In the United
States, the national programme to subsidize literacy in the workplace obliges
applicants to present themselves in partnerships involving at least the busi-
ness world, the trade unions and public sector education.

The community ideal, which could once be alternative and protesting, is
not integrated into the mainstream debate. Literacy and basic education are
founded on good community relations and help to improve these in
businesses as well as in cities and throughout the country.
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Statistics

Statistics have the power to provide proof, especially if they come from a
national statistical agency. One might expect that illiteracy rates in Canada
would have fallen in the last twenty years, as was observed between 1961 and
1976.

In 1961, 9% of adults aged 15 years and over (no longer in full-time edu-
cation) were illiterate (those stating that they had less than five years of
school education); in 1971, 7%; and in 1976, 5.5%.%

In 1984, the Quebec Ministry of Education, as a result of a public opinion
poll, confirmed the fall seen in 1976: 1.8% of the population were reckoned
to be totally illiterate, and 4.4% functionally illiterate (admitting having dif-
ficulty in reading and writing). The authors of the publications concluded
that: “The rate which was wrongly attributed to us [6.7%] is only plausible
in countries where the level of development is lower... While it is difficult
to expect illiteracy to vanish completely, we can at least hope that the efforts
of Quebec will enable her to reach the levels found in the most advanced
countries, such as Japan, with 0.8%.”"*

In 1987, the Southam News media group published the results of a
Canadian survey, according to which 8% of adults were “basic illiterates” and
16% “functional illiterates”. If the indicator of difficulty in reading and writ-
ing as tested is accepted globally, the result is 24% (28% in Quebec)."

The trend was dramatically reversed. We were not far from reaching
Japanese levels of excellence, and suddenly we fell back to the level of the
least industrialized countries. A comparable American survey (National
Assessment for Educational Progress) had caused national indignation.
Shortly afterwards, Statistics Canada launched a similar enquiry, with the
distinction that the word illiteracy was not used. Henceforth reference was
made to a “continuum of reading, writing and calculation skills” and to
literacy as an aptitude for handling information in everyday life.

In 1990, 62% of adults had abilities judged adequate; 22% could read sim-
ple texts but had difficulty in reading texts of current complexity; and 16%
had difficulty in reading simple texts.'®

The National Literacy Secretariat recorded that 38% of adult Canadians
“had some difficulty with basic reading material... Even more of the 62% of
people whom Statistics Canada found were able to handle most everyday
reading tasks might not be able to understand training manuals.”"”

As a result, almost one Canadian in two “does not possess the skills which
will be needed on the labor market in the ‘90s”. It is the same in the United
States: “almost half the adult population cannot manage to read a simple
newspaper or to write a short letter.”"

We have thus progressed from a strange rumour to a fact affecting a small
minority, and then to the evidence of a mass phenomenon which affects the
majority.’?Although we can only strictly speak of illiteracy with respect to
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some 7% of Canadians (reading level 1, the same figure as 20 years ago), this
fact hardly merits attention. The minimalist figure is not quoted in the
commentary on the survey.

THE FUNCTIONS OF THE LITERACY DEBATE

What are the most salient findings if the dominant approach to literacy is
set in the total context of Canadian society?

Interpretation

¢ The optimistic view of the present and the future is singularly partial. It overlooks the
major crisis in labour and employment, the growth in poverty, the radicalization of
exclusion, the erosion of social security benefits and the disengagement by the state, in
short, the darker side of world capitalism which eliminates more than it creates. It is
silent in the face of the irreparable losses of human and natural resources. It glosses
over the threatened destruction of cultures and population movements. This compla-
cent view of the world would lead to social “apartheid”: on the one hand, the spotlight
on free trade, skilled activity and competition; on the other, unspoken and unseen, the
rubbish heap for the lost and the outdated.

* The topic of literacy has also been singularly pushed to the top of the social agenda
and diverted towards economic objectives in particular. It has been moved from the
non-productive socio-cultural field to become part of the machinery of training in
post-industrial skills. In economic terms, the aim is to make it into a profitable invest-
ment, a “good deal”, rather than a form of social support for the disadvantaged or of
social unemployment management. The anticipated consequence was evidently that
investment would be attracted to the top of the agenda and diverted from intervention
with a social and cultural objective towards the economic sector.

* The salutary argument that training is “employment insurance”, a means of social and
vocational advancement and of indispensable adaptation to changes in the world of
work, is as reductionist as it is deceptive. Yes, it should mean that training will be as
successful for the individual who pursues it as it will be for larger units. However,
training professionals provide evidence for the fact that this is far from the case, espe-
cially if the excluded and “at risk” strata are taken into account, or if training is
obligatory rather than voluntary, etc.

The part played by skilled human resources in economic success is highly relative. It
can be of minor importance, or even unconnected. Or success may be in inverse pro-
portion to the completion of recognized training (in the service sector, for example
catering, deliveries or entertainment, which recruits from among the visible
minorities).

Moreover, the training provisions in place and the outside programming of the skills
required, tend to formalize the acquisition of knowledge often acquired “on the job”,
through implicit procedures and by reference to “texts” about which training profes-
sionals know nothing. Training is rather the formalization of, say, selection
procedures or other arrangements, and this is a quite different function.”

* Because illiteracy has become a mass phenomenon and turned into continuing train-
ing for all, it is now banal and normal, whereas not long ago it worried everyone. As a
result, emergency measures can no longer be justified, even though there may be a
serious effect on equity and social support policies, principally in the linking of all
forms of aid to the active population closely with participation in training, and also
in the replacement of “passive” social programmes by “active” training programmes.
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The leading role in social policy is tending to pass to the economic sector, and respon-
sibility to move from the public sector to the private, with all the possible variants in
between called partnership. The consequence is obviously the reinforcement of selec-
tion at entry to training and employment, the systemic segregation of the labour force
(also known as “feminization”) and the exclusion of growing numbers of people.”

In the final analysis, by “normalizing” illiteracy and making training universal, the
anomie will have been exacerbated. And it will be necessary to return to the social
policies of rehabilitation, entry into employment and literacy which are now termed
“adaptation” and “prevention”. This is what we are now witnessing: a renewal of lit-
eracy in the private sphere (families, libraries, etc.), the promotion of reading in school
and before school, etc.

» The optimistic approach of the business world speaks from the perspective of power
and authority which is positive and one-dimensional. It is also linked to the political
class and to a visible and influential part of the “literacy community”. It has appro-
priated certain major arguments from parallel, even dissident approaches: links with
partners in employment, trade unions and education professionals are significant
among these.

It speaks in the name of the whole of society, prescribing a global solution for the
entire active population. Its analysis of the future has squashed all debate.

This way of talking, which is now widespread, remains within the orthodoxy of
worldwide neo-liberalism but does not reveal its sources of the theoretical and politi-
cal controversies to which it gives rise?. It seeks universal acceptance as something
self-evident, with the formal or tacit support of the literacy community, which
acknowledges its success in raising their mission to the level of a national priority
and in granting them the boon of a huge professional market, that of workplace train-
ing.

A recent study on the literacy movement in Canada®concludes on the need for that
community to develop its own way of talking about the issues of social equity, every-
day life and the requirements of particular social groups, in order to encourage a
wider and more complex debate. The author observes that authority in the literacy
debate has passed to the leaders of trade unions and business, and that the literacy
community has been dragged towards economic goals that contradict its original
philosophy (“the wisdom of literacy work”).

VISIBLE AND HIDDEN FUNCTIONS

From the above, what can be seen as the main functions of the ongoing
debate?

¢ Obviously, there is an ideological function of persuasion, in order to claim that the argu-
ment is self-evident and to convince the largest possible number. The approach of
the class in power, that of the leaders of the economy, seeks substance in order to
gain popular acceptance. By way of various rhetorical tactics and socio-political
alliances, the approach of the economic theorists and the labour force planners has
been transformed into salvation in the face of what is seen as a crisis in world society.

It may appear surprising that the magic potion should be contained in the very sym-
bol of literacy. Therein lies its whole force of consensus and its illusory power: it enables
an aggressive, triumphalist approach to be transmogrified into a humanist, even pro-
gressive approach. It gives the “literacy community” a more worldwide mission,
which is presented as a new universal social project. Above all, it provides politicians
and ordinary citizens with a solution to the objective /subjective crisis of our time
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which is both moral and technical: learning as the only means of adapting to change
and sharing in its benefits, and of escaping from the anguish of exclusion. It is a new
version of the “liberationist literacy” from the beginnings of popular education: “read
words to read the world” — Paulo Freire’s dictum has been well assimilated.**

* Though less obvious, an important function of this approach is to rationalize, disguise
and make acceptable controversial practices in the organization of work. Examples include:
exercising greater selectivity in choosing workers according to skills criteria which
hide criteria of age, sex and ethnic origin; pursuing policies of human capital substi-
tution and shifting employment to less industrialized countries; replacing permanent
jobs by short-term contracts, and moving from the open labour market to the deregu-
lated market of unregistered labour; making change, innovation and mobility routine,
causing the loss of local works cultures and trade union cultures in favour of identifi-
cation with work, collective contracts, and promotion as an aim; deskilling numerous
jobs in order to accommodate those who fail or are excluded from training, under con-
ditions of work that have been compared to a return to slavery; etc.

Paradoxically, therefore, the argument in favour of training for all, under cover of
equity and progress, is helping to rationalize greater social selection and to make
systemic exclusion acceptable: temporary exclusion for the young, inescapable for
the old, by way of reabsorption for women, and a long trial period for those with dif-
ferent languages or cultures.

¢ One general political function of the priority accorded to training is to justify the
replacement of employment policies by employability measures. This solution appears to
suit our partners in the world of business. It enables the search for other solutions to
the structural crisis of work to be postponed, and the discussion of citizenship and
global ecology, which do not fit with the narrow approach of economic neo-liberalism,
to be brushed aside. It is remarkable that in Canada, public utterances on the divi-
sion of work, on support for alternatives to the social economy and the market
economy, and on the new responsibilities of public authorities and civil society in the
face of worldwide capitalism, remain subdued.® Acknowledgement is given to con-
tinuing training for its function of adaptation to the dominant economy, while its
dissident critical functions are thrust aside.

 Finally, we have to acknowledge that this vigorous approach to literacy has supported
economic growth in the training services sector and production of teaching materials,
and has given new value to education, which is threatened by drop-out among pupils
and teachers, by restrictions on funding and staff, etc. In pragmatic terms, workplace
training has opened up an expandable market and a bridge to the private sector for
adult education professionals and voluntary organizations.

FROM THE AUTHORITARIAN APPROACH
TO ANONYMOUS OPINION

We may wonder to what degree the ideological function of the dominant
approach to literacy is actually effective. Has it become incorporated into
public opinion, and above all, does it act in accordance with its intended
aims, namely to convince those it targets of their insufficient skills and of
the usefulness of improving them?

There is a serious ambiguity in the new literacy debate, a key argument
which goes against common sense: that half of the adult population is
affected, while illiteracy is still thought to be a relatively small, localized phe-
nomenon among certain sections of the population said to be “at risk”. This



Critique of Literacy in Canada 69

is what the earlier surveys led people to believe. The essential rhetorical tac-
tics of the new approach consist in taking the symbolic potential of earlier
statements and removing its high drama, making it appear banal, turning it
from negative to positive, from others to ourselves, and from ourselves in
general to each individual. By moving into the economic and employment
arena, we also move from the world of those receiving social security assis-
tance to that of honest, competent, respectable workers. There is a risk that
the whole argument will be rejected.

Jennifer Horsman noted that “literacy has a stronger moral imperative
than most other problems.”?* When it concerns others, there is a consensus;
when it concerns oneself and the collective self, it is an insult. We attribute the
cause of unemployment, which is today a threat to most workers, to some-
thing outside. If it is somebody’s “fault”, we do not blame ourselves. It lies
somewhere else, somewhere difficult to define. Wage-earners who are suf-
fering the “crisis” in their thousands see themselves as victims. The
arguments about lack of skills, inadaptability and a fortiori of illiteracy
among workers that are invoked to rationalize the crisis and to explain indi-
vidual sanctions therefore might well be forcefully rejected as inconceivable,
immoral, even Machiavellian.

Let us see what public opinion polls say about the dominant approach in
the literacy debate.

Public Opinion Polls

According to ABC Canada, in 1990 85% of adults thought it very important
to be able to read and write in working life and life in general; a similar num-
ber thought literacy an important or very important problem in Canada.
However, less than two thirds of the people asked had heard it talked about
(62%); a tiny minority admitted that it was the question that most concerned
them or that affected them directly or personally.””

Three items of information: the first is insignificant and confirms that lit-
eracy is an important issue (in the same way as the quality of the
environment and health) and is of concern to people. The second measures
the extent of public awareness about the subject, which has been popularized
by the media: over a third of the public have still not heard about it. The third
item of information is important: the problem is somewhere else, not in one-
self. As for the consequences of the problem, hardly one person in five
realizes that it affects the economy.

These last two items contradict the dominant tone of the debate.

Three Hypotheses

1. People are dishonest or do not recognize a humiliating characteristic in themselves.

2. People are poorly informed and rather ignorant; their replies reflect their functional
illiteracy.
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3. People are informed and their replies are honest; they do not have a communication
problem.

The first hypothesis is often defended by the literacy community. The
problem certainly exists, quite widely in fact, but it is sensitive and cannot
be addressed openly.?® The second is typical of the ethnocentric authoritar-
ian approach. A survey by the Conference Board of Canada (1992) conducted
among business managers provides confirmation: 70% stated that they had
problems with functional literacy, which was responsible for staff turnover,
absenteeism, accidents and losses in productivity.?® The third hypothesis is, in
the author’s view, the most plausible and the most reasonable. It needs fur-
ther investigation.

The Quebec poll of 1984 estimated the proportion of the adult population
with reading and writing difficulties to be 5%. The 1990 survey by Statistics
Canada put at 6% the number of adults who judged their reading ability
inadequate. In relation to employment, 8% of adults believed that inadequate
reading ability limited employment opportunities; among those in employ-
ment, 2% thought their reading ability inadequate for the purposes of their
occupation. In the Southam News survey of 1987, only one person in five
among those identified as “functional illiterates” thought their reading abil-
ity inadequate for the purposes of their employment, some 5% of the total
adult population.

All these figures combine in throwing doubt on the rising results of the
surveys in which estimates of the skills of those surveyed are made from the
outside by experts, and in undoing the correlation posited by economic com-
mentators between supposed underqualification in communication skills at
work and training needs.

Or it may be that working environments have not changed as radically as
is claimed, and that the skills acquired are not outdated. Or that changes in
methods and means of communication have indeed come about, but that
employees have adapted and that they have been able to update their literacy
skills in a pragmatic way.

In the mass surveys, people are isolated — as in school tests and exami-
nations — from the real ways in which they communicate, cooperate and
divide their work. Surveys create a peculiar communication situation, pro-
grammed (by others) to be one-way and invalidating any generalization of
the results to a whole population or, particularly, to other situations, the work
context, for example. Real ways of communicating at work and of solving
problems have been documented through ethnographic and participatory
observations, and commented on and interpreted by the protagonists. These
monographs describe practices that are far more complex than the standard-
ized tests and conventional judgments with academic references would lead
us to believe.
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PARTICIPATORY OBSERVATION

Sheryl Gowen has been able to show that in the hospital in the southern
United States where she carried out her investigation, the literacy pro-
gramme set up by the management reproduced the power structure of the
business, through separation, hierarchy and control, instead of improving
communication skills and facilitating vertical exchange. Contrary to the per-
ceptions of their superiors, maintenance staff did carry out their tasks, did
communicate and learn effectively, but not in the order laid down in bureau-
cratic commands, and they resisted the culture that they believed the teachers
were handing down. “In this program, there were many employees who
resisted a learning style based exclusively on the decontextualization of work
... Their resistance was not only a political act, but also an individual effort to
keep control of their own authentic and efficient ways of constructing
knowledge and using language.”*

The assumption of inadequate skills is contradicted, and the burden of a
single continuum imposed by the authoritarian approach is undermined,
revealing the discontinuity of language, usages and values, which Gowen
calls the other “literacies”. These other “literacies”, black and at the bottom of
the social scale, remain hidden also because they are illegitimate, but they
oppose the order to white them out by the strength of their identity, their
solidarity and resistance.

After assiduously following a group of women enrolled in literacy,
Jennifer Horsman confirms that “many women thought their skills adequate
while other people thought they had a literacy problem. The other people’s
description had nothing to do with their own perceptions of what they could
and could not do.... In the final analysis, we have to trust to individuals” own
judgment of their true performance.” Why, then, were these women attend-
ing a literacy group? Because “they wanted something from life that was
different from what they knew”. They gave literacy the power of a lottery
ticket, and they remained for as long as the dream was upheld. But they “got
out” if they felt demeaned by being thought incompetent by some authority
that attributed to them a need they did not have. Drop-out must be seen as an
intentional act of resistance, and not as a “want of motivation”, as educators
frequently interpret it.*

Another Canadian study sets out to report on the phenomena of difficult
recruitment and easy drop-out that are universally lamented in the literacy
community. This is despite the fact that as much energy is invested in aware-
ness and other work (sometimes called pre-literacy) as in educating and
retaining “learners”. This fact is also alluded to in an OECD study:

The two most serious problems of present-day basic education programmes: the recruit-
ment of learners...and the retention of students...*

Audrey Thomas identifies the following causes as being responsible for
the non-participation of adults in programmes aimed at them:
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a frequently chaotic life history which hampers any educational project;

lack of self-confidence: illiteracy remains a secret, an object of shame;

poorly perceived needs and traumatizing previous experience of schooling;

loss of heart at the long road to completing secondary education or to finding a job;
absence of provision, in the countryside for example;

unsuitability of some programmes in the face of a demand for discreet help in private;
learning difficulties and various handicaps;

the priority of vocational training;

bureaucratic recruitment and frequent changes in policy;

lack of support services, such as creches; and

programmes that are too academic.*

There is also the deficit theory which confirms the poor perception of
needs and argues for an improvement in provision. While the quality of pro-
vision may be called into question, the words of the speakers who have
agreed to be interviewed are reinterpreted according to a clinical tradition
or a professional register, but are not accepted at face value, despite their
weight of experience and the knowledge of the speakers. As Glynda Hull
expresses it, “too much confidence placed in the power of literacy and too
little credit given to people’s skills”.**

However, the title of the study by Audrey Thomas — The Reluctant Learner
— might lead us to expect a dialogue between equals with a public which is
generally treated as a client or a patient (once captured!). Such a dialogue
would have been possible if the author had opted less for reinforcement of
the other as a “learner” and more for help and solidarity in resistance: for
direct expression, strengthened by the learner’s own words. But the barrier
remains between the two sides, and the study, which sets out to find ways
of overturning it, only succeeds in confirming its existence. It is research at a
distance, claimed as objective, in which the expert’s words do not encounter
the subjects of the expertise, but individualizes them and isolates them in
order better to treat them.

50, the surveys agree with the authoritarian approach when they discuss
the problem of literacy only in terms of a universal abstraction or, more sim-
ply, when they merely confirm the saying that “it is better to be educated, rich
and healthy than stupid, poor and sick.” But they contradict the dominant
approach to the literacy debate when the “problem” is put in context and is
contrasted with personal experience and people’s familiar world. Not only
do people not speak in the prescribed manner (between nought and one per-
son out of ten), but this is also seen as threatening. People then seek to protect
themselves from it and to resist the prescription of training as an imposed
fate. People’s desires, requirements and demands are quite different. That is
doubtless the main reason why people participate so little in training pro-
grammes and remain for such a short time.

The Southam News survey had shown that only 3% of the people identi-
fied as “functional illiterates” were taking part in remedial courses; and that
10% of the same population might enrol in such courses at some time (15%
among young adults). A Quebec study on drop-out from the literacy
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programme estimated the figure for this to be about 40%.%* This fact has to
be recognized as the opposite pole to the aim of “creating a learning culture”,
particularly where it should a priori be indispensable. Here is Horsman’s ver-
sion from the opposite pole:

The women hope that enrolling in these programmes will help them to escape from the

minimum wage and to find a “career” — an adequate wage. They hope to realize the
promise of literacy, but at the same time, they doubt whether this promise is real.

[These women] were looking for a way out of dependence and wanted to change their
lives. They discovered, on the contrary, that these programmes tied them more firmly into
the network of social services and everyday life from which they wanted to escape.

NEXT STEPS

A critical study of the economic approach which dominates the literacy
debate deserves to be completed by investigating at least two other regis-
ters: the discussion of self-evaluation among training professionals, and what
the “participants” say themselves. What the professionals have to say, some-
times in dialogue with the authoritarian approach (which also determines
funding priorities), should be considered in order better to test the reception
or ideological impact of the neo-liberal economic approach on training, and
hence to place our criticism in context. But it will also enable us to explore the
little known experimental workshops, especially in the economic field, which
have broken away from productionism and educational activism.

For example, the following extract from a psychiatric evaluation classifies
the public as being in an “extreme state” and seeks to find a meeting point,
far removed from institutionalized education:

How often have I not felt like them! Are they so different from us? If we content ourselves

with regarding these trainees as people who find it difficult to adapt to school or society,

we shall not really obtain tangible results, and all the educational theories now and to come
will not make much difference .... Knowledge is what is built on an existing gap. We have

to give the trainee time to get to know the other, to want the other, time to see the gap.

But schools always want to bridge the gap, and that makes any meeting with the other

impossible .... We really must create a place which does not have to produce results ....*”

We may not overlook what participants have to say both explicitly and tac-
itly (this is usually termed in French their “témoignage” rather than discours,
which latter supposes a structure, coherence and legitimacy that are not gen-
erally seen in a a “témoignage” of a so-called illiterate person). For research
purposes this has to be investigated as an expression of knowledge, experi-
ence and plans. It is up to the subjects to define in what they are
“participating”, and why, or why they are not participating or have ceased
to do so in the face of the prescription of literacy, and what are their urgent
and absolute needs and wants.

For the purposes of action, it is imperative to talk to those principally
involved in training and education, in order jointly to plan the project, to
reconcile provision with what is demanded, to decide on a collaborative
contract, or to refuse it.
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The following, for example, is an extract from an experience of working
after a training course which should be quoted in any official pronouncement
on the virtues of literacy as a solution to marginalization and poverty:

“After the course at the centre the difficulties began. With that sort of training, it is hard

to find a job and, if you find one, the pay is low. In my present job ... our bosses think

we're inferior and seem to want to punish us because of our social situation. In future,
I'll never again say where I come from, and I hope that'll be better ....”**

The question asked was: “What are the lessons to be learned from this new
ideological offensive, and what paths can be found around the borders of
the new world economic order?” A pragmatic way of answering is to exam-
ine other ways of talking about literacy and other types of social action which
set out to solve, not the mass problem of basic education (which is only a
problem for businesses and business educators), but the radical problems of
exclusion which affect all social relationships and a dangerously growing
number of individuals. We therefore have to look at specific literacy practices
in order to see overall what is being done to improve and transform transac-
tions that cross cultural, economic, social and ecological boundaries.

The references in this text to dissident literacy practices have already
hinted at other forms of transaction and education marked by solidarity.
Besides the dominant economic model, there are in fact basic education pro-
grammes in most Canadian provinces, and programmes for young people
adapted for community development and the promotion of citizenship
rights.> These last objectives are sometimes integrated into trade union
demands, which introduce them into places of work.

However, some fields of action are also developing which lead into other
social practices. This is a movement opposed to the professionalization and
sectoralization of literacy and hence — which is very important —
opposed to the enclosing of target populations in “chaotic career paths” and
“dead ends”.* These experiments can be grouped into three or four cate-
gories with different orientations:

» That with the most official backing is the “plain language” movement, which brings

measures to improve communication within reach of ordinary citizens, in both pub-
lic services and commercial and community communications.*!

* The second is part of a tradition of popular education, adapting its ways of working to
the main aspects of segregation, especially in urban environments: systemic
racism/ageism/sexism. The barriers to communication and exchange between equals
(among them illiteracy in the sense of a systemic process of disqualification and soci-
olinguistic relegation) call for intercultural (antiracist and antisexist) intervention
aiming at “bringing down the barriers” and at building bridges between the exclusion
zones.*

¢ The third movement brings together a large number of organizations whose aims are
the development of the community economy and integrated local development. Social,
cultural and educational activities are an integral part of these economic initiatives for
the whole community, which are more or less independent of the state and the domi-
nant labour market, and of their goods and services. Literacy can be incorporated as a
complementary activity or can be transformed into practical communication.**
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¢ There are also traces in Canada of a movement which is more developed in Europe
and Latin America: cultural action in certain environments whose structure has been
destroyed or which are in search of identity. It takes many forms: theatre, writing,
radio, puppets, music, photography, multimedia performance, historical research,
oral literature, etc. These traces of reconstruction of cultural identity, which may or
may not coincide with traditional literacy practices, are particularly visible among
the autochthonous nations of Canada.

The research undertaken in the ALPHA 96 project essentially concerns
the second and third categories, in North America and Europe. Cultural
experiments should be the subject of a future ALPHA project. As for the first
theme, known in North America as “plain language”, this would also merit
particular critical attention in the field of literacy proper, in association with
the theoretical and sociolinguistic questions of voluntary change in language,
and with the linguistic mutations brought about by the new communications
technologies and the information market.

While the obsession with literacy urgently needs to move from the “single
idea” — which Ignacio Ramonet defines as “the translation into ideological
terms with a claim to universality of the interests of a set of economic forces,
in particular those of international capitalism”** — to a wide range of slogans
and deprecated skills, it seems that we are a long way from freeing ourselves
from the burden of its consequences. As regards “plain language” in partic-
ular, it might well be the utopia which keeps alive the machinery of
productionism, the right-thinking members of the communicative citizenry
and the humanist educators. Literacy for all in plain language seems to be a
new obscurantism which calls forth our ineluctable “obsession” with
criticizing it.
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Chapter Four

ALSO WORKS — EARNING
AND LEARNING

Wendy Desbrisay
Ottawa — Canada

ALSO WORKS, BASIC EDUCATION AND
ECONOMIC SURVIVAL

ALSO WORKS is an industrial cleaning company that was set up within
an Ottawa literacy program, ALSO (Alternative Learning Styles and
Outlooks), to give students a chance to “earn while they learn”. In the excite-
ment of the first year, 1986, the group worked together to write this article for
a literacy newsletter.

All of us came to ALSO to learn to read and write better, hoping that this would help us
get jobs in the future. We were all getting by on welfare, and it’s hard to learn when you
are always worrying about not having enough money or enough food, or a place to live.
We began to realize that just learning to read and write might not be enough to get jobs,
when there aren’t enough jobs to go around. We wanted a better chance in life, and we
decided to try to make our own jobs.

We had some meetings to talk about what kinds of work we might do. We looked at the
experiences we had among us, and we decided to try cleaning, landscaping, painting, and
odd jobs. We wanted to pay ourselves a decent wage, and to work part-time and still go
to school.

We needed some money to get started, for advertising and for some of the tools to do
our work. We sent out an ALSO newsletter to tell people about us and to ask for dona-
tions. We had a carwash and a booksale, and took part in a walkathon. We sent out 300
flyers and only got two telephone calls. Our first job didn’t work out so well. It was a
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painting job. One guy was up a 40-foot ladder and another guy was holding the ladder. A
neighbor called the man we were working for and said, ‘I hope you're not paying those
guys by the hour!” We almost gave up.

We decided to do cleaning only. A community group called Housing Help gave us our
first cleaning contract. Then the other tenants in our building found out what we were try-
ing to do and gave us a chance cleaning their offices. We were on trial for two months and
then we got a contract for the next year. At first we had to borrow the equipment we

needed to do the work. It was a great day when we saved up enough money to buy our
own buffer.

There were things we had to learn the hard way. ALSO WORKS has no boss. We work
out problems and make decisions by talking it over at meetings. Sometimes we didn’t
know how to tell each other when we were upset about something. A couple of times
we worked from 8 in the morning until 12 at night and felt like quitting. The paperwork
is hard for most of us. One worker got so frustrated trying to keep his records straight that
he wanted to hire another worker to do it for him.

Now we have 8 cleaning contracts and are bringing in $40,000.00 a year. Our customers
seem very happy with our work. People are excited when we tell them about ALSO
WORKS, so we think we will be able to get more contracts.

Three of us have gone off welfare. We each work about 25 hours a week, mostly in the
evenings. We still go to school during the day. We are learning to talk to customers,
order supplies, make work schedules, keep records, make invoices and read instructions
on the cleaning products.

We have learned a lot from this experience. We have more money and more confidence in
ourselves than we had before. People tell us we should be proud, and we are.

ALSO WORKS was a natural outgrowth of ALSO’s philosophy and
approach to adult education. ALSO itself was created in 1979 by a group of
educators who felt that the structure of the educational institution they
worked in oppressed both themselves and their adult basic education stu-
dents. They envisioned ALSO as a progressive place both to work and learn.
They wanted to create an alternative without the drawbacks of the institu-
tions, and to offer a service which they found was missing in the basic
education field.

The collective that created ALSO saw a need, marketed their service, and
took charge of the conditions of their own work. The ALSO WORKS project
was another attempt to create jobs, and to organize a workplace where stu-
dents could have control, income, dignity, and the chance to continue
learning. The outcomes have not been revolutionary, but the issues raised
may help shed light on how educators might support the efforts of disad-
vantaged people and groups to survive in a climate where the odds are
against them.

ALSQ as an organization was based on an alternative view of the literacy
issue: as structural, not personal. The group was anti-hierarchical and criti-
cal of social and institutional policies, and wanted to give students control
over what and how they learned. It tried to focus on people’s strengths, not
their weaknesses; considered advocacy to address structural barriers an
integral part of its work. It maintained links with other social-change-ori-
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ented organizations and worked with them around common social aims,
valuing the learning of self-respect, assertiveness, and knowledge about
rights above simple literacy skills acquisition. It addressed literacy by
addressing students’ most pressing life concerns. And it continued to strug-
gle with the challenges of co-operative, non-hierarchical work and learning.

In the seven years before ALSO WORKS was created, most of the hun-
dreds of students who came to ALSO were in two categories with regard to
employment. Either they had been labelled as unemployable because of some
disability, and had internalized that label; or they came with unrealistic hopes
that literacy would lead to a good job and lift them out of poverty.

We started ALSO WORKS because we saw that upgrading their literacy
skills was not improving our students’ prospects in a tightening labour mar-
ket. Our students were not even able to access training for the most unskilled
jobs. One of our students was interested in a course for health care aides
offered by a local industrial training body. We were assured that although the
entry requirement was grade 10, the admission test was at about a grade 7
or 8 level. She did not pass the test, which was full of old-fashioned gram-
mar and multiple choice vocabulary questions that confused her and had
nothing to do with the course content. This student’s literacy skills are more
than adequate for the kind of job this course might have led to, and she has
other rare skills and qualities for the field. While there are a few job training
programs that include literacy and numeracy content, these are for very
unskilled occupations, and are usually far too short-term to improve any-
one’s literacy skills very much.

Many of these men and women had worked all their lives, and in better
times they had experienced themselves as full citizens. They came to the lit-
eracy program with the hope that it could reopen the door to adult status and
pride. Their discovery that it can take a long time just to learn basic reading
and writing, along with constant reminders about high unemployment even
among well-educated people, was most discouraging. Especially for the men,
losing their identity as workers had eroded their confidence and affected
their self-esteem. Unemployment is hard on anyone’s self esteem, but when
it was combined with exposure to increasing publicity blaming illiteracy for
all kind of personal and social ills, these people came to accept the blame.
Their studies often didn’t go well because of their lost self-confidence and the
everyday stress and practical struggles of poverty. Turnover in the program
was high as these pressures led people to leave school for short-term jobs,
become unemployed again, and maybe return to the program to try again.
For ourselves and for them we had to find more hope and more movement.

GETTING STARTED
Participants

The group that started ALSO WORKS included three ALSO educators,
half a dozen students, and several community members interested in coop-
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erative work and community development. Since then several other educa-
tors and a number of other students have participated to varying degrees.
At present the group consists of six workers, three of whom have been there
since the beginning. ALSO educators still provide support.

All of the student participants were on social assistance and had limited
literacy (ranging from not able to read and write at all to elementary-level
skills). The group has included sole support mothers, people who have been
in conflict with the law, Native Canadians, new Canadians, and people clas-
sified as disabled. They had considerable work experience and skills, but also
employment barriers - such as non-standard English, missing front teeth,
tattoos, and most of all, lack of educational credentials. But by far the greatest
barrier they faced was the increasing competition for fewer and fewer jobs.

Process

The first months of ALSO WORKS were an exciting time. Everyone was
hopeful and energised by the new direction and the practical focus. The
learning /work we did together included identifying the group’s collective
work skills and experience, researching the market for these skills, finding
out how social assistance income would be affected, deciding how to adver-
tise, preparing estimates, organizing the actual work, finding out what
government “red tape” would be involved. We made use of our connections
with other progressive groups in the community to find a market for the ser-
vices of the company.

We were not experts either in cleaning or in business, but even if we had
been, we would not have wanted to set up a linear program. We worked
closely with the worker/ learners to identify and find the knowledge and
resources we needed as we went along. The skills of participating in meet-
ings, arriving at decisions, resolving conflict, taking responsibility and
“ownership” also needed attention. The paperwork involved in choosing and
ordering supplies, figuring out payroll deductions, writing cheques and
banking, billing customers, and reading notes from customers became a reg-
ular part of the week’s work.

This is how the educator who co-ordinated the project remembers those
times.

Some of the most exciting things about starting ALSO WORKS were the opportunities it

opened up and the energy it released for doing literacy and numeracy work. People had

gotten disillusioned about literacy work ever leading to a job, but they regained their
enthusiasm for learning in the context of running their company.

Most of the participants had never had a bank account. Now they learned to calculate
their hours and the government deductions, to write their own paycheques, and to use
the bank. People learned how to use the computer to make invoices for the customers.
They learned to fill out deposit slips and put the money in the bank. Everyone played a
part in keeping the financial records. Comparing prices took on extra significance when
we were shopping for expensive cleaning materials in large quantity.

We studied the metric system (most adult Canadians grew up learning the imperial
system of measurement) by learning how to properly dilute cleaning products. It was
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much more interesting learning about percentage when figuring out how much vacation
pay you were going to get. It was less arduous to work on an adding machine when we
were finding out how much money the company had in the bank.

As educators, we developed reading materials as needs revealed themselves. When we
saw students struggling with a task, we would find or create clearly written instructions or
tools to help them do it. For example, one man could not spell out numbers in words, but
managed to write his own cheques after we put a chart with the numbers spelled out in the
front of the chequebook. We rewrote the government pamphlet “Your rights as a Worker
in Ontario’. We printed clear directions on ‘How to figure out your pay’. We used colour-
coded files. We kept minutes of our meetings and started the next meeting by reading
them together. We looked for ways to make everything as ‘shareable’as possible.

Although learning the metric system, interpreting a manual for equipment use, etc. may
be hard for people struggling with basic literacy, it is even harder to learn the interper-
sonal communication and problem solving needed for cooperative work. For adults who
have been on the sidelines of their society, learning how to balance your own needs with
the group’s needs is a slow and often difficult process: learning how to listen, how to
stay on topic, how to express yourself clearly, how to resolve conflict when it arises, how
to arive at decisions.

The content of our meetings ranged from “housekeeping” to discussing policy ques-
tions: Do new workers get less money? Do they get stuck with the least desirable jobs? Do
women get the menial tasks? What kind of seniority policy do we want? What about a
travel allowance for people working in more than one location per day? How are we
going to train new workers? What about quality control and supervision?

Like many literacy educators, we have long been advocates of plain language. It has
been harder for us to live up to those beliefs. Those who use language best (or most eas-
ily) often have more influence whether they want it or not. As workers became more
confident, they would attend meetings with our customers. Yet they often came away not
understanding what had been said. We could “debrief” when we got back from meetings,
but we could neither transform the mainstream way of doing business nor successfully
teach the learners how to fit in.

One of the ongoing tensions was around the balance of literacy work and cleaning work.
A first people agreed to work no more that 20 hours a week so that they would have
time for the literacy component of the program but inevitably they found that at only
twenty hours a week they were not much further ahead financially that they were when
they were on social assistance. So some people began working longer hours but the result
was that they had less time for literacy work.

ALSO WORKS had the full time attention of one educator for at least two
years. It still requires considerable administrative support. The business could
not have survived without staff support and intervention in problem-solv-
ing, marketing, and internal and external negotiations. This is long-term work.

CHALLENGES
Funding

Although our application to the federal government for full-time training
allowances for the participants was turned down, perhaps this was a good
thing at the time. The worker /learners could take full credit as their earn-
ings brought in the only revenues, and it might have been discouraging to get
used to living on training allowances and then not be able to earn enough to
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replace them. About a year after ALSO WORKS began, provincial support
became available for literacy program operation and special projects. This
funding helped pay for staff time spent building and supporting ALSO
WORKS for the first two years.

Competitive Market

On one hand, we faced a competitive market where large cleaning com-
panies keep prices low by exploiting workers who have few options. On the
other hand, we had several very supportive customers who approved of
what we were doing and wanted to help. One contract was in fact only avail-
able to community groups.

There was an understanding that our workers were making an effort to
learn, and needed a break. Some of the groups felt like partners in what we
were doing. Without this understanding and solidarity we might have lost
our contracts. The competition in the mainstream workplace is a very real
barrier to groups like ALSO WORKS. Fortunately there is an “alternative”
market.

Social Class/Culture Barriers

Although at the beginning staff and students were equally hopeful and
enthusiastic, as a group we probably did not have a commonly-understood
vision. Even when we began the project, the staff hoped ALSO WORKS
would become a workers’ co-op, while the students probably just wanted
jobs. Of course we talked about it a lot, but maybe “workers’ co-op” meant
something different from different points of view. This became clear when
there was talk of expansion and the participants wanted to become foremen
and hire new people to do the cleaning. ALSO staff could not agree to a vision
of the enterprise as a typical hierarchical business. This dampened partici-
pants’ motivation for expanding the company as they did not see any benefit
to themselves. The educators would have liked to bring in more students
but were not comfortable expanding the company without the full consent
and co-operation of the whole group. This kind of impasse recurred at dif-
ferent times with resulting feelings of frustration for all.

I believe that there is a serious social class gap between helping profes-
sionals and those who come, willingly or coerced, for their help. I see this as
a crucial challenge in helping people get power in their lives. This
culture/language gap makes it hard to discuss what we really want, what we
believe, how we see things. People who are not middle-class often become
unconfident or disinterested if the conversation gets too abstract. If we want
to work with people across social class and cultural lines to transform real-
ity, the first step is to develop a common language. It is not easy to truly share
knowledge, skills and power.
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Hierarchy, Co-operation, Solidarity

The nature of industrial cleaning is that people work alone, at night. For
various reasons — poor health, transportation problems, lack of standards,
addictions, etc. our cleaners did not always do good work, or in fact even
show up. All our customers at times overlooked substandard work, workers
not showing up, workers lacking social skills in dealing with their clientele,
even a worker eating all the food from their staff fridge. Sometimes they com-
plained. Whose job was it to monitor the quality of the work? The group did
not have the skills for peer supervision. How do you criticise someone’s work
if you are not their boss? This has been a recurring problem throughout the
group’s history, and they are still struggling to establish standards, clearer
guidelines for each contract, and other methods of quality control.

My observation is that most people have an ambivalent response to the
issue of hierarchy, at the same time resenting being low on the ladder and
hoping to get a higher position. The idea of doing away with this kind of
structure was not part of participants’ thinking. I think when in the past they
opted for informal economic activity it was partly due to fatalism about hier-
archy and their place in it. ALSO WORKS offered them another way to be in
control of their work. However, collective self-determination requires great
skills in communication, negotiation, problem-solving, etc. which most peo-
ple have not had a chance to develop.

Many literacy learners have had negative and oppressive social experi-
ences in the past. The prison experience, for example, is not the best training
ground for cooperative work. Most have had few opportunities to make deci-
sions and choices. Dependency is a natural result of the traditional concept of
taking orders and working ‘for’ or ‘under’ someone else. The same is true
for the social assistance experience. It was challenging to establish a balance
between providing support and training on one hand, and encouraging par-
ticipants to take responsibility and make choices on the other.

Although the workers seemed to like each other and to have cordial rela-
tionships, this was not a deep solidarity. When things went wrong, the
workers often did not have the confidence, skills, or maybe even motivation
to confront the tasks of problem-solving and negotiating each other and with
customers. There were tensions as people felt others were not pulling their
weight. They lost their willingness to work hard when they felt their partners
were’t doing the same. At this point constructive confrontation is necessary,
but this is a skill too few people have. This problem is not unique to disad-
vantaged and undereducated people — it is also common in community
organizations, businesses, university faculties, government departments. As
happens even in these more priviledged settings, some problems went
underground and undermined the collective.

This kind of venture needs participants who understand and value co-
operation. Many literacy students’ life experience of urban poverty,



88 ALPHA 96

alienation and individual survival has not prepared them for this. Even years
of trying to work together did not develop this attitude in all participants.
Although some feel a strong sense of solidarity, others dropped away with-
out ever communicating their real views or hearing how their participation
was seen by their co-workers. Being unwilling to take over, staff were at times
unable to help the group expose and resolve interpersonal problems. Even
now, not all of the participants have a solid feeling of shared responsibility
and ownership.

RESULTS

There is wide variation in how people used the experience and how it
affected their lives. This participant is still enthusiastic:

When I came to ALSOT had no idea of what I could do. I had no self-esteem. I was afraid
to try anything and I couldn’t even tell anyone how scared I was. All T knew was that
didn’t want to do servant jobs anymore.

First I studied for my drivers’ test and passed. Then I studied for my citizenship and got
that. I joined ALSO’s Board of Directors. I got involved with ALSO WORKS.

My first job with ALSO WORKS was cleaning a house once a week. When those people
moved away I started to do paperwork to make up the cleaning hours I lost. Those days
Mike did the administration and we all used to write our own cheques. Mike’s confidence
in me gave me the courage to try. I was so tense that I used to reverse the numbers and
make lots of mistakes. I was afraid of letting everyone down. One little mistake and the
whole financial record is out.

I'm still scared but it doesn’t block me anymore. [ keep trying new things. I took key-
boarding at the adult high school. I took two business courses by correspondence and
got very good marks. But I'm not looking for credits, I'm looking for ways to keep learn-
ing and doing something. I never dreamed I could have the job I have now. I'm not sitting
in a class listening to someone talk about it, I'm learning by actually doing it.

I'still have trouble with spelling and grammar. I still can’t write a contract good but I draft
it and bring it to the teachers to find out how to make it better. I was proud when I fin-
1shed the bid for the last contract and even prouder when we got it. I wrote a referrence
(sic) letter for one of the other workers and it felt really good.

I don't think ALSO WORKS needs a boss - I sure don’t want the role. I'm a student, a
worker, a supervisor, even a teacher sometimes. I have a responsibility that comes with
my new job but I don’t need to play boss. Everybody still treats me the same, not as a
student or a supervisor, just as me. When I had to speak to a co-worker about his work, I
told him we’d been friends for years and I didn’t want it to come between us, but it was
part of my responsibility to speak to him if there were complaints. I asked how he wanted
me to approach him. He said “just tell me”.

Before, we didn’t have anyone supervising. The idea was, the job is there to be done,
we're all the boss, you can do it in your own way. We're lucky we had sympathetic cus-
tomers who understood that we were learning as we went along and gave us a chance to
correct our mistakes. Now I've asked the customers to meet with me once a month to
talk about how it’s going. I work along with a new worker or someone working on a
new contract for the first while until we establish what the job is. I also work along with
the woman who is taking over my old job just like the teachers work along with me until
I’'m ready to take over.
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I think ALSO WORKS has a chance of surviving, although if ALSO goes down I'm not
so sure. ALSQ is kind of an umbrella over ALSO WORKS. Things are running pretty
smoothly. We're hiring someone to help me look for more contracts. Some of the new stu-
dents are bringing new enthusiasm and ideas. We're hopeful.

We used to say that if we had more education we wouldn’t be here. Now I don’t think
education is the main thing. Lots of people have education and they still don’t have con-
fidence, or a good job. Education is important and it’s good to always keep learning. But
what it takes is people who care. It wasn’t just going to school that helped me - it was
that people believed in me and I didn‘t want to let them down. They saw something in me
that I didn’t see in myself. It made me want to try. If people hadn't cared for me I would-
n’t have achieved anything. Our teachers give a lot of themselves - not for profit or
personal gain, but because they want to give people a chance to help themselves. They
go beyond what's (sic) their job. They put people before dollars and cents, and that’s
very rare.

This participant is more resigned:

“I can read better than I used to. I found out that I don’t need to know every word to be
able to understand what something says. I take a guess and then I check to see if I'm right.
I figure I've lived long enough to be pretty good at guessing. Anyway I'm not afraid to try
to read something now. But I still mostly get along without reading much. Not being
able to read and write doesn’t embarass me as much as it used to. I'll ask someone for help
now where before I would just try to cover up. I'd still like to work on my reading and
writing more, but I don’t think I have the energy to work and go to school.

I don’t mind the work. The worst thing is [ have no security. ['m starting to have a prob-
lem with my knee. What if I can’t work? If I don’t work, [ don’t get paid. And what about
when I get too 0ld? We have no pension plan.

ALSO WORKS is definitely a good thing, but I thought it all would have happened faster.
I thought by now we’d have 20 contracts and 1 or 2 guys would be in charge. I think
there’s gotta be someone in charge. People screw up - I've done it myself. At the begin-
ning I put everything into it. But I got so mad when I thought another worker was letting
the rest of us down. Everyone was complaining to me behind the guy’s back, but when 1
finally blew up and told him off at a meeting, no one backed me up. That really hurt me,
and I decided to keep my mouth shut.

My heart’s not really in it the same way now. I just do my job. I don’t like going to meet-
ings. I get bored, and it drives me crazy. We can talk about something for months without
getting down and doing something about it.

I've learned a lot though. I learned a lot just from working with Mike. Like, I've learned
not to be so prejudiced. At first I just didn’t talk about it because I knew he didn’t like it.
But I had to think about it, and now I think along different lines.”

Economic Results

ALSO WORKS still exists after 8 years. Several workers are partially or
fully supported by their work with the company. The business could expand
with enough administrative support and committed participants. There will
always be a market for services like industrial cleaning, and a certain part of
that market will be open to purchasing these services from a group they feel
needs an extra break. The group is now investigating the industrial cleaning
market, the competitition, etc., with a view to expansion.

The participants’ economic status has not changed much. Their incomes
are still low whether their earnings are supplemented by social assistance or
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not. However, their participation in ALSO WORKS has affected their rela-
tionship to work by keeping up their hope, confidence, self esteem,
connections to the community, and employment skills.

Educational Results

In terms of transferrable job skills, one worker moved progressively into
the administrative work of the business and has now undertaken more inten-
sive skills development as a business trainee at ALSO/ALSO WORKS.
Others have learned to estimate jobs, keep stock and purchase supplies, par-
ticipate in developing bids on contracts, meet with customers, and of course
they are very competent cleaners and building custodians. Several have used
the computer enough that they are not intimidated by it and are open to
learning more about it.

All participants made progress with their literacy skills to varying degrees.
Some progressed in informal reading and writing skills to a level that is func-
tional and sufficient for their goals, some are still attending the literacy
program and some improved only a little but don’t seem to mind now that
they have a job. These latter have worked out ways of coping with the sup-
port of their families, their friends and their teachers at ALSO.

Social Results

It’s fair to say that all participants improved their self esteem and gained
new awareness and social skills. The interchange of ideas with educators and
community activists, and the experience of cooperative control and respon-
sibility probably affected people’s idea of what is possible. The work exposed
them to other organizations in the community, including minority groups
which some had regarded with suspicion and prejudice. Some participants
have begun to take more of an interest in politics, and to vote. The skills of
democratic participation are not easy to gain for those who have been denied
such participation all their lives, but this experience has given people the
chance to begin.

At present ALSO WORKS is small but still alive. There are new partici-
pants and other ALSO students are talking about using the model to create
work for themselves. A new group of ALSO educators and Board members is
bringing fresh energy and expertise in community economic development .

ANOTHER VISION OF OUR WORK

Our society is becoming a society with “surplus people”. Social, economic
and educational disadvantage (marginalization, poverty, illiteracy) are con-
centrated among the same one quarter of the population. While clearly the
basic problem is the shortage of jobs and the barriers to labour market par-
ticipation, illiteracy is increasingly blamed for the failure of the modern
market economy to provide for all citizens. The idea that the larger prob-
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lems of poverty, unemployment, global competition, etc. have such a simple
and palatable solution as literacy, is seductive. People have told me that while
they can’t bear to think about poverty because it seems so overwhelming,
literacy seems managable.

But literacy is only the first hurdle for “undereducated” people. Job train-
ing is becoming a requirement even for the unskilled occupations that used
to employ the less educated, such as the fast-food or cleaning industries.
Often these programs have entry requirements of grade 10 or more. The main
beneficiaries are employers, who naturally prefer to hire people who have
been specially trained, no matter how unskilled the work. Most of the occu-
pations less-educated people are being trained for are physically demanding,
poorly paid, and insecure, so training is not going to open the door to the
“good life”. Worst of all, adults now learning at the basic literacy level may
never be able to access any real skills training due to funding priorities and
competition for training spaces.

The scenario of an adult learning to read, then going on to upgrading, then
to skills training or other higher education, is not generally realistic. Most
adults will give up under the pressures of their survival needs, family
responsibilities, and loss of hope. Even if they do succeed in getting a decent
education, they will have to compete with many others with better creden-
tials and more experience.

Traditionally, basic education for work has involved preparing people for
the relatively unskilled jobs that they can realistically access. These are noto-
riously poor jobs. Not only are workers vulnerable to exploitation and
mistreatment, but they will not be able to escape poverty. This is not a good
enough goal for us as adult educators. If autonomy and economic indepen-
dence are our goals for people, we need another vision of our work.

People learn most effectively when they have the chance to tackle each
new skill as they need it for their own purpose. Work, occupation — whether
paid or unpaid (e.g. motherwork or volunteer work), is the foremost con-
cern of most adult students. Learning literacy in the workplace would be
ideal, except that in most workplaces there is too much pressure on the
employer’s goals and on “productivity”, for the learner to really be in the dri-
ver’s seat. And not being in the driver’s seat is disempowering and
counterproductive in terms of learning,.

There’s a big difference in doing unskilled but necessary work if you can do
it with dignity, with decent pay, or best of all, as your own boss. Community
economic projects can allow disadvantaged workers all of these benefits.
Therefore the question becomes, how can adult basic education best contribute to
community economic development? And what else is needed to develop viable
cooperative work with people who have become marginalized?
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EDUCATION FOR COMMUNITY ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT

We can try to create alternative workplaces, where low literacy does not
prevent people from participating and where literacy skills will be developed
naturally in the process of participation. We should choose products or ser-
vices that use and build on the group’s existing skills and interests. People
then start out from a position of dignity and strength, and on a more equal
footing with the educator(s). This is very different from the idea of people as
“pupils” with everything to learn. Many of the skills people have are actually
already marketable, but they may need help with marketing their goods or
services.

A cooperative enterprise can’t survive without a sense of community. It
can help to start with a “natural community”. A group of people who share
a neighborhood, a culture, or extended family ties may already have a com-
mitment that will help them resolve the problems and rifts that will certainly
arise. People who have been brought together in a literacy program may have
to work harder to develop the communication and trust they will need for
successful cooperative work.

The group needs to build a common “culture of work” - a consensus on
values, expectations, rights, rules, ways of communicating. Hidden beliefs
and values may be in conflict and could sabotage the group without ever
becoming explicit. Important parts of the work are for participants to develop
a clear and explicit contract with one another, and to learn the skills of demo-
cratic cooperation and conflict resolution.

There is a market that supports coops or community economic develop-
ment' and will give preference to your goods or service. A social network
outside the group is important for many reasons. It is both a market and a
source of moral support, expertise, exposure to new learning, networks.
Workers with disadvantages may need this kind of of preferential market,
as they may not be able to compete in the cut-throat mainstream market.

It is in the exchange process with the mainstream world that marginal-
ized people and groups need the most support, but they also need to develop
their capacity to manage this themselves. Educators should look for oppor-
tunities to share responsibility with participants, break tasks down into their
parts to make them clear, spell things out, make learning and job contracts.
We should share all we know about the market and its customs, without
assuming that student/workers must totally accept these. Pethaps they will
be able to develop processes truer to their own cultures, and be successful in
ways we can't foresee. In order for educators to support this kind of “empow-
erment”, it is necessary for us to give up control and the belief that we have
all the answers. The process of people creating solutions in their own lives
and in their communities may evolve within ethnic and class cultures that we
are not part of. Instead of simply maintaining marginalized people in a state
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of dependency, government policies should support community based eco-
nomic projects to create jobs that use and further develop their skills. The key
is to give people and organizations the financial and policy support* needed
for real community economic development. Projects combining literacy and
community economic development should be funded whether in the con-
text of literacy programs or other community based groups. There should
be some kind of support for the development of small businesses or co-oper-
atives for people who are not very literate, protected spaces for low-literate
people in economic projects, and perhaps a protected market for businesses
employing disadvantaged people.

Community based organizations are in a position to help develop strate-
gies to deal with the current economic crisis because they are rooted in their
communities and involve people who have a direct stake in their economic
and social welfare. They understand the various dimensions of local prob-
lems and resources and can offer integrated, creative and flexible approaches
to dealing with social and economic problems “from the bottom up”. They
often have members committed to social action, and are able to gain com-
munity support for initiatives because of their legitimacy and credibility.
Most significantly, they focus on the abilities and capacities within the com-
munity and its people to solve problems. They provide the most fertile soil
for responsible and transformative education.

Notes

1. Community Economic Development — job creation initiated by the community, focused on
community needs and strengths, and intended to benefit the community.

2. In a presentation to the federal government Standing Committee on Human Resources
Development in March 1994, the Ontario Community Economic Development Coalition
recommended a social policy framework that would support community economic devel-
opment by: allocating funding and other resources to develop the job creation capacity of
communities, directing small scale training to community needs through community based
organizations, and adopting policies that support CED in various government departments.



Chapter Five

FROM TRAINEE-LEARNER
TO ACTOR IN AN
ALTERNATIVE ECONOMY

Michel Chourin
with Chantal Sénécal
Education et Formation
Rouen, France

BACKGROUND TO THE ASSOCIATION

The Education et Formation voluntary association (Education and Training)
is located in northwest France in the Haute-Normandie region, in Rouen,
150 km from Paris. Haute-Normandie consists of two départements, Eure and
Seine-Maritime, with an agricultural and industrial tradition (textiles, engi-
neering, etc.), where it was usual to go into a job that did not always require
basic education.

The profound change in the fabric of agriculture and industry has thrown
these habits into disarray. People used to be in jobs in which they learned
by doing. Jobs passed from father to son in the same works, even at the same
workbench. The transformation of industry in the 1970s and ‘80s had a sig-
nificant effect on employment sectors in the region. Vocational education
provision was not prepared for such an upheaval. It was against this back-
ground that our association began its activity.

95
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Education et Formation is a vocational training agency which aids integration
into social and economic life, and it was founded in 1972 by a group examin-
ing the problems of adult basic education within a popular education
movement. As a result of the technological revolution, our association devel-
oped and modified what it does in order to face up to the modernization of the
economy, and the worsening of the economic, social and cultural situation of
a slice of population that is consequently increasingly marginalized.

An action research and study group on education for adults with low lev-
els of achievement, especially migrants, also arose out of the work done by
the association’s militants in the working-class districts of the Rouen conur-
bation. This group was to develop “unconventional” education work: the
teaching of French was integrated into a global approach that took into
account all the cultural, social and occupational realities of the people
concerned.

The literacy sector used a learning and teaching methodology based on the
concerns of the “trainees”. These concerns included sub-standard housing,
children, hygiene, racism, unemployment and job creation. The work was
done where people lived: in housing developments, hostels, shanties, work-
shops, shops, cafés, etc. The teaching approach thus featured close links
between language education, socio-educational activities and culture. Basic
education was tied to the way people live and work.

FROM TRAINEE LEARNER TO PAID EMPLOYEE
IN AN ALTERNATIVE ECONOMY

Education as a Means of Advancement

Until 1985, education, whether training leading to a qualification, pre-edu-
cation courses or improvement of general knowledge, was seen as a “way
out”. The effort required of anyone going back to sitting in front of the black-
board in a group, especially of those who “didn’t like school”, was rewarded
by entry into a course that would lead to success in at least 70% of cases.

The earliest activities in the “fight against illiteracy” and the return to basic
education, as we called it latterly, were seen as the first step along a definite
path towards employment, and actually resulting in a job. There was agree-
ment over this between what public authorities said, what we said ourselves
as “purveyors “ of education, and what learners imagined to be their imme-
diate future and the personal advancement they would gain from following
an educational course.

Educational advancement and education as the harbinger of personal
autonomy, was clearly seen in the local courses attended by women and men
for several hours a week without receiving payment. The goal of employ-
ment was not essential. Many of the learners were not even thinking of it
(mothers, young people wanting to improve inadequate reading skills, those
seeking social and personal contacts, etc.).
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The written teaching materials, drawn from everyday life (advertising,
till receipts, labels and packaging, social security forms and cheques to be
filled in) helped people find their way around the “jumble” of paper and
actions required to live in society. Being able to do the same things as other
people, and increasingly doing it for oneself, leads to a legitimate feeling of
personal growth and social advancement.

The association argued to authorities the need for initial education for
adults, both French and foreign, by demonstrating that access to a job and
keeping a job were linked to the ability to read, write, and calculate, and to
pre-technical notions that encouraged adaptability to the development of
work, especially in jobs regarded as demanding low levels of qualification.

We were dissatisfied with our results, however, because we did not suc-
ceed in ensuring continuity for our activities taking place in circumstances
that were far from certain in the housing developments, community centres
and workshops. We also wanted basic education to be a type of education
that was recognized and identified. In 1980, after many difficulties, we man-
aged to acquire two centres where we could fit out a workshop and two
classrooms.

The basic education developed over several years in the various localities
was complemented by educational provision in a permanent centre, giving
us an interface between trainees’ skills and the prerequisites for access to
vocational training. Henceforth, we were faced in both urban and rural envi-
ronments with having to provide basic education for the long-term
unemployed who had left manufacturing industry, construction and agri-
culture.

FROM EDUCATIONAL ADVANCEMENT
TO EDUCATIONAL “ENCRUSTATION”

Some years later, the situation had deteriorated, because of two related
factors:

¢ The first was no doubt the crucial factor: the whole set of policies to handle long-
term unemployment continued to be based on the “one-off training” of the target
populations, as the essential answer to the problem of unemployment. Generally,
these policies lacked a coherent progressive structure that would enable trainees to achieve
real qualification. As a result, these activities with no real outcomes, led to an increas-
ingly open expression among learners of the feeling that “all of this is leading
nowhere”, and further exacerbated the global experience of socio-economic uncer-
tainty.

This observation might lead one to think that training does not work; but the real
problem is essentially how it is done. What we could do ourselves was determined by
the programmes of the state, regardless of our recommendations and ways of oper-
ating.

*  The second factor is associated with the training-course formula itself: the basic edu-
cation provided did not prove sufficiently functional and did not fit the needs of some of those
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receiving training. The education was too “theoretical”, too static, and inadequately
related to the cultural, social and occupational behaviour of the learners.

In fact, we found that the process of education made the trainees dependent, and
was almost exclusively using paper and pencil in a classroom. These training courses,
which set out to enable learners to take their destiny back into their own hands, took them
further away from the labour market.

In fact, it appeared less and less likely that they would return to a work-
shop or a factory because, first, training allowances provided relative
material comfort and increasingly became a substitute for a working wage —
so that they became ‘encrusted’ with successive training courses — and sec-
ondly, they found it difficult to assimilate the training, of which the
objectives, metalanguage and ways of operating were frequently far removed
from their cultural references.

Indeed, very quickly we were asking our trainees from globally rural cul-
tures to move from an oral culture (which was sufficient for all social
transactions) to an inescapably written culture; we were asking trainees with
“low levels of qualification” from industrial cultures dating from the begin-
ning of the century to move from copying older workers and foremen to
learning based on a constant need for analysis: dissecting processes, making
inferences, developing multiple skills and mobility, and all manner of other
things besides, in growing measure!

Training is destabilizing, calls into question received ideas and perceptions of the
world, and often changes relationships between members of a community or a group.
It leads to resistance when it demands rejection of earlier convictions and
promises compensations: personal, social and financial advancement, the
greatest form of which is to acquire status and to find a place in society.

In the 1990s, discussion centres increasingly on disillusionment. The gen-
eral consensus in what was said (the effects of which are also evident among
young people in schools) — “If you work well — or better — you'll get a
good, well-paid job” — is becoming more and more fragile under the
pressure of events and the spiralling unemployment figures.

Thus, while the labour market was rejecting and marginalizing people, and soci-
ety was generating economic, social and cultural exclusion, training courses often
had the same effect and in consequence appeared in the guise of tools of exclusion.

To give some purpose to education, we are increasingly basing our activities on
what is real, on the jobs people do, and on the true situation in workshops, so that
people can recover their identity and find their way back into society.

FROM THE WORKPLACE AS AN EDUCATIONAL
SETTING TO A RETURN TO ACTIVE LIFE

The association is evolving an educational approach to training based on
the concept of imaginary businesses. The training enterprise is even tied to a
learning-workshop formula, in which everyone is called upon, according to
his or her previous experience of work, to play a part in carrying out a project.



From Trainee-Learner to Actor 99

This has two aims:

. to enable trainees to be the workers in a working situation, to rediscover social
rhythms and working habits forgotten because they have been out of work for five
or ten years; and

*  toidentify and reveal needs from activities that develop the learning of useful basic

skills, in both the general and the vocational arena.

This experience has proved constructive. It is based on a collective project
to which everyone is required to make a “personal” contribution. We are
sketching the first outline of a training mechanism in learning workshops
which attempts to involve participants in defining the goals of training,
working out the content, and taking part in the evaluation process.

“NICE LITTLE JOBS” — OR HOW TO PROCEED
FROM FICTION TO REALITY

These new experiences are leading the association to locally and nation-
ally, search for new ways of integrating people into society that are better
suited to the ever worsening situation of people removed from the labour
market. We are taking the initiative in helping to create intermediate associa-
tions whose aim is to enable people who have long been placed on the
margins of the labour market to start working again by doing “nice little jobs”.

An intermediate association has the twofold aim of putting people back
in work by providing work, and of providing social support to those under
contract; they have a voluntary, non-profit status. They therefore make it pos-
sible to hire people without work who are finding it difficult to start again
by making them available to individuals and bodies, in return for payment,
for activities not covered under local economic conditions by private initia-
tive or public agencies.

Intermediate associations offer short-term employment contracts. They
therefore keep people in a situation of uncertainty. Nonetheless, the work
done by intermediate associations does provide a foothold in employment
and can be seen as a stage in the return to active life.

The educational direction of our team, has been devoted to the issue of
developing transverse abilities, the lack of which appears so crucial among our
learners. Regular contact with learners enables us to identify employability
deficits, which are assessed particularly in the context of dual system training
in enterprises. This is seen as difficulty in solving a simple problem, in real-
izing the relationship between cause and effect, in putting problems in
hierarchical order, in understanding how to proceed, and also in becoming
part of a group.

The use of remedial cognitive tools, coupled with practical implementa-
tion, allows us to strengthen preparation for employment. In the context of
fierce competition for work, finding opportunities for a job implies the pos-
session of a set of skills in both the working and living environment:
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*  knowledge of how to behave in a business, which is itself made up of a whole mass
of adaptability criteria; and

*  knowledge of how to think, which means particularly applying the mechanisms men-
tioned above; and

*  knowledge of how to do things, which means technical competence.

We therefore used educational settings and combined scenarios to develop
these three aspects jointly by giving people activities to restore thier self-
worth through their vocational and social abilities.

The “objects” produced are economically useful (making goods for
common use like restoring a community hall, rehabilitating the natural envi-
ronment with footpaths, rivers, clearing rubbish; collectively building a float
for a local festival; producing a play; cabarets, etc.).

The quality of the work and the performances in turn provokes the local
community, families, etc., to adopt a different view of the participants. The
business itself also “views” the work of these men and women in a different
light, which helps themn to reintegrate into traditional employment. Moreover,
the activities which take place within local development programmes encour-
age the growth of tourism, for example, or the development of personal care
services.

FROM OPERATIONS TRAINING TO
A COMMUNITY ECONOMY

The rise in the scale and duration of unemployment in France produced
an exponential growth in instability and exclusion, socially, culturally and
occupationally. The training solution, which had seemed to be a means of rein-
tegrating and rediscovering the key to re-entering the world of work, became
invalid for the most marginalized sections of the population. A place on a train-
ing course no longer had sufficient productive social value. It was therefore
necessary to find an activity that would bring such social recognition.

At the same time, it was indispensable to give people responsibility once
more for their own ability to be economic and social actors, similarly to give
new value to activity and employment, and to think of measures which could
offer both these things. This was the aim of the tools of economic integration
(intermediate associations, placement agencies, etc.).

Economic integration is an “educational” tool on two levels:

1. for the sections of the population which it puts back in touch with the constraints

of the market by means of paid activity and who rebuild their individual, social
and family worth, and their occupational status; and

2. for the decision-makers and politicians whom it addresses by offering a different
approach to the social treatment of unemployment and exclusion.
Whatever may be their status and the priorities that they set for them-
selves, economic reintegration mechanisms in both the market and the
non-market sector play a mixed part at the point where the market and
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community solidarity meet. They cannot of course claim to be able to eradi-
cate unemployment by themselves. They are only one approach among
others, for people who have a different experience of life.

A LOCAL COURSEIN A
“DISADVANTAGED”SUBURB OF ROUEN

This activity is organized within a social and cultural centre in two half-
days a week throughout the year. It is primarily aimed at immigrant women,
but not exclusively.

The local course has been running for nearly 20 years in an area of very
run-down rented apartment blocks. The development served to rehouse par-
ticularly the poorest people who were expelled from sub-standard housing in
the city centre. It is still a “sensitive” locality, with a high rate of unemploy-
ment, where delinquency has grown up among the young because they are
idle and lack prospects, and where ethnic communities tolerate each other
but do not mix.

Besides the “reading, writing and arithmetic” based on everyday situa-
tions and texts, our practice quickly became based on community projects
with a double aim:

1. firm anchorage in local life so that people could lead better lives there, feel that
they belonged and find their bearings; and

2. development of community relationships so that people could get to know and like
each other and do something together.

Together with the participants, we therefore designed and organized:
*  visits to explore the local heritage, in the city and the surrounding countryside;

»  an exhibition about bread and how it had been made over the years in different
cultures; and

e an exhibition about the human body and costume, using particularly the traditional
festive dress worn by women.

The work on bread and costume used the elements of culture relating to
clothes and the techniques of bread-making of the groups to which the
women taking part in the local courses belonged.

These exhibitions, accompanied by tasting of products from the various
regions, and planned, made and brought by the participants, were visited
by the Mayor, were covered by the press and became above all, places where
local people could meet. The latent hostility between people who previously
viewed each other as “different” was overcome.

This activity was an opportunity to see knowledge, skills and cultural
values as worthwhile. It helped to establish social links and support for learn-
ing. Literacy thus reached a community dimension which changed the life
of the area.
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A COLLECTIVE PROJECT IN THE GUISE
OF A TRAINING COURSE: THE MAKING OF
A DECORATED FLOAT

This was a “young people’s” training course, aimed at making society
more dynamic and building up a vocational project. The training course
lasted 700 hours, through day release. Half of the time was spent at work in
enterprises.

The young people who were enrolled, largely came from an area that had
seen “disastrous” unemployment for 20 years. In fact, the naval dockyards
had closed, then the spinning mills and other textile works. Few businesses
had taken their place. The young people on this training course had experi-
enced and were still experiencing the long-term unemployment (five or ten
years) of their fathers, mothers and brothers.

Against such a background of general disillusionment, the idea of a col-
lective project which could attach people more firmly to their society
acquired significant importance. The idea arose out of a video showing how
a town had come to life through a floral procession made up of a number of
decorated floral floats. Some 20 of the young trainees appeared interested. At
the end of the video showing, questions were fired off: “Is it difficult to do
that?” “How do you make the flowers?” “Who did the designs?”

Among the answers, the one that took them most by surprise was: “You’'d
be quite capable of building one too!” From that moment on, everyone felt
involved and interested in the challenge it posed. The president of the orga-
nizing committee was invited to explain in broad terms how to set about such
a project: “Where do you get the money?” “How do you go about building
the float?” “Will they trust us?” “Will they let us take part?”

The young people became members of the next floral procession project.
They decided to depict New Year’s Eve, the general theme being public hol-
idays. Everyone became involved in the many tasks to be done: finding a
factory willing to let them use a press to cut the 200,000 flowers, rolling them,
making the supports, cutting, sawing and fixing them, choosing the decora-
tion and sticking the flowers on to the designs.

For two and a half months, teams of ten took turns to work two or three
half-days a week. The carnival was planned for 15th August. Since the cen-
tre closed for holidays on 31st July, everything had to be ready by then. On
31st July, all the finishing touches remained still to be done, but the young
people were finally able to complete their float.

On the day of the procession they were so proud and found it so reward-
ing to be there in the streets of the city in the midst of the other floats of the
local political parties, the shopkeepers and other associations, with the
applause of the 10,000 people along the route. They heard their names broad-
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cast on the city public address system and saw themselves recognized by all
as belonging to those who had participated in the success of the festival.

It was a very positive outcome, given their general lack of involvement in
local life. It was a first step towards social integration for the young people
and a rehabilitation of the values of work by means of a collective project ben-
efitting all members of the groups. The activity allowed us to bring together
much-needed new motivation for the young people, the designing of a
realistic project, experience in a business and useful basic education which
truly involved the young people, who became actors in a project that they
took over,

BUSINESSES AS EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS

In the context of a social and vocational integration programme for young
people with major problems, we invited two groups of young people to run
a training course as though it were a business in which each would play an
effective role in production, maintenance and management.

Our aims were, in the most realistic way possible, to come close to the
actual practices of business and of the market, to the constraints associated
with the proper functioning of the various services between them, and to take
advantage of the difficulties the young people encountered, as well as their
desire to overcome these in order to make plain the need for knowledge.

Two “imaginary” businesses were created: a construction company and a
sandwich bar. In each, the group of trainees was split into the different occu-
pations required for the proper functioning of the business, and the trainer
became for the time the head of the business. His job was essentially to
encourage the trainees to think in order to carry out the joint project and to
meet the intentions of the businesses created, to achieve their commercial
goals and to help participants to join real businesses.

Works meetings every morning laid down the work to be planned for the
day or for the next two days. The work done was assessed in groups at the
end of the day. Successes and possible improvements were discussed, with
the reasons for these. Here again the trainer led discussion, helped the group
to define goals to pursue and teased out the problems.

In one case, it would be the knowledge of how to behave that was want-
ing. The wrong arguments were used to a potential client in order to sell
him sandwiches, and the deal was lost. In selling, arguments are the key.
The “communication” workshop would take up the theme and develop the
missing knowledge of how to behave.

In another case, it was basic skills that were lacking. The areas to be
painted were poorly estimated, so that too little paint was ordered by the
buying department. As a result, the painting group had nothing to work
with, and the order had to be remade. In a real business, a lot of money
would have been lost. The general skills workshop would take up the
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question to look again at estimating height and surface areas, unless it was
just a matter of a minor operational error.

In this type of “construction”, learners are seen increasingly to become
involved in the game (as if it were a real role play) and to become more
responsible by reminding others also of their responsibilities for the common
well-being.

Overall, we reversed the classic educational order — theoretical presenta-
tion followed by practical application — by suggesting that no person should
work on a theory or a vocational technique for which he had not felt the
need because of a specific lack. Moreover, all the educational activities were
serving the collective project, in which everyone found where he belonged by
virtue of his wishes or personal aims.

IN HAUTE-NORMANDIE, A TREE NURSERY THAT
LETS PEOPLE PUT DOWN ROOTS

There are a dozen men in the green team of the Pays-de-Bray. Under a con-
tract of employment and solidarity, they are cleaning up river banks, hedges
and footpaths. An additional day is devoted to a basic education workshop.

The (re)learning of basic skills is matched to motivation in the creation of a
tree nursery. Under the guidance of a trainer who is a forester, they draw up
a programme of work, which is transferred to sheets according to a calendar
showing the likely effects of the weather; they prepare the soil, select their
tools, write their names, take willow cuttings “by cutting the branches with
a bevelled edge so that the water does not get in and by spacing the cuts 10
cms apart”, as one of them has explained to us. In addition, we are prepar-
ing to launch a market garden for impoverished people.

Beyond individual updating and technical training, participants are re-
acquiring techniques and the local traditional culture. This team work allows
us to recreate links and to re-accustom people receiving social security bene-
fits to work, many of whom have known long-term unemployment and a
period of “complete break”. This activity, which is based on the educational
principle of learning-workshops, provides training for occupations associ-
ated with the soil and the environment. From the point of view of job
creation, the nursery will enable hedges to be replanted in districts that have
become aware of the ecological problems of deforestation.

Our work in rural areas has brought us to the following conclusion: that
we must invent different approaches to training if we are to have a chance of
interesting participants. They come from rural families, are former agricul-
tural or building workers, and have been “wheelbarrow-pushers”, always
“at the bottom of the cement mixer”, as they put it.

The acquisition of general skills must necessarily be closely tied to practi-
cal application. It is through analysis of daily practice that skills are gradually
transferred and generalized. Trainees are not content with cleaning part of a
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river, but they also mark where they have been on a map and talk about what
they have done. Each person’s own work is thus seen as part of the whole
group, and a certain distance is achieved by learning to see oneself within the
larger scale of things.

In another order of ideas, alcohol dependency will only be controlled and
gradually overcome through occupational activities linked to useful learn-
ing and team participation in useful work, and not just through “lessons” in
food hygiene.

Didier, aged 43, had been unemployed for five years and was taking part
in restoring the old building in the Pont du Thil dockyard. He took two years
to regain his self-confidence and to redevelop the art of roofing which he now
masters completely. The team’s aim is for him to pass on his skill and
creativity to younger men, and for him to further strengthen the social
“weight” that he is re-acquiring.

WHAT WILL TOMORROW BRING?

We have to plan training and think about other ways of approaching the
issue of integration so that we are effective, while safeguarding our philoso-
phy and respecting individuals. Work as a value remains a factor for unity
and social integration in industrial societies. That said, what will be the place
of occupational activity in post-industrial societies? We cannot avoid think-
ing globally about the economic system and its ability to produce wealth
that is accessible to the greatest number.

What will be the place of adaptability training (which is always running
after events) in a production system which is rationalizing manufacturing
and production processes at an ever faster rate, and making them more com-
plex? In all of that, what will be the place of educational advancement, in
the sense of permitting individuals to develop their own personal and social
well-being? What, moreover, is the place of an alternative economy in a
system demanding higher performance and excluding those who are not in
the right place at the right time?

Since 1972, we have been trying to create conditions under which sections
of the population in difficult situations can learn and relearn. Adult educa-
tion, seen principally as a means of social, cultural and occupational
advancement, is increasingly becoming a means by which learners them-
selves can reconstruct their situation.

Technological society makes demands that have profoundly changed
social organizations. The disappearance of work breaks the frame, and leads
to isolation and marginalization. Individuals find themselves desocialized,
cast aside and excluded from membership of any group. They lose all their
contractual relationships. Their rights and obligations dissolve.

Our work only makes sense if it allows people to remake their social, occu-
pational and cultural existence through activities that are useful in
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themselves, and linked to a process of re-acquisition, or in other words, learn-
ing. Developing a return to work together with basic education allows
individuals to reconstruct themselves within a group to which they belong.
Excluded sections of the population need to be brought into the local devel-
opment of social structures that respect the pace and level of what they can do.
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LEARNING TO MAKE
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Daniela Semenescu
Women’s Organization
Romanian Social Democratic Party
Bucharest, Romania

WOMEN IN THE CURRENT ROMANIAN CRISIS

For the people, the Romanian revolution opened up new horizons. It ush-
ered in the possibility of a profound political transformation and the prospect
of economic change. It also meant an inevitable change in ways of thinking.
A new pattern of individual behaviour in public life and in an economy based
on free trade, and the conscious assumption of personal responsibility, are
part of the destiny of our society as we resume with dignity the place in
Europe which is ours.

Over the last 50 years, the spirit of initiative, the capacity for invention and
the creativity of the Romanian people were suppressed by methods of vary-
ing brutality that have left deep traces in the behaviour of the generations
born and brought up during that period. The democratic political parties and
the voluntary organizations and associations in civil society have the duty
today to help individuals to remake their identities and to learn how to
rebuild them for themselves.

The programme which confronted the Romanians in the winter of 1989
took the vast majority by surprise. The chronic lack of information about
reality in western Europe, the total absence of democratic basic education, the
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need for active political pluralism, the requirement that those elected should
be answerable to their electors, and the obligation on the state to guarantee
private property, brought about the reaction which is typical of a commu-
nity which has long suffered oppression: resistance to change, defiance,
hesitation and confusion.

We believe that the critical activities of the democratic political parties
and voluntary organizations and associations are part of a wide-ranging
social and educational reform of society. The adult generations of the former
communist bloc have to learn the new codes of everyday life in every sphere
as they go along, and above all they have to learn the freedom to choose.

The Romanian political scene after 1989 is still marked by the existence of
two antagonistic sectors. On one side are the members of the Romanian-
speaking nomenklatura, who formed a number of political parties with
similar programmes stressing either the restoration of economic centralism or
extreme nationalism. These parties have formed a parliamentary and gov-
ernmental alliance because the electorate is unaware, is wholly preoccupied
with economic instability, and is apathetic and afraid.

On the other side of the political divide are the democratic parties that
have their roots in Romanian parliamentary life of the 1930s, which saw a
diversity of political doctrines (liberal, Christian democrat and social demo-
crat). In order to fight for a moral cleansing of society and for the
establishment of a state based on democratic laws, these parties have allied
themselves with voluntary organizations in civil society so as to provide a
political alternative to those currently in power.

The economy of the country still protects the centralized, dirigiste system
that has proved a failure. The effects of this policy are: a fall in gross national
income, galloping inflation and rising unemployment. International loans
have been granted on condition that measures are introduced to reduce the
public deficit. These conditions are often cited by the government and the
parliamentary majority to keep public expenditure on social services at very
low levels: in health, social security, education and culture.

For most of the adult population —wage-earners in state and private com-
panies, the unemployed and peasants — the daily quality of life has
deteriorated to an alarming degree in recent years. Purchasing power has
halved since 1990, 40% of families live below the minimum subsistence level,
and 60% below the minimum social wage. Our industries used to market
large quantities of products of inferior quality which were absorbed by the
closed market of the former allies. The dismantling of that market caused a
decline in economic indicators in our country, including the fall in wages.

Under social pressure from the trade unions, and without the support of
a growing economy, the introduction of an artificial rise in nominal wages
has had the effect of a reduction in real wages, a fall in social demand and
inhibition of economic reform. One cause of economic backwardness is the
maintenance of huge loss-making enterprises and the lack of political will to
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privatize small and medium companies. To date, 915 out of 6,500 state enter-
prises that existed in 1989 have been privatized.

Romanian Women Suffering the Worst

The section of the population suffering the worst effects from the incom-
petent management of the economy and the disruption to family life is
Romanian women. According to the last census of 1992, over half of the 22.8
million Romanians were women, of whom 4.6 million were economically
active, comprising one of the social groups most vulnerable to unemploy-
ment. Unemployment among women (13.5%) is above the national
unemployment rate (11%). The worst affected are, regardless of their educa-
tion and vocational training, women under 40 years of age. Those aged 25-29
account for 62% of unemployed women. There are three times as many
young women among the unemployed as men of the same age and the same
average level of education.

Small private businesses, services and agriculture are sectors which can
attract women who have lost their jobs. But government organizations have
not opened enough vocational training courses. And, with no clear direction
in the development of certain economic sectors, these courses lead to nothing
for the unemployed (less than 30% of participants re-enter employment).

For women throughout the world, families, children and the home are
the primary responsibility. But a wage and a job are more than material help
to the family: they are a symbol of freedom, of deliverance from paternal
and conjugal tutelage. In the old Romanian society, women always made up
a significant portion of the intellectual elite, as in the major European models.
Unfortunately, during the communist period, with the exception of names
that were already well known, women became, regardless of their intellectual
and occupational capacities, a pool of mass labour.

The revolution brought a new breath of wind. Many women, especially
intellectuals with democratic ideas, became active in developing an authen-
tic feminist movement, based on voluntary work and with the aim of offering
genuine protection to the rights of Romanian women. There are 30 or so orga-
nizations, associations and women’s leagues, each with between five and 20
thousand members, which set out to protect and support women and their
occupational rights (as lawyers, doctors, journalists and businesswomen),
social rights (mothers” associations and assistance for abandoned children
and women who have suffered violent abuse), and rights of political partici-
pation (the Organization of Women Members of the National Christian
Democratic Peasant Party and the Organization of Women Members and
Supporters of the Romanian Social Democratic Party).

The women who have joined the Romanian Social Democratic Party
(RSDP) have created their own organization to make the status of Romanian
women known publicly, to improve it and to help their members to reach
decision-making positions in the party. The members of this organization
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believe that men and women must have equal rights and obligations in fam-
ily life as in public life.

For example, legislation on parental leave refers exclusively to mothers;
violence against women within families is not yet a criminal offence; women
still find it difficult to rise within professional hierarchies; the first employees
to be made redundant are always women, etc. After five years of activity by
the organization, local branches have developed in every district in which the
party is represented, with a total of 2000 members and sympathizers.

Our organization has made its priority a revival of traditional values of
women’s solidarity in contemporary life, and a quest for new means by
which women may participate in the development of their communities.
Modernization means reintroducing ideas, methods and traditional strate-
gies, in new socio-economic forms, which can, in the light of historical
criticism and with suitable changes in rigour, help us to escape from the
impasse at a time of crisis.

Women'’s everyday life in Romania is affected by the worst aspects of the
serious socio-economic crisis: unemployment, inadequate social security,
income in free fall, biological degradation of the environment, and indeed
breakdown among a large number of individuals. Young people who are
made unemployed are more resistant to physical shock, but they suffer a
decline in morale, a lack of confidence in social structures, and a loss of faith
in their own strengths. In urban as well as rural environments, unemploy-
ment among women has to be tackled using a differentiated approach based
on a refined knowledge of group psychology if it is to stimulate interest in
new jobs and to restore confidence and the desire to succeed. Women, over-
whelmed by their current problems, may adopt a passive attitude. They may
try to avoid all risk factors and all chances of being rejected once again.

The Women'’s Organization of the RSDP has launched a programme, so
far on a very small scale, of social reintegration for unemployed women and
unemployment prevention for girls completing secondary education. By
creating an increasing number of small nuclei of work scattered throughout
the country, and larger, more concentrated circles of organized productive
activities, we have been attempting to put up some resistance in a situation of
extreme economic collapse, and to find appropriate solutions.

THE EXPERIENCE OF BUZAU

Up to 1989, the district of Buzau was subjected to a process of forcible,
intensive industrialization that produced profound changes in the life of its
inhabitants. The planned economy left negative traces in people’s psychol-
ogy, but they knew no other.

At the present time, the district, like the rest of the country, is going
through a difficult period of transition from a centralized to a market econ-
omy. This transition is borne with difficulty by the population. In the district
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of Buzau, there are 44,076 people out of work, of whom 23,935 are women
(16.4% of the active population). The district occupies sixth place in the coun-
try in terms of unemployment. However, the most worrying aspect is that
most of those who are unemployed are young people.

Why should young people, and particularly girls and young women, be
the worst affected? Besides the economic factor (a particular imbalance
between the supply of labour and the demand), there are other disturbing
causes. Young people are frequently encountered who did not attend a school
that suited their personality. They were admitted on the basis of an exami-
nation, and on the advice of their parents, without being consulted
themselves. The majority of such people do their work superficially, with lit-
tle skill or enthusiasm. They have been, or will be, the first candidates for
unemployment.

During adolescence, it is a simple matter to discover an individual’s apti-
tudes and capabilities. The best possible vocational preparation has to be
provided for people, taking into account their aptitudes, in order to make it
easier for them to adapt to life, and to match their skills and preferences to
economic structures.

The Buzau branch of the Women'’s Organization of the RSDP has therefore
taken the initiative in mobilizing existing resources. Teachers experienced in
the guidance and vocational education of young people, girls wishing to
become qualified and to practise a trade, and a recent graduate in textile sci-
ences and the art and technique of dressmaking, started a pilot project as a
way out of the crisis. These women initially organized an introductory course
in the art of dressmaking, with the young specialist as instructor. The partic-
ipants — nine in number at first — were girls who had found no work after
finishing secondary education, and pupils in their final years.

Since 1992, vocational activities have been undertaken outside school,
after the manner of clubs, and these activities have been seen by the young
people as a pool of knowledge, a dowry that widens the range of future
options, and a starting point for experiences to come. All the girls who took
partin the Buzau experiment attended these meetings, which are designed in
stages.

The first stage, entitled “The future begins today”, took the form of theo-
retical discussions. Meetings were arranged between the participants and
people pursuing differing occupations, including the unemployed. Questions
such as the following were asked: “Can I do such and such a job?” “"How
did you arrive at your choice of career?” “How did you discover what you
wanted to do?” “Why do you like your job?” These interviews and discus-
sions were led by volunteers, young people and adults, unemployed and
those in work. They shared their experiences, highlighting the successes and
failures which they had gone through and the solutions they had found to
overcome the latter. Open discussions were organized after each talk. During
this first stage, the girls were invited to explore their affinities with an
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occupation and to reach an informal assessment and impression, thus con-
tirming their personalities and, above all, learning to make choices.

Although these discussions were essentially theoretical, they gave the girls
a chance to think about their future, to analyse their aptitudes, their inclina-
tions and their wishes. At the end of the series, they were able to decide what
direction they might take in their careers.

The project included a practical activity: “The imagination workshop”.
Under the guidance of a volunteer instructor, the girls were introduced to a
job about which they knew very little. The job was suggested in line with
what they chose themselves, but also in accordance with their affinities and
inclinations. They thereby discovered aptitudes which they could not other-
wise have known about. They knitted, crocheted or sewed small items in
wool, silk, cotton and straw which were greatly admired and quickly sold. At
the end of the two years, it was satisfying to see that the effort had not been
in vain.

“The imagination workshop” was followed, in 1994, by the creation of a
small dressmaking workshop in StOlpu, a village close to Buzau, in which
unemployed girls and women took part. This second stage proved extremely
useful in getting initiatives off the ground. The workshop was led by the
young graduate, who had not found work when she completed her studies.
She did not despair. She undertook to initiate the other village girls and
women who had not found work into the art of dressmaking. To start with,
only four girls came, then two more. The young graduate taught the girls
the techniques of cutting and making children’s clothes, and then adults’.
They produced clothes for themselves and their children, thus making sav-
ings in their own budgets.

After three months, four of the participants and the instructor opened a
small private dressmaking business in their village. One of them let the group
use a room in her house, and work began with two old sewing machines,
using patterns designed by the young graduate. The workers were very soon
making money. The first clothes for teenage girls were sold successfully, in
small runs. And as the word got around, many village mothers and teenagers
took advantage of the opportunity to buy nice clothes more cheaply than in
the shops.

A private business, however small, runs the risk of closing if it confines
itself to the village market. The girls then found other private and state enter-
prises which needed overalls for their workers. To date, these overalls,
together with school uniforms for children, are the principal products of this
small business.

After a year and a half, the workshop has developed. There are now more
sewing machines, and they are new. Other girls have joined the mini-work-
shop as waged staff. Although the young graduate has found a job in a
college, she continues to direct the activities of the mini-workshop on a
voluntary basis. '
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This “microproduction” has had to overcome many difficulties, particu-
larly external: contacts with an inflexible bureaucracy in order to obtain the
documents necessary to make the business legal, the difficulty of finding sup-
plies of equipment and raw materials, late payment by customers in the state
sector, etc. But the young women unanimously agree that they have been suc-
cessful and, despite all the obstacles, have decided to continue.

At the outset, they also experienced the internal difficulties inherent in set-
ting up any group which is based on common economic interests but made
up of people with differing personalities and aspirations. The existence of a
leader (the instructor) who was accepted by the group provided an element
of stability that helped to maintain relationships of mutual esteem and
respect. Another problem was learning while working, and in consequence
a redistribution of work in accordance with the skills available. The problem
was resolved amicably, and swiftly, by the intervention of the leader. The
members were able to form a group thanks to their mutual acceptance of
their obligations towards one another, and the conviction that their own skills
would evolve in amicable competition. The girls learned to accept the disci-
pline of well-finished work, to meet commitments to customers and,
essentially, to recover their dignity and self-confidence.

This local initiative, as a microproject for survival against a background
of advanced socio-economic decay, is naturally only a drop in the ocean.
But, even on a limited scale, it has created the capacity to reintegrate into
active life a social group who are faced with a destructive phenomenon:
female unemployment. It is destructive since it helps to destroy the social
structure of the family and the identity of the individual, and it is more than
harmful as it means once again a brutal return by women, in hostile condi-
tions, to the status of “crypto-domestics”.?

THE CONDITIONS OF DEVELOPMENT

Let us try to apply to an eastern European society in “transition” the socio-
economic concepts developed by Bertrand Schneider in a Report of the Club
of Rome *: “microproduction”, “local initiatives”, “small-scale operations”
and “microenterprises”, generically termed “projects”, which are already up
and running or are now being established, rather than future activities that
are still on the drawing board.

In Romania, impoverishment does not mean poverty, or chronic poverty.
Stagnation in a process of successive changes, and even a return to earlier
stages of social and political history, is not always an involution. The com-
munist regime was a serious disaster for the Romanian people, but it was
exogenous. Five years have passed since the revolution, and impoverishment
continues to rise: everyday life has become an act of survival for wider and
wider groups of society, who are obliged to live in isolation, leading a life of
withdrawal, privation and apathy.
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Bertrand Schneider’s concepts apply to crisis situations. In order to escape
from “impoverishment” by one’s own abilities and using one’s own indi-
vidual resources, these concepts give rise to “projects” which are inevitably
small-scale in nature. Learning to make choices within a very narrow sector of
socio-economic development, in a world of inequalities, disorder and insta-
bility, can have unexpected repercussions not only on the social group which
is running a project to allow its members to survive, but also on the concept
of a “microproject” itself.

From Transitional Solutions to Living Seeds

Let us continue with a theoretical consideration of these “transitional solu-
tions” offered by the institution of “microprojects” in the Romanian situation.
Under the conditions currently created by the phenomenon of impoverish-
ment, microprojects are necessarily prefaced by the qualification mini, which
expresses the (dangerously) “minimal” nature of their scope, both in cover-
age and duration, which is restricted to confined circles that are bound to
remain isolated and ephemeral. Mini-microprojects may nonetheless prove
robust, like living seeds ready at any moment to send out shoots, because not
only are they a possibility, indeed a marginal possibility — and certainly a
paradoxical solution to impoverishment — but they also prove to be with-
out any doubt the only possibility for a large number of unemployed women.

We should stress the paradoxical nature of these mini-formations, which
prevent the material and moral ruin of a social group by giving some protec-
tion to women who are unemployed. Moreover, there are significant
psychological consequences: an end to the state of apathy, the will to over-
come defeat, the vanquishing of fear and a miserable sense of inferiority, the
rejection of humility, a reaction against domestic stereotypes, the discovery of
moral strength, awareness and a sense of dignity regardless of educational and
social status, the awakening of the imagination, and the reconquest of joy.

Beyond these obvious gains, we should take note of what J. K. Galbraith
suggests by way of future prospects, a just proposal that seeks to re-estab-
lish a balance that has long been lost:

What is less evident, given the former discrimination against women, is the fact that

educational establishments, and particularly universities and vocational education cen-

ters, have the obligation for a certain length of time to discriminate in favor of women.
To do otherwise is to perpetuate the discrimination of the past.*

Does the enthusiasm invested in mini-microprojects composed of bits and
pieces, with only a hope of becoming more than temporary, lead to preju-
dice against women and girls who might be called to other occupations and
destinies by virtue of their intelligence and intellectual education? The unem-
ployed women engaged in this type of enterprise come from all backgrounds
and have varying gifts; some are too old to consider taking new qualifications
or pursuing other occupations demanding further study, and others have
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limited ability to develop to the limits of their job. But the rest are at risk of
being held back and postponing a viable decision. The danger is that of a type
of self-discrimination through the sapping of young strength, confined
within small-scale, improvised and temporary activities designed to meet a
crisis, and hence short-term but with immediate effect. The threat hiding
behind the beneficial aspect of these transitional solutions is the abandon-
ment of higher education, of an intellectual career and the future prospects
advocated by J. K. Galbraith.

The social paradox of these mini-micro business projects is that they offer
salvation to many unemployed women, but at the same time, drag down
the most gifted of them. However, the probable short-term nature of such
microprojects and their limited coverage can also be seen as factors which
preserve strength, protecting the unemployed against idleness, psychic and
moral exploitation, and keeping them fit for broader and more complex activ-
ities while they wait for better times.

The Practical Effect of Mini-Microprojects

Having made these theoretical observations, let us turn to the practical
effects of the mini-microprojects. Rural and urban microenterprises provide
an alternative to the severe crisis of employment affecting women'’s lives in
our country, an alternative which starts from almost zero, relying on its own
resources rather than external aid, foreign capital or state investment. But
while it is easy to start in this way, it is far from certain that enterprises will
develop similarly in the future. When the time comes to ask for bank loans
and investment at preferential rates, can these improvised businesses
designed to suit unemployed women transform themselves into organized
private workshops which both produce goods and provide a promise of last-
ing activity?

We should not deceive ourselves. As shock solutions which bring some
productive activity back to life, rural and urban microenterprises cannot long
function without additional input: possible “sponsors”, selected suppliers,
experienced book-keepers, a feel for the market, advertising, marketing,
research into the tourist industry and export outlets, and all the other hum-
drum but necessary aspects of running a business. We should not forget
pension contributions, which will be forcefully demanded and cannot be
dismissed by emotional appeals. Under these circumstances, when competi-
tiveness and competence are absolute requirements, the playful insouciance of
dilettantes who think they can do things without knowing how quickly van-
ishes and is always the loser.

CONTINUING THE CHOSEN PATH

It is not a matter of finding reasons for some form of social grouping to
continue at any price. We try to give women who have formed a group a
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range of knowledge that will enable them to continue on a chosen path, and
allow microenterprises some future chance. We believe that only one view
of the future will enable them to develop: to transform these modest busi-
nesses, which have proved so useful for a time, into workshops producing
goods which are of exceptional quality, but which above all excite the imagi-
nation, reflect their own times and draw on the myths and symbols of the
domestic world. “Mini-microformations” which started as ephemera will be
devoted to creating items that are luxurious, not in their opulence or
extravagance but in the calm and noble beauty that comes from distant his-
tory: “pictorial objects” inspired by an ancient culture, traditionally authentic
and imaginatively original. Such workshops cannot be founded on the work
of non-specialists.

Everyone involved must feel sympathy with the women who will strive to
be the creators of these items. More importantly, the “teachers” who will
carry out the documentation in museums and libraries and the research into
ways of teaching, should feel an empathetic commitment. It must be stressed
that the learning to learn formula has a double meaning and requires the
application and development of the concept of action research.

In our circumstances, the there may be both a historical and a contempo-
rary relationship between action and research, which may change perspective,
research being included in simultaneous and subsequent action. Left to
chance, mini-microenterprises will quickly disintegrate. If they are designed
as an activity that is continually supported by research which assesses the
strength of its internal capabilities and suggests ways forward, however, they
will resist all the upheavals of the present day.

Our Three Areas of Action-Research

There are three areas in which women’s “science” remains a traditional
occupation. These customary areas are still closed to large-scale industrial
exploitation. They require not only a love of rigour and diligence, but also
the ability to distinguish the true from the false, and the gift of discovery and
of adding subtle nuances, minor inventions that will influence the savour of
our times.

The volunteers of the Women’s Organization of the RSDP have devel-
oped an action programme in three areas which might be attractive to all
women. These are in the field of minor arts. The first requires a gift for shapes
and colours. The second demands good taste, in the figurative and the lit-
eral sense. The third demands common sense and good humour.

1. Dressmaking

The art of dressmaking belongs in the first area. Dressmaking, which has
been practised in rural parts of our country in the maternal line for centuries,
to embellish the everyday and festive clothing of family members, old and
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young, and to make magnificent ceremonial clothes, was learned by all the
girls who dreamed of filling their linen chests as young wives. The orna-
mentation of clothes and cloth will still be dominated by the sense of
proportion, the harmonization of colours, and the linking of geometric
shapes with rare designs of flowers and animals.

2. Culinary Art

The second area, of extremely ancient traditional usage, and in which good
taste was passed from mother to daughter, learned and cultivated in the
vast kitchens of yesteryear, is the culinary art. For centuries, it was women’s
pride and joy, from princesses to peasants, to be able to hold open house and
to honour their guests by offering them the dishes of traditional Romanian
cooking, which are unique, refined and well-seasoned, and a marvellous
combination of the four basic flavours of taste.

3. Elegance of objects

The third area rests in the closed elegance of objects, an art perpetuated
throughout the centuries by the ornamental scribes, painters and sculptors of
Romanian villages and later taken up by town-dwellers. There was a sort of
school for everyone, a continuation of the former boarding schools of the
Romanian 18th century, leading to the grace and good manners which ruled
in the minuscule workshops of the 19th century up until the years of the Belle
Epoque. These were places where everyone went to buy and offer presents,
romantic and ingenious accessories, remembering the words of La BruyEre:
“Manners are often what decides whether men think well of you or ill.”

Research to Rediscover the Past

Fabrics and Embroidery

The action of restoring a social status to unemployed women is linked to
the research undertaken in the areas mentioned. Twill overalls with fine lace
collars of embroidered silk, school uniforms embroidered with gold and sil-
ver thread, “wild and desolate places” with sumptuous dishes, and the wit
and seemliness of choice gifts — there is a long road ahead. But it will be a yet
longer road to reach original shapes and designs, by way of painstaking
research to rediscover the past, and ending in the distant “enchanted places”
of Romanian tradition, both noble and peasant. We shall again take up the
ancient craft of weaving on hand-looms, and our workshops will provide
woollen, linen, hempen and natural silk cloth, raw, bleached and dyed, with
the fabric matched to the vegetable colours extracted from leaves and bark,
herbs and petals: madder root for red, alder bark for black, meadow saffron
for yellow, and red cabbage leaves for a soft grey-mauve. The shades of the
cloth and of the silk and woollen embroidery threads will harmonize with the
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colours of the countryside, with antique wood, and old rustic terracotta pot-
tery in ochre, brown and black, according to the unwritten laws of old
peasant traditions. We believe in a resurgence of archaic technology. Thus, the
women of our country will once again want small-clothes of bobbin guipure,
“spider’s web” lace, black and white petit-point embroidery on a linen or
natural silk ground, fine soft sheets of woven white lambswool decorated
with wide red, brown and black borders. Nowhere else in the world did the
art of dressmaking experience such a flowering, which was due to an imagi-
nary return to the past of the Thousand and One Nights in the era of
excessive luxury termed “Byzantium after Byzantium” by the historian
Nicolae Iorga, when an extremely refined form of Byzantine art was the pre-
dominant style in our palaces. The works of art of medieval public buildings
are to be found on the walls of our monasteries. Artistic embroideries in gold,
pearls and silver on cloth of peacock velvet and satin, brocade and taffeta,
and fine hand-worked tapestries with the canvas entirely covered by scenes
in wool and silk, gold and silver thread, shall once again see the light of day.
Tapestry and embroidery are no longer “lost arts”.

Culinary Arts and Cuisine

It would be a delectable adventure to put ancient recipes back into use,
and to revive old culinary habits. It could be extremely attractive to carry
out thorough research into all the fabulous recipes that Romanian writers
noted in their works between the 16th and the 19th century, unexpected gems
in old almanacs, cookery books, family archives and among hand-written let-
ters and manuscripts. And into extremely old indigenous recipes such as
marinades of game, served up with the great pomp of solemn feasts. This is
a learned gastronomy, in which the strong spices and aromas of the Orient
meet the fresher and finer flavours and savours of the region: thus the cuisine
of monastic origins which can be found in nunneries, vegetarian cuisine of
great refinement in which aubergines, mushrooms, cauliflower and tender
courgettes (“priest’s bonnet”) are allied with wild thyme, tarragon and the
piquant savour of the red berries of the alkegengi (“love in a cage”).

Romanian cuisine is full of theatricality. Let us imagine the true spectacle
of the “lamb of the hayduks” (bandits), which used to be cooked whole, in a
clearing, in burning ashes, or a royal dish such as trout or salmon trout grilled
or smoked over a slow fire of pine needles, among the trees, in a “scenic
setting”, and taking the place of honour at open-air feasts in the mountains.
Or again, the secret, forgotten recipes, and those kept with care and handed
down from generation to generation, recipes of noble families and once pre-
pared at the courts of the voyvods and princes, such as “cozonac”, which is as
ancient as the great Breton cake, the Gdteau des rois, and is an enormous sweet
loaf like a giant opera hat with raisins and crushed hazel nuts, the prepara-
tion of which proceeded like a sacred rite; or, of course, the very special recipe
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for “doulchaz”, a unique confection of flowers and fruits, white acacia flow-
ers and wild strawberries, so beloved of all the foreigners who crossed
through our land; the bitter “doulchaz” of black wild cherries or fresh green
walnuts; and again, that of white Baragan melon, flavoured with heliotrope
and peppered mint water.

The Productions of Small Workshops

We now come to the small workshops of the 19th century. We note with
some astonishment that such a shop still existed in the 1940s in Buzau, per-
haps the last, run by two gentle maidens who were well advanced in years
and very discreet. In the previous century, these “places of presents”, as they
were called, offered a wide range of rare objects in every town, and we intend
to take some ideas from among them.

For example: hand-painted miniatures, agreeable water-colour scenes, pen
colour-wash drawings, pastel landscapes and figures, silhouette pictures in
black, grey and pink, cut like lace and all made to order from sittings and
accompanied by a few specially composed “souvenir” verses, artistically
written by hand in Romanian, French, Italian and German, or by old adages,
witty sayings or prayers. Or, calendars and picture frames, painted cards and
bookmarks, lace fans, silk, velvet and glass-bead flowers, sachets of laven-
der and jasmin, delicate and evocative little objects in profusion. And finally,
love letters, letters of condolence, declarations of friendship, congratula-
tions and invitations to baptisms, engagements and weddings, written to
order with a hint of irony or solemn piety, sometimes in verse, real poems
also written by hand on fine white, pink and blue paper, decorated with gilt
letters or even stylised illumination inspired by originals in religious books,
chronicals, old manuscripts and bedside books. Research in libraries and
museums is only just beginning.

So, by rediscovering the past and by letting the imagination wander where
it will, useful, sensible items that are simple and elegant may become almost
art forms and be transformed into pictorial objects. Even though the results
will vary and be unforeseeable, such attempts must be made if only to over-
come apathy, uncertainty and mistrust.

Reviving Cultural Heritage: The Concept
of Action Culture

After the void in our traditional cultural history ushered in and main-
tained by communism, after the degeneration and cultural distortions
perpetrated by a totalitarian policy towards images and words, towards the
symbols of art, and towards the noesis and concepts of the conscience, and
after the pretence of creating a blithely innovative substitute culture, it is of
the greatest importance for us at the present time in our history to institute
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the reverse process of regeneration: a process of fundamental rebirth, through
the regeneration of the broken links with the past which will restore to us our
roots, so that we do not walk forward into the future in a void, and do not
come crashing down or walk on air like puppets.

The substance of our cultural heritage, in part destroyed, ruined or lost,
in part damaged or rendered mysterious, has still been preserved in very var-
ied social milieux, from the simplest peasant community to the elites. In any
society, “culture is both conservative and creative”. ® The concept of “action
culture” formulated by P. H. Chombart de Lauwe is abstracted from a phe-
nomenon that takes place in the life of every society, from a series of processes
occurring in visible transformations and in turn actively affecting those trans-
formations of personalities, social groups and life. But in a society which has
had to suffer the inexorable destruction of a totalitarian regime, the phe-
nomenon of “action culture” means slowing down and stopping for long
periods. In these circumstances, the transformation and invention of forms
and visions in what is done at present must pursue the renaissance of cultural
models of the past.

Strengthening Bridges to the Past

From now on, we have to strengthen the bridges we have already built to
the past and bring alive the continuity of a spiritual tradition which still relies
too much on mental processes and not enough on pictorial objects made by
women’s hands, naive perhaps, but concealing life as if by magic and keep-
ing a continuity in their substance. The unchanging cultural models,
contained in and given meaning by the ancient symbols, images, visions and
the tiniest details of the minor arts of domestic family and community life,
sacred and profane, are the living roots that will allow us to put our tradi-
tional culture back together.

For us, in our current rural and urban microenterprise projects, the concept
of “action culture” will for a time mean recovering and selecting motifs,
themes, models and designs that have long been known and kept in the
memory, the subconscious, the shade. It is not a question of going backwards
or of an exaggerated taste for all the things of the past, but of once again tak-
ing possession of an ancestral inheritance by returning to the true and
beauteous sources of our spiritual identity.

However salutary it may be, the first step is to learn to choose what is right
at the moment in a state of crisis. We have to learn to abandon stop-gap mea-
sures because of the danger of a new immobility built on modesty and even
humility (there is so much to learn!). The time has come to learn to conduct
action research, to find the culture of the past once more through action
research and, after the years of communion with our own dazzling spiritual
culture of old which lie ahead of us, to learn finally to operate an action cul-
ture. Then, we shall learn to make choices for the long term.
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Chapter Seven

A COMMUNITY APPROACH
TO BASIC EDUCATION

Patricia Ahern
Association for Community Based Education
Washington, DC

THE ASSOCIATION FOR
COMMUNITY BASED EDUCATION

The Association for Community Based Education (ACBE) was founded
in 1976 as a national network of community based educational institutions.
These institutions are independent, non-profit organizations that have
evolved within low-income communities and operate outside the publicly
supported education system. They are locally controlled, with community
people on their governing boards. They are committed to offering education
and development programs that benefit both the individual learner and the
community as a whole.

Like its members, ACBE was created through the collective action of its
constituency. During 1974-1976, representatives of 25 community based edu-
cational institutions met to share their concerns about conditions in their
communities and to discuss their desire for strong leadership to support local
development. They represented mostly low-income people from around the
United States including the farming and coal mining communities of the
Southeast and Appalachia, farmworker labour camps and the barrios of the
West, rural New England, and inner city neighbourhoods in the East.
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These organizations were working toward a common goal: To develop
indigenous leadership and to empower their communities to determine their
own futures. A common agenda was soon developed based on their needs. At
the time, issues of recognition and legitimacy were important, and the artic-
ulation of a conceptual framework of community based educational practice
was emphasized. There were also clear needs for greater interaction among
the groups and for financial and technical support, including training for pro-
fessional development and capacity building.

Since its formation in 1976, ACBE has brought together over 100 member
organizations, including two and four year colleges, adult education and lit-
eracy programs, economic development organizations, multi-service
agencies, and a wide variety of community action programs. Its members
serve over 225,000 individuals annually, in 40 states and the District of
Columbia. ACBE’s programs reflect both the diversity of interests and
common needs of its members.

THE COMMUNITY BASED APPROACH TO
EDUCATION AND WORK

Community based education, whether practised in basic literacy training,
at the community college level, or in conjunction with economic develop-
ment programs at the grass-roots level, is an effective and powerful means
of both individual and community development. In the communities where
ACBE members live and work, the community based educational organiza-
tion is often the catalyst for local action to improve community life and bring
about social change. Participants in ACBE member educational programs are
increasingly visible in positions of leadership in these communities.

LITERACY INITIATIVES

Over the last 15 years there has been a major transformation in this
nation’s understanding of and commitment to adult literacy. For commu-
nity based providers, it has produced both recognition and legitimacy, but
also tremendous demands to meet expectations as the most effective organi-
zations reaching and teaching those most in need. At the same time, the
needs of the field have changed rapidly. The burden on educators and prac-
titioners to develop new and innovative ways to support community based
programs has grown.’

As the dimensions of this nation’s illiteracy problem have become more
apparent, the level of concern and activity in the field has increased. Policies
and programs have been launched, studies have been done, state and
national level commissions have been appointed, and a public awareness
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campaign designed to recruit volunteers and channel people into literacy
training programs has been undertaken.

These efforts are guided by the premise that illiteracy is a major handicap
that affects both the individual, the community and the society in which we
live. Correcting it will open new vistas and opportunities, and facilitate mov-
ing toward a more self-reliant and productive life. In reality, in poor
communities where joblessness, lack of services, inadequate housing, dis-
crimination and lack of access to education create a climate of powerlessness
and despair, illiteracy is only one of many problems facing the individual and
the community. Learning to read and write may produce personal pride and
satisfaction, but it alone will do little to break the cycle of poverty.

Community based programs approach literacy training as part of a larger
effort to empower individuals and their communities to improve their eco-
nomic condition and quality of life. Literacy has social, economic, political, as
well as educational dimensions. Literacy, self-esteem, self-determination, and
the ability to affect educational change in the community are bound together.
Community based literacy programs take place in action-oriented settings
that allow literacy to develop in the context of the learners” whole lives.

Several factors have contributed to the success of these efforts in particular
to serve the “hardest-to-reach”.? Community based institutions themselves
have learned to do a lot with little. They channel limited resources to prior-
ity needs and focus on attainable objectives. They have been able to
experiment with innovative techniques and methodologies in their education
work, establish exemplary programs, and develop strategies and models that
have made significant contributions to the field of adult literacy.®

LITERACY AND WORK

Among the primary economic strategies of the current U.S. administration
are job creation, worker training and retraining, welfare-to-work and school-
to-work initiatives. Existing job training programs are being restructured and
expanded, and greater coordination among federal departments (e.g.
Education, Labour, Health and Human Services, Housing and Urban
Development) and state agencies is taking place. At the same time, there is a
strong interest in the work of community based programs and, for the first
time in a long while, a greater understanding of their capacity and potential
to lead some of the new national priorities for education, skill training and
job creation.

In this context, it is important that community based organizations who
are at the forefront of working with those populations most in need, be pre-
pared to demonstrate and promote effective programs and practices,
particularly alternative programs that not only enhance employability, but
empower workers to shape their own destinies in their own communities
and in a new U.S. workplace.
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These programs also tend to incorporate, in addition to basic job skills
development, subjects such as worker rights, occupational safety and health
issues, understanding of the economic and social forces affecting employ-
ment and job creation, the global economy, and new options for job creation.
They operate in the belief that effective restructuring of the U.S. economy can
only take place with the full participation of the work force. Community
based programs are developing creative strategies that will strengthen the
capacity of grass-roots, community based organizations to design their own
socio-economic initiatives as alternatives to the existing employment market.

A major challenge for community based organizations in the United States
is how to effectively prepare low-income and educationally disadvantaged
youth and adults for employment in communities where there are limited
career and employment opportunities. The conditions programs face in try-
ing to create jobs and prepare people for meaningful work are complex and
require a particular response on the part of practitioners, educators and
development planners.

The Community Based Approach

Community based organizations are developing new ways of linking edu-
cation and employment. Adult learners are involved in researching local job
training systems and labour markets and assessing ways of changing local
policies and programs. Some organizations are adding components to exist-
ing job training programs that will enable participants to develop new
knowledge and skills so they can be stronger advocates for themselves and
their co-workers in work environments which may not be unionized. Several
groups are designing educational programs which prepare adults to enter
and successfully complete training for entry-level employment in the health
and medical fields. Others are looking for ways to strengthen their control
and effective participation in the parallel labour market.

Community organizations have sought to develop stronger links between
employment training and adult literacy for people on public assistance,
women, out-of-school youth, older workers, immigrant workers and people
with disabilities. They have developed models for utilizing the resources of
various federal programs such as the Job Training Partnership Act JTPA) and
the Job Training and Basic Skills programs of the Department of Labour, wel-
fare reform programs at the Department of Health and Human Services, and
the public housing and homeless programs at the Department of Housing
and Urban Development. More importantly, they are creating action-oriented
ways of combining these and other similar programs with new strategies that
promote community empowerment and long term development.

Traditional job training and/or workplace literacy programs assume that
employers know what skills people need. Programs are then geared to pro-
vide the technical training and/or skills acquisition that will meet these
needs. In contrast, the community based organizations involved in this
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project have looked specifically at what it means to prepare people for work
in our communities. They are concerned with addressing additional kinds
of issues in their programs, such as getting people to identify their own skills
and abilities, finding out what technical skills people need and providing
opportunities for people to develop them. Community based programs deal
with issues related to what is holding them back from getting a job, the need
for increased self-esteem, eliminating their fear of the workplace, and devel-
oping the technical tools needed to do job searches, interviewing and other
job related tasks.

A community based approach to preparing people for work is based on a
set of assumptions. These assumptions have helped focus the work of these
organizations in developing alternative educational initiatives that realisti-
cally respond to the needs of their communities.

*  Community groups have begun to identify how the practice of work has changed
and what alternative educational approaches and practices need to be created in
order to effectively respond to the needs of grass-roots, community based organi-
zations;

*  Organizations are using participatory action research to identify the work related
needs in the community and encouraging people to get involved in the process of
developing their own meaningful productive work;

*  Practitioners in these organizations have begun to identify alternative educational
policies, goals and corresponding ways of preparing people for long-term employ-
ability, not just a single job. This involves looking at participatory educational
strategies and methodologies that deal with literacy, program improvement, con-
tinuing education and training opportunities within the community itself; and

*  Programs have begun to respond with strategies that build capacity in low income
communities and allow participants to develop socio-economic initiatives that more
directly meet their employment needs.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In 1993 ACBE began supporting a group of 12 community based member
organizations whose primary focus was developing literacy and education as
a tool for responding in alternative ways to the work and employment crisis
in their communities.

The ACBE study was based on the principles of Participatory Action
Research (PAR). Participatory which assume that participants play a role in
setting the agenda of inquiry, participate in data collection as well as the
analysis of that data, and have control over the use of outcomes from the
process. The shape of the knowledge base available to community based
organizations for decision-making is determined by the questions that are
asked to develop that knowledge base. Since the questions asked are a direct
expression of the values, assumptions and beliefs of those posing the ques-
tions, the knowledge base will also reflect those values, only answering
questions that are consistent with those values. Therefore, being actively
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involved in creating that knowledge base through asking questions based
on our own values and beliefs gives participants greater power to shape their
future.

Community based programs are seeking to develop strategies that address
the following key issues:

1. What happens when basic skills education is connected to employment and broader
issues of self actualization and empowerment?

2.  How do we create economic development strategies which promote economic self-
sufficiency and not just create minimum wage jobs?

3. How do we create employment that uses the experience, knowledge and skills of
local residents?

4. What should literacy education and training programs include to prepare people for
long term employability?

5. How do we build programs that provide group and individual support to partici-
pants so they are more confident about leaving the “security” of community based
programs and making the transition to the workplace when necessary?

6. How can our communities provide education that enhances employability or leads
to training and employment at a living wage, while strengthening the ability of
people to defend their rights and dignity as workers and to participate fully in shap-
ing the workplace so that it meets their needs?

7. How can community based education programs strengthen their own capacity to
effectively use participatory and collaborative learning strategies to effect change
in relation to education for work?

8. What alternative methodologies can be developed to insure the participation of
workers as learners and decision-makers in designing their own learning process?

9. How can we collect information (participatory action research) that will document
and assess this process, reflecting in particular on the benefits of long-term education
over short-term skills training? How can we document these approaches in ways
which can contribute to the development of program models, educational materials,
and training curricula for the field?

Discussed below are profiles of two of the twelve organizations and the
specific areas in relation to education and work they have focused on dur-
ing the course of this project. Both organizations have been implementing
some particular aspect of participant action research in regard to issues of
literacy and work. It is their cumulative knowledge and experience in the
field that serves as a basis for examining the changes which occur at the local
level in the culture, environment and organization of work. Our objective in
this process is to determine what is successful and why, what does not work,
what changes need to be made, and what further research needs to be done
in developing meaningful strategies and alternatives for linking education
and work in the context of community based program goals and needs.*
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INTERNATIONAL LADIES’ GARMENT WORKERS
UNION WORKER-FAMILY EDUCATION PROGRAM,
NEW YORK

The Worker-Family Education Program began in 1985 when the
International Ladies” Garment Workers Union (ILGWU), along with 6 other
unions, formed the Consortium for Worker Education (CWE). Recognizing
the failure of existing adult education services to provide access to working
people of New York City, especially immigrants, the CWE took up the chal-
lenge to create an alternative. The CWE has grown to include the adult
education programs of 22 unions. The ILGWU is a national union with a long
history of involvement in worker education.

Students in the ILGWU’s program are immigrants and garment workers.
The U.S. garment industry has always attracted immigrant workers. Early
immigrants in the industry came from Eastern Europe, but now the majority
are from China, South and Central America, and the Caribbean. Most are
union members. Some are the families of union members. Their ages range
from 16 to 65 years. Some of the students have been living in the New York
area for some time, but have limited exposure to English at home or at work.
Most work in garment factories as machine operators. Their educational
backgrounds vary, ranging from early elementary school to college.

The goal of the Worker-Family Education Program is to build leadership
skills so that workers can better address their problems and create alternative
ways of responding to the crisis of work in their communities. Classes are
rooted in the context of work, even though the vast majority of the classes are
not within the workplace. The pedagogy used is participatory and student-
centred and tries to foster critical thinking by using problem-posing
techniques. Issues that emerge within the classes centre around the work-
place because students are garment workers, many of whom are union
members. Many of the students are recently arrived immigrants who are
entering a precarious work climate, one where shop closings are on the
increase as factories move to places with cheaper labour costs.

Sixty different classes are offered. Except for a GED and a College
Preparation class, all the programming is English-as-a-Second-Language
(ESL). Eight of the classes combine the learning of language with the learning
of garment skills - such as patternmaking and the operation of special sewing
machines. While most classes take place in the community centres, there are
two ESL classes that take place within a knitting factory, Mademoiselle, in
Brooklyn, NY. Mademoiselle has a multicultural and multilingual work force,
mostly Latino and Chinese, and is in the process of reorganizing and restruc-
turing production processes. English is taught using a curriculum that
attempts to assure that workers participate and advocate for themselves in
this reorganizing process.
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Program Activities

The Worker-Family Education Program curriculum is centred around the
issues that students consistently bring to class: worker and immigrant rights,
shop closings and layoffs, union and industry structure, the global economy,
as well as cultural and linguistic conflicts. English is viewed as a tool to
enable workers to advocate for themselves in the workplace, in the union and
in the community.”

The project proposed to do so in the following ways:

*  Leadership Development: includes the formation of leadership groups, develop-

ing advocacy and organizing skills; improving communication and public speaking
abilities; organizational skills such as running a meeting, organizing a student coun-

cil; group dynamics, cultural diversity, and understanding various leadership styles
appropriate to their situations.

*  Consciousness Raising: regarding the ILGWU Union and union workers: learning
about needs of garment workers and how the union addresses them, discussing,
analysing and learning about union issues and campaigns, contracts and constitu-
tion, developing union political action strategies and methods, developing strategies
that lead to building a democratic and active union program, educating teachers
about the union, organizing and workers’ rights as content in the classroom, under-
standing the history of the union and union organizing in the U.S. and analysing
the role of workers in the context of the global economy and the economy of their
local community.

*  English Skills Acquisition: including reading, writing and grammar, vocabulary
building skills, pronunciation and conversation enhancement for use in the context
of both work and life skills.

Six full time teachers have been using a collaborative model for program
development. Students participate in decision-making by providing input
into the curriculum building process. Student elected student councils work
with teachers to collect data and develop a curriculum by going out into the
community and conducting action research. Teachers and students have been
able to visit garment shops, attend community events, discuss union and
industry structures and their place in the global economy.

The strength of this educational process lies in the staff development that
the project provides. The teacher training component consists of developing
models for problem-posing techniques, designing ways to explore workplace
issues within the classroom, all with the goal of developing and implement-
ing a learner centred pedagogy, which brings a much needed participatory
workplace perspective to educational programs for immigrant workers in
New York City. The staff has developed a guide, set within a Frierian method-
ological framework, to help teachers facilitate classroom discussions that
identify workplace problems and experiences, analyze those problems within
a larger context, and develop strategies that lead to action for change.

Students and teachers together have formed an education committee that
meets regularly to debate and clarify pedagogical issues. Many of the
students who initiated this project now participate in classes within the
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program that focus on preparing people to work in the field of education.
Three were recently hired to work as student-teachers in the program. They
work closely with teachers in the classroom and participate in staff develop-
ment meetings and planning sessions. Their work has helped to break down
the traditional student-teacher role in the classroom and the barriers to learn-
ing that are frequently present in formal educational settings. Their
contribution to the program planning, implementation and evaluation
process has been invaluable.

Results

The program has successfully implemented a learner centred approach to
education, one which places major emphasis on maximum student partici-
pation in the decision-making, development, and implementation of the
class, including defining the curriculum to be used. The participatory class-
room practices used in this setting have enabled students to become involved
in other areas of union activity, further preparing them to advocate on their
own behalf. This model is unique in the context of a U.S. union.

The process of the ILGWU Worker-Family Education program sought to
help build a collaboration between union activists and student/workers who
are active volunteers at the ILGWU workers’ centres located in three com-
munities in the New York city area. This “change agent curriculum” has
helped to shape the workplace. By using a participatory action research
process, students played an active role in providing empowering education
that enabled them to take part in building a more democratic and active
union in their communities.

Student workers went out into the community and into workplaces in the
garment district. They interviewed workers, organizers, factory managers
and owners. In the process they gathered relevant information via written
interviews, recorded oral testimony, and case studies; produced a video of a
skit workers wrote and performed, and collected photographs and drawings.
Striking workers were interviewed and photographed on the picket line.
Student/worker interviewers spoke at various community events and cele-
brations, student council meetings, staff meetings, and union organizing
membership meetings where they continually gathered documentation that
was used to further develop their educational language program.®

Those student workers who participated in the program became critically
aware of the larger context of their ESL classes, for example the union, the
garment industry, the community in which they live and work, and the
global economy of which they are a part. They became more aware of and
skilled in the methodology of a participatory action research effort that
helped them learn to improve their skills at working in groups, interview-
ing and public speaking, and becoming involved in a collective
problem-solving process around the crisis of work in their community.
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In doing so, they learned most from the ideas and actions of their co-work-
ers. Participants who went to the picket lines to interview other workers were
not only changed by this experience, but in the process demonstrated their
solidarity with the striking workers. The presence of project interviewers on
the streets in the garment district of New York made a strong impression on
unorganized garment workers, many of whom asked for more information
and, as a result, later joined the union.

More importantly, the participants were empowered by participating in
defining the objectives of their own learning. They achieved greater auton-
omy in response to the crisis of work in their communities.

When the project’s coordinator, Maureen La Mar, was asked what she
learned from conducting this project, she responded:

I was reminded again of the good sense of some basic elements of the kind of education

we are aiming for: involving learners in program design, learning by doing, collective

problem solving among peers, the value of using materials from real life rather than
from a textbook. I was reminded also of the many creative forms “labour action” can

take and that the most powerful resource the labour movement has in a path towards jus-
tice and growth in our communities is the workers themselves.”

COMMUNITY WOMEN'’S EDUCATION PROJECT
(CWEP) PHILADELPHIA

Since 1977 the Community Women'’s Education Project (CWEP) has been
providing a continuum of quality education programs, from literacy through
college courses, for low-income women in the Kensington community of
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. While this traditionally blue collar community
was previously supported by manufacturing and industry, economic reces-
sion brought high unemployment and other socio-economic difficulties that
have produced acute conditions of poverty.

CWEP’s participants are single heads of households, primarily mothers
who are recipients of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and
reflect the multicultural environment of the community: 48 percent African
American, 42 percent White, 8 percent Latina and 2 percent Asian. CWEP is
dedicated to providing adult education for women whose needs were not
being met by traditional schooling.

The average CWEP student has no high school diploma, few job qualifi-
cations, and little knowledge of how the academic or business world works.
When they first come to CWEP, some cannot fill out an application form.
Others struggle along at a fifth grade reading level. Most have a history of
work, but in a series of low skill, low wage jobs that have kept them trapped
in poverty. The majority have enrolled in training programs that are author-
itarian and “top down”, job oriented rather than focused on careers, and have
failed to give them useful long term skills. Many have defaulted on student
loans, having been taken in by these kinds of training programs. Most face
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family and community resistance to education and pressure to drop out and
“just get a job”, which they find difficult to resist.?

In the ideal world of job training, both the Job Training Partnership Act
(JTPA) and the Family Support Act through Job Opportunities and Basic
Skills (JOBS) provide the route and pave the way to self-sufficiency by pro-
viding the education and training that supposedly will move low-income
individuals into jobs. In the real world, determining the path to economic self-
determination is complex and difficult.

Most programs in Philadelphia and other U.S. cities offer short term job
training, no long range goal setting, and no analysis of the available jobs
that will pay real wages. The irony is that welfare recipients are faulted for
not wanting jobs, and not wanting training. They are stereotyped as lazy
because the system does not track their efforts through time. The basic
assumption underlying job training of this sort and the new so-called welfare
reforms is that the poor have not worked and that training will result in a job,
both of which are false assumptions.

CWEP is responding to this situation by providing an alternative perspec-
tive in their belief that long term education and comprehensive support
services will best prepare disadvantaged women to successfully meet the
challenges they face in determining the appropriate route for self-determi-
nation. CWEP not only gives students training which helps them get jobs, but
has developed a participatory process that builds their commitment to more
long term education. Participants who begin with the need for basic literacy
skills go on to continue their education, often ending up with a college
degree. The organization accomplishes these results by adhering to a unique
mission which states that the path to self-sufficiency for low-income, disad-
vantaged women does not lead through short term “quick fix” job training.
Rather, it is through long term education that true self-sufficiency and real
empowerment can be achieved.

Motivating students to set their sights on long term goals in the face of so
many immediate needs and disadvantages requires a unique kind of organi-
zational culture. The key to CWEP’s success is a highly participatory and
articulated organizational culture that is shared at all levels, including board,
staff and students. CWEP encourages students to take control of their own
learning, become active participants in designing their own educational pro-
gram, develop a strong sense of community and build leadership skills
through their education. CWEP provides access for these women to educa-
tional opportunities in a culturally familiar, community based setting with
the goal of increasing their employability as well as enabling them to improve
the conditions of their lives and shape their own future.

Program Activities

CWEDP offers a number of specific educational programs. The Workstart
Program is the “soul” of the organization. In this “welfare to work” program,
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women develop their own learning in the context of working on reading,
writing, communications or maths skills, find out about the world of work
and engage in meaningful career planning. The program enrols 175 students
each year, and provides basic skills acquisition, computer literacy, and career
exploration through an interdisciplinary, student centred curriculum.
Student outcomes in this program have been consistently positive. Retention
rate averages 75 percent. Eighty-two percent of those who completed the pro-
gram were single parents with two to three children, and all had incomes
below $10,000.

CWEPD’s College Program is a fully accredited first year college program
linked with the Community College of Philadelphia. Students who qualify
take their first community college courses on site at CWEP. Approximately
350 students annually attend these classes, either during the day or in the
evening program. The Program is much more than a site for community col-
lege classes. CWEP has worked to integrate college courses into their
organizational goals, objectives and approach to adult education. The avail-
ability of college classes on site encourages women who have never
considered going to college to envision this as a possibility for themselves.
This is most strikingly apparent in the large number of Workstart students
who begin simply wanting to develop basic skills, who then continue on
and enrol in college classes.

CWEFP’s Computer Enhanced Evening Literacy Program gives students
an opportunity to further strengthen basic skills and provides job training in
microcomputer skills application programs, with a concentration on voca-
tional skills training. A student operated computer service bureau has in the
past provided computer services such as word processing to small businesses
in the area. The program encountered difficulties due to staffing and man-
agement problems. CWEP offers a summer computer camp for over 100
hardest to reach youth and provides various on-site support services to stu-
dents including childcare, counselling and family literacy.

Challenging Welfare Myths:
Demonstrating Welfare to Work

CWEP programs have always sought to redefine traditional welfare to
work programs that provide short term training and quickly move partici-
pants off welfare, with little regard for their chances at finding meaningful
permanent employment at a living wage. Since 1986, CWEP has been col-
lecting anonymous surveys about the education, training and employment
backgrounds of its learners. With this information CWEP began to acquire
the tools needed to challenge the familiar myths that women on welfare don’t
work and that they do not want training.

One of CWEP’s activities that successfully demonstrates this process is a
participatory research project entitled “Demonstrating Welfare to Work™. It
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was begun in 1993 by 34 CWEP JOBS participants who were self-selected into
a process designed to allow students to analyze the relationship between
short term job training, public assistance and employment history. Twenty
of the women interviewed were African-American, seven were white, six
were Latina, and one was Asian-American. The average age of the partici-
pants was 30, and the women had, on average, 2.5 children each.

Students began collecting data on their own history regarding public assis-
tance, job training and employment by creating a timeline of their life
experiences. They performed a cost-benefit analysis on their previous train-
ing and welfare histories to determine the true amount of dollars spent in
“reducing the welfare rolls”. They then contrasted this data with similar cost-
benefit data of successful participants who have gained employment through
long term training. This action on the part of the participants has served to
inform and strengthen CWEP’s advocacy efforts as part of a local campaign
to change Pennsylvania welfare policy as it relates to the JOBS program.

The results of the survey done by the participants, became the basis for
analysis and discussion in class about welfare reform and the effect of short
term job training on creating self sufficiency in relation to work. The survey
showed that of the 34 women participants:

* 33 had previously worked a cumulative total of 106 jobs.

*  Only 27 percent of the jobs offered benefits, and only two paid between $8 and $9
per hour which was the highest wage recorded.

¢ Of the 33 women working, 28 worked at such low wages that they were still eligi-
ble for and were receiving public assistance.

*  Of the 34 women surveyed, 21 of them had previously attended 35 training pro-
grams, yet only three were able to gain employment in the field they were trained
in without continuing to receive welfare subsidies.

¢  Ofthe 21 women who had attended training programs, 17 of them had financed
their training with student loans and 16 of them were in default on those loans.
One woman paid $34,463 in tuition and still owes $32,437. Student loans are
designed to increase access to meaningful post-secondary training; however, most of
the CWEP population are forced to acquire loans for training that essentially
resulted in worthless skills training rather than meaningful education.”

The study found that these 34 students showed a sincere desire to take
advantage of employment and training opportunities available to them.
Despite having worked at a total of 106 jobs and attended 35 training pro-
grams, all but four women were on welfare at the time of the study. Results
showed that many of the women had worked while receiving welfare. The
women were unable to free themselves from reliance on welfare because the
jobs they were able to obtain paid inadequate wages.

As mentioned, of the 106 jobs held by the women, only two were paid
between $8 and $9 per hour. The most frequently reported wage was $4.00-
$4.80 per hour. Full time employment at this wage would offer an income of
only $7,680 to $9,580 a year, insufficient to support even a small family. All
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but one of the students surveyed had at least one child. Additionally, less
than one third (27%}) of the jobs provided benefits. Those students who are
mothers have a very difficult time giving up Medicaid coverage to pursue
employment that does not provide health insurance.

In addition to extensive work and training experiences, the women had a
history of entering the labour market early, which counters the idea that wel-
fare recipients choose not to work. Many of the women had taken advantage
of opportunities to work during their high school years, in summer youth
employment programs and /or after school employment. Based on the analy-
sis of their own situations, CWEP students realized that the failure was not
necessarily their own, but rather a failure of the system. The result of training
and education for the short term, of jobs that don’t pay real wages or bene-
fits and an approach to job training that defines the path to self sufficiency is
an ever moving treadmill leading nowhere.

Outcomes

This participatory research process, combined with the women’s desire for
training and education leading to long term sustainable employment,
resulted in students becoming more involved and more articulate as advo-
cates for job training reform in Philadelphia. In Pennsylvania, students
enrolled in JOBS and JTPA programs may not receive funding to attend com-
munity colleges. However, CWEP and its program participants believe that
college is the best option for women seeking full-time, long term employ-
ment. The kinds of jobs that these women desire increasingly require high
skill levels in reading, writing and maths that can be acquired only through
higher levels of education.

In their struggle to make college an option under JOBS and JTPA fund-
ing, students have begun telling their stories with more authority and
confidence. Several students formed a Speakers’ Bureau to inform the press
and others interested in their story, the results of the survey project and the
state of the welfare training and education system. Students spoke to
reporters, legislative representatives and social service workers from the
community. They received news coverage and testified at hearings on the
new JTPA regulations, taking CWEP’s advocacy efforts to the national level.

The awareness gained by the students has led to additional outcomes. A
student/ staff written proposal is pending for a grant to support peer coun-
selling and training-of-trainers activities, in partnership with Community
Legal Services. Students plan to train other students in the community about
issues involving defaulted student loans. The experience of the survey project
provided a forum for enhanced confidence and self esteem on the part of
students. CWEP has incorporated a new course called Leadership in
Community Development into the offered program electives in which
students choose issues important to them and learn the tools necessary to
organize around those issues.
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Evaluation

We have learned from this process that the road to self determination and
employment success is complex and needs to incorporate a variety of options
and choices. The CWEP experience demonstrates that it is important to con-
sider the following critical program elements:

*  flexibility to provide options including services through postsecondary education.

College may not be for everyone, but this option may enable some to deal more real-
istically with the changing requirements of our workforce;

®  future orientation, taking a hard look at what is possible and at what participants need
and want. If nurse’s aide is the choice, then additional support is needed to make
work pay and access to lifelong learning for future skill upgrades;

*  encouragement of long-term education and career planning provides a more posi-
tive impact on participants’ lives. Education programs with curriculums centred
around critical thinking and basic skills more effectively move adults into economic
self-sufficiency."

Training and education programs that limit choices, training systems that
view students as “clients” and that determine what jobs are socially appro-
priate for them are not training at all, but narrow focus tracking. Job training
that blindly tracks low income people into short term “quick fix” programs
and even shorter term employment are not viable alternatives. They only suc-
ceed in straining the welfare system, stalling the hope of economic
self-determination and pushing participants into deeper dependency, hope-
lessness and despair.

Contrary to public opinion, the women surveyed in the CWEP project
demonstrated extensive work and short term job skills training histories and
still have been unable to support themselves and their families. It is obvious
that they take advantage of the opportunities available to them.
Unfortunately, these options are insufficient to meet their needs. What is clear
from this research is that programs that encourage long-term education and
career planning have a more positive impact on participant’s lives and, as a
result, lead to greater economic self-sufficiency.

The women at CWEP have not necessarily reshaped their workplace, but
have successfully taken that needed first step by committing themselves to
a process through which they have acquired new knowledge and skills,
enhanced their self-confidence and broadened their sense of future employ-
ment possibilities. They have begun to do this by redefining the training they
receive for specific jobs and rejecting certain training options because of the
lack of job opportunities offered in those areas. They have taken an active role
in the process of reforming regulations regarding their job training/educa-
tion program of choice and have acquired new knowledge and gained
valuable confidence in their ability to organize themselves.

CWEP’s action research process demonstrates how a community based
organization has successfully taken the initiative in response to the need for
improving access to training and education programs that enhance
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participants’ capacity to respond to the labour and employment crisis in their
communities. The results of this project strengthened CWEP’s position as
advocates for access to post secondary education and longer term, meaning-
ful vocational training programs.

CWEP’s efforts have played a critical role in the campaign to change cur-
rent welfare policy in the state of Pennsylvania. Results from these efforts
have enhanced CWEP’s advocacy work around easing the restrictions of
JOBS and JTPA funding regulations and the inclusion of community based
organizations in the development of state funding and state programmatic
objectives. CWEP’s educational program demonstrates that there must be
changes in our understanding of good educational policy and practice if we
are to support the continuing development of socio-economic alternatives in
our communities.

USING PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH TO
BUILD ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE

The major goal of ACBE’s Education for Work initiative was to engage
twelve community based organizations in efforts to develop innovative and
empowering educational strategies for responding to the crisis of unem-
ployment and underemployment in both urban and rural low-income
communities in the United States.

The ACBE initiative, as a whole, was a critical response to the growing
functionalist perspective about what is being termed a “literacy crisis” and a
corresponding decline in U.S. productivity. According to that perspective, the
decline in workforce productivity can be attributed to the lack of basic skills
among current and more recent entry-level workers. A more critical perspec-
tive maintains that the chief cause of U.S. productivity decline is that the
workplace has reorganized and U.S. companies have failed to adequately
invest in the education and training of hourly workers in the same way they
have done with mid and upper level management.

The response to the crisis has been a clarion call to U.S. business and
industry to partner with labour, educational institutions, and community
based organizations to solve the crisis and “attack illiteracy”. The result has
been a deluge of “partnership” programs for job training, school-to-work,
and workplace literacy, as well as various other community based initiatives
that have attempted to link education and employment. Everyone agrees
about the importance of linking basic skills education to job training or work-
force preparation. But, too often, these programs are narrowly prescribed,
defining “literacy” in functional terms, teaching discrete skills and knowl-
edge, and preparing people for short-term jobs. In contrast, what is critically
needed are strategies that seek to strengthen communities so people have
broader choices about work, including jobs generated by self-initiated eco-
nomic development projects.
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Strategies That Work

The two case studies of ILGWU and CWEP are illustrative of a process
developed and implemented by the other participating organizations. This
process is best described as developing the basic educational skills of partic-
ipants in the context of encouraging people to reflect more critically on their
own relationship to work. Each program sought alternative ways of devel-
oping strategies related to production, organization, education and
communication appropriate to the culture and context of the populations
they serve. As a result, organizations began to:

*  Develop strategies for job creation through participation in non traditional basic
skills education and training programs that shape the workplace to meet their edu-
cational and employment needs;

*  provide support for specific populations of need — women who are single heads
of households and on public assistance, people with disabilities, at risk youth, immi-
grant workers, and people from culturally diverse backgrounds seeking
employment in the U.S;

* empower learners to speak up for their rights, develop self-esteem, realize their
potential for self-employment, acquire leadership and life skills that are transfer-
able in the workplace and in their communities;

¢ involve participants in a participatory action process of researching employment
training and education systems that seek to provide alternative options for creating
their own jobs and gaining economic independence through self-employment, coop-
erative ventures or alternative income-generating projects;

*  engage learners in a process of critical pedagogy based on principles of collaborative
learning and participatory education, while developing a critical consciousness
that encourages participants to reflect on the nature of the global economy, the orga-
nization of the workplace in their community, and the need for greater access to long
term training and education;

*  create models for linking literacy and basic skills needs in an industrialized society
to capacity building strategies in marginalized communities undeserved by tradi-
tional education efforts; and

e discover creative ways to develop new knowledge and skills that enhanced the
capacity of community based organizations and communities to create new alter-
natives in dealing with the crisis of work and employment.

BARRIERS

Community based organizations that participated in this study were lim-
ited in their ability to affect any major socio-economic changes in their local
labour markets. Some organizations are engaged in small income-generat-
ing enterprises that are part of a larger community based economic
development strategy. For example, at CWEDP, participants conducted
research on their own employment training and welfare experiences and the
local labour market, and decided to form their own computer program coop-
eratives as a means of creating some form of economic alternative. Conflicts
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and difficulties often exist in situations such as this, as local people are forced
to deal with the realities of the labour market and the conflicting values
sometimes present within community based organizations. New patterns of
work need to be created in order to confront the difficulties in competing
within a capitalist economy. On the whole, participants involved in these pro-
grams are not yet at the stage of being able to create their own jobs.

Working people are often forced to leave the community in search of
viable alternatives for income generation. In the same way, people living on
the edge of poverty are forced to forsake longer term educational options in
order to accept short term, low wage employment. Conditions such as lack of
access to capital, gender and race discrimination, employment discrimina-
tion, and other obstacles continue to exist within the economy and labour
market that exclude marginalized groups from fully participating in job
creation and economic development efforts. The capacity of community
based organizations to support alternative efforts more fully depends on the
need for broader changes in the socio-economic structures of the society.

Despite these obstacles, the efforts of community based organizations
reflect a strong commitment to reaching those populations most in need and
to defending the rights of workers for a democratic workplace that respects
multiculturalism. Marginalized low-income groups will be in a stronger posi-
tion to secure their jobs and participate in developing a more democratic
workplace if they have engaged in a more critical investigation of their rela-
tionship to work prior to entering the labour market.

LESSONS LEARNED

The ACBE projects engaged participants in a wide range of diverse edu-
cational initiatives. Through participant action research, both youth and
adults became involved in a systematic process of creating the knowledge
base necessary for developing alternative strategies for responding to the cri-
sis of work. Participatory methodologies such as the student survey and a
reflection-action interview process have facilitated the collective creation of
new knowledge. With this newly acquired knowledge, participants have
gained the confidence needed to pursue action strategies in support of grass-
roots initiatives within their communities.

The ACBE project demonstrates that community based organizations can
play a leading role in removing some of the educational barriers that exclude
marginalized social groups from participating in socio-economic develop-
ment efforts. Community based organizations can facilitate the development
of critical thinking that leads people to take action at the local level to trans-
form their personal and collective situation regarding education and work.
But these efforts have not yet gone far enough. What is needed is a broader
social commitment to creating and sustaining alternative options that deal
with the critical issues of poverty in our communities. Options that develop
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from the bottom up rather than from the top down are needed to build local
capacity and strengthen local initiatives.

The current debate on welfare reform best illustrates the dilemma faced by
these programs. As states are given more control of welfare, growing num-
bers of women will no longer have the basic material support to participate
in programs such as those offered by CWEP. Mandates that welfare recipients
find employment in 90 days or lose their grant, mean that faced with a choice
of participating in a program like CWEP’s or taking a low paying job with
no benefits, many women may be forced to give up their opportunity to pur-
sue the type of education which in the long run gives them at least a fair
chance at economic independence. Now more than ever, community based
organizations need to be involved in developing viable alternatives.

Changes in our understanding of the culture and organization of work
have led to new initiatives and a more critical view of the kind of educa-
tional policies that are necessary to support these initiatives. However,
without the existence of a broader policy that keeps in place a safety net and
policies that support human needs — universal health care, affordable qual-
ity child care, housing and access to quality education — the possibilities for
grassroots participation in developing viable socio-economic alternatives
for low-income communities may be totally eclipsed.

While significant efforts have been made on the part of community based
organizations to change the nature of the workplace in their respective com-
munities, structures continue to exist within the economy and the labour
market that exclude marginalized social groups from participating in socio-
economic development efforts. Community based organizations have taken
important first steps toward building capacity, organizing and providing
opportunities that successfully link education and work, therefore enabling
people to participate in the process of determining their own futures.

QUESTIONS THAT REMAIN

As the debate continues in the field of literacy and work, there are key
questions that further research efforts must take into account. What ways can
research be conducted that will tie job creation to solving community prob-
lems, and at the same time engage community residents themselves in the
process? Meaningful participant action research strategies involve looking
at the experience of local communities and building on that experience.
People in community based programs need to be involved in helping shape
the research design, as a way of building the knowledge base of the field
and improving literacy education. A more in depth understanding of how
and why literacy practices vary according to context would help shape the
direction of a more authentic literacy education practice.

Community based organizations need to look at ways they come together
with organized labour, the business sector, academics and others to look at
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the “credentialing” of so many jobs and issues of “employability”, factors
that in some ways have kept poor people who lack formal education out of
the job market and away from jobs they could in fact do. How can universi-
ties forge partnerships with community based organizations to research local
labour markets from the point of view of residents — what knowledge, skills,
work experience do people have that could be utilized in creating alterna-
tive work possibilities?

Given that literacy is defined as a means to important social ends, national
policies relating to effective practice need to be based on a clearer determi-
nation of what is meant by “literacy”, and how literacy growth can more
effectively contribute to meeting human needs.
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ABOUT THE HUNGARIAN GYPSIES
(by Agnés Daroczi)

The Hungarian Gypsy community is in a critical situation today. In every
respect the community is extremely influenced by Hungary’s economic situ-
ation, concerning either the unemployment, social situation, education or the
changing values.

During the 1970s, 75 percent of the Gypsies were permanently employed'.
They tried to catch up with other groups, whose employment rate was close
to 90 per cent during the same period of time. By the beginning of the 1990s,
50 percent of Gypsies who were employed had lost their jobs. This figure
among the non-Gypsy population is 25 percent.

Educational backwardness, living far from the place of work, and similar
sociological aspects can only partially explain the significant divergence.
Prejudices again play a determinative factor in this process. The chance of
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getting employed as a Gypsy is much slimmer than that among the majority
population. Half of Gypsy unemployment cases can be attributed to dis-
crimination. One-third of the inequalities in income between employees with
the same qualification also reveals discrimination.

The unemployment rate among the Hungarian Gypsies is 48 percent,
while the nation-wide average can be put at 12-13 percent. Romas who had
lost their jobs a long time ago think that it is hopeless to find employment
again. Fifty-seven percent of Gypsies live under the poverty level, and one-
third of the able-bodied Gypsy population has no income at all.

Seventy percent of Roma youth finishes the Hungarian public elemen-
tary school obtaining basic education, but less than five percent is admitted
to the Hungarian industrial schools thereafter; and less than one percent con-
tinues his or her studies in grammar or specialised secondary schools.
Meanwhile, secondary education can be said to be common in today’s
Hungarian society (Ministry of Education Data, 1992/93).

While half of the country’s population lives in cities, 70 percent of Gypsies
live in rural areas. Thirty percent of these Romas live in small villages, with
no opportunity to work, and where the level of the infrastructure, health
care facilities and public transportation is underdeveloped. As Istvan
Kemeny put it about the Gypsies in 1971: “Not their mentality but their condi-
tions should be changed. However, the way of thinking that puts the blame on the
losers for their defeat should also be changed.”

The above-mentioned figures also describe the situation of Gypsies living
in Aranyosapati. That is why the work of the opera singer, music instructor
and educator Attila Bocs carries special importance.

A CONSTRUCTIVE PLAN FOR THE
GYPSY POPULATION

After 20 years of exile in Western-Europe I have returned to Hungary and
settled down in a small village named Aranyosapéti having a population of
2400 and located close to the Hungarian-Romanian-Ukrainian border. This
ancient Hungarian settlement was united from two separate villages called
Kopocsapati and Révaranyos. One third of the population of this united vil-
lage is of Gypsy origin. I have decided to establish a non-profit company
focusing on arts and health education, sacrificing my savings of 20 years.

In Aranyosapati, practically without any moral or financial support, I
started a five-room school of music, capable of admitting 76 children. I was
shocked to discover that even though the majority of students in the ele-
mentary school were Gypsy children, almost none of them enrolled in the
school of music, although playing music is elementary in the Gypsy way of
life. This shocking discovery and the social welfare of the village’s Gypsy
population aroused my interest in getting acquainted with their problems.
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For this reason, | have immediately put together a constructive plan which I
am trying to carry out step by step, practically without any financial or moral
support. The county and district authorities are watching my pursuit with
total indifference, the local municipality and the local school’s directorate
are following my work with the greatest repugnance, and on top of it all
they are doing everything within their power to block my efforts. The only
institution to give me maximum support was the Hungarian Television edi-
tors of the Gypsy Magazine, who were also covering my various activities
in their programs?.

The characteristics of this village’s Gypsy population are typical to all vil-
lages along the Ukrainian border in the county of Szabolcs-Szatmar-Bereg
which is considered to be the most underdeveloped region of the country.
This, together with the fact that Hungary’s Gypsy population is represented
here in significant proportions, explains the reasons for the highest unem-
ployment ratio in the country. Seeing this shocking social and cultural state of
underdevelopment I have decided to initiate my pursuit of music in many
directions.

I realized that for different age groups a different theme had to be created
and carried out, but most importantly, where I see a need arising I am pro-
viding a quick-aid of used clothing along with food stuffs for the neediest.

THE PREPARATORY MUSIC COURSE FOR CHILDREN
OF KINDERGARTEN AGE

My 20 years of teaching music in Western-Europe made me realize that
intense instructions on musical instruments may be started even with chil-
dren of kindergarten age if it is preceded by a year long preparatory music
course. During this course the four to five- year old children in the kinder-
garten, in groups of 10-12, twice a week, are learning to read and write music
with the help of a music instructor’s show created by me. As a result of this,
after the conclusion of the preparatory course, they could begin learning the
instruments when beginning their first class or even simultaneously with
kindergarten.

I have implemented this instrumental music preparatory course in two of
Aranyosapati’s kindergartens where 80% of the children are of Gypsy ori-
gin. In the two weekly classes, held by myself and my associates, every five
minutes we conduct different activities, taking into consideration the results
of Russian pediatric psychology and music psychology research by Tyeplov,
according to which children of this age are very perceptive providing that
objectives are presented in short intervals. Furthermore, in contradiction with
the Hungarian Kodaly method for small children, instead of clear voice into-
nation the emphasis should be put on improving their sense of rthythm in
order to support their developing conceptual system. Every five minutes, the
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teacher conducting the class switches in the most playful ways between the
following activities: sound-formation in groups, reading and singing of tests,
and metrical tapping by touching figures on the test pages with a tapping
motion.

Following this, students colour a new test page while listening to music,
then do rhythm exercises, rhythm writing after hearing rhythmical plays,
rhythm-domino, and after this relative solmization singing based on hand
movements, music writing after hearing with geometrical shapes, followed
by playing with the solfeggio-domino. Then putting together a child’s play
combined with dance and finally drawing and painting of musical themes on
a given subject of a musical piece played several times before. This latter
together with other activities is meant to combine music and art education.
Based on my many years of experience, I can verify that when listening to
music, a colour experience identical with the keynote will arise in each per-
son listening to music including small children. The music motives will take
shape in the children’s drawing in definite geometrical forms, while in
orchestrating, the same will appear as a structural experience.

The two year old instrumental music preparatory course is well liked,
especially by the Gypsy children. Their rhythm and musical sense of hear-
ing is developing at a faster rate than the ethnic Hungarian children of the
same age; their sense of colour and form aroused by music confirms their
high level of musical experiences even at a very young age. They loosen up in
their body movements and in their singing, faster than ethnic Hungarian
children of similar age. Their rhythm and tune writing can be developed
quickly after hearing music, and the foundation of their music reading and
writing talent could be laid down easily. In my opinion, this is a great
achievement considering that a large number of Hungarian Gypsy musicians
are playing music by ear throughout their lives, because they did not have
the opportunity to learn the basics of music reading and writing.

I intended to introduce this music preparatory course in other villages and
towns in the vicinity, and it seems that all kindergartens in the city of Csenger
will adopt my education method. All the domino games, animation tools and
tests necessary for teaching are made. Therefore there is opportunity for the
introduction of this method on the national and international stage in a
broader range.

The essence of this kindergarten education is that the kindergarten teach-
ers and nannies at every possible time during the week, are practising with
the kids the little blocks in groups played in those two weekly classes. This
way, the kindergarten teachers, together with the music teacher, are able to
decide which musical instrument is most favourable for the musical improve-
ment of the child.

Since this preparatory course is practically free of charge, it does not
impose a heavy financial burden on the Gypsy parents, and the activities take
place within the frame of kindergarten activities. Now we have the chance
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to succeed in convincing an ever increasing number of Gypsy youngsters
who previously could not even dream about such opportunities, to begin
their education on musical instruments.

SPECIAL DAY-CARE CENTRE FOR KIDS
IN FIRST CLASS

For Gypsy children going on to their first class, I have organized a special
day-care centre. From my experience with the instrumental music prepara-
tory course, I will only be able to begin teaching Gypsy children on
instruments effectively, if they are continuing their studies in a special day-
care set up in the afternoons. After attending the mixed first class in our
day-care centre, the teachers in my employment finish the home work during
alternating activities with the Gypsy children every half hour. They are danc-
ing, drawing, receiving a half hour of flute lessons in groups, practising for
half an hour on the piano furnished especially for them, and once a week,
they participate in a 45 minute individual piano lesson.

With this special day-care centre the Gypsy children, besides finishing
their school work, are also getting an opportunity to improve their rhythm,
hearing, drawing and movement and at the same time, are being familiarized
with various basic hygiene. These include wearing slippers in the classroom,
washing their hands, cleaning their teeth, brushing their hair, eating at set
tables, taking care of the various valuable toys, appreciating their own school
material, using the lavatories, learning home decoration, preparing for the
holidays, (that is to celebrate Santa Claus Day, Easter, Christmas, Mother’s
Day and Birthdays) and also developing a collective spirit and learning valu-
able behaviour patterns.

The goal we would like to achieve with this special day-care centre is that
the Gypsy children finishing the preparatory course in kindergarten, begin
the learning process on two musical instruments in our day-care, and by this,
increase their ability to concentrate. With our training we have them catch up
with the ethnic Hungarian children. From the start of the second class they
will return to the school’s day-care centre, only coming back to our music
training to practice for the instrumental classes and for other activities pro-
vided for them. Therefore they will not lag behind.

In our experimental first year we wanted to get started with eight children.
The parents of the Gypsy children submitted a signed petition to the Ministry
of Culture and Public Education and also to the principal of the local school
to obtain permission for the day-care centre. The Ministry gave its blessing to
our enterprise and even gave us financial aid to acquire school materials,
but they were not able to give us any contribution for our expenditures for
the entire year. This day-care centre is absolutely free of charge, the children
are only paying a symbolic amount of the instrumental education.
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Because of this, I had no choice but to have my company finance the first
school year. The directorate and teachers of the local school were harassing
the parents, putting pressure on them not to let their children into the “Gypsy
ghetto”. During morning school hours, the teacher of the first class had
imposed the most humiliating situations on the Gypsy children attending our
day-care centre, not shying away even from physical abuse to deter them.

During the year, four of the eight children dropped out because the par-
ents and kids could not bear the humiliations any longer. Afather of one of
the children, under the influence of alcohol and through the instigation of the
woman teaching the first class, came to the day-care centre and beat up my
associate in front of the children. His sense of shame would not allow his
child to continue coming to us. The four children remaining to the end of
the year, gave testimony of outstanding musical and schooling knowledge,
but to no avail. The teacher of the first class gave them the worst grades,
although in the neighbouring town shegave an account of our accomplish-
ment with amazement. But the directorate of the school forced her to
under-evaluate the children attending our day-care centre.

INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC EDUCATION FOR
GYPSY CHILDREN

Only a few Gypsy children joined the instrumental education program of
our school of music, despite the fact that they were practically exempt from
school-fees.

In our practice rooms we provide them with practice opportunities.
Unfortunately there are only a few utilizing this because teachers of the local
school are under-grading the Gypsy children in such measures that they are
not only scared away from thinking about further education, but are pre-
vented by the teachers from studying music in their free time, with the
teachers citing their poor grades as a reason.

For those children who met the requirements and were allowed to study at
our school, besides the instrumental and practice sessions, we were provid-
ing solfeggio, choir, puppet and drawing-painting lessons. But during the
school year we had no choice but to give up these activities one by one
because the local principal had disciplined those teachers who dared to
undertake these activities in the form of a study circle.

At this time, we are trying to reestablish these methods of education by
having the services of teachers from the surrounding villages. We have also
plan to initiate guitar lessons and form a little dance band with Gypsy young-
sters, but we do not have the financial means to purchase the necessary
instruments.
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FUND FOR THE IMPROVEMENT OF ARANYOSAPATI

In March 1992 I set up a fund myself under the name of “Foundation for
the Improvement of Aranyosapati” for the purposes of providing aid for the
cultural improvement of the village’s inhabitants, for the introduction of the
sophisticated biological elevated-bed cultivation method, and for the intro-
duction of the basics of reformative dietetics. The foundation’s board of
trustees would have liked to refurbish a neoclassic mansion located in the
village and in very poor condition, to serve as a centre for the above men-
tioned pursuits, since it was donated to the foundation by the municipality
by contract.

We were encouraged by the municipality to initiate our investments, then
in November 1993, we were told to leave because the building had been
returned to the former Count. The foundation is now engaged in litigation
against the municipality. The mayor had started legal actions against the
foundation because if the foundation would be shut down during the inquiry
proceedings, our right of legitimacy would cease to exist. All this despite the
fact that [ have invested a large sum of money in the foundation, and have
already started my biological gardening activities in the court-yard of the
mansion. I am compelled to hold my various lectures on my own property.
We also intended to organize various Gypsy courses and to provide a cultural
centre for the Gypsy population.

TRAINING OF THE AGE GROUP OVER 16

Within the Gypsy population numbering 800 in the village of
Aranyosapéti, because of the demographic wave in Hungary, there are many
youngsters between the ages of 16 and 22, and most of them have success-
fully finished the eight grades of elementary school.

In the vicinity’s institutes for vocational training it is hard to find young-
sters of Gypsy origin, but even if they were to finish these schools, they
would not find employment. For this reason, most of them stay home after
graduating from elementary school and pass time by working in the house-
hold farming or occasionally getting hired for daily work such as corn
snapping, apple or vine harvesting or goose feather plucking. In the sur-
rounding areas the pay for daily work, which lasts from sun-up to sun-down,
is an average HUF 600 a day without board (6 US dollars).

These youngsters are not registered anywhere as unemployed, no social
welfare network knows about them, and they are not receiving any kind of
aid whatsoever.

In the course of their school education they get the customary Hungarian
education but do not receive information about their native language, their
ancient past, their traditions and customs, or about their ancient crafts. The
older generations had provided for themselves through these crafts 30-40
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years ago, but now this knowledge is taken to the grave. In fact this old
knowledge and crafts are considered something to be ashamed of, and there-
fore they spend their days doing nothing.

For the Gypsy population of Aranyosapati and its vicinity, the only possi-
bility left is to be assimilated. In a sense they have already become poor
Hungarians because they have entirely forgotten their language and tradi-
tions. In order to consider integration, they would have to learn their native
language, their customs and traditions and relearn their ancient crafts and
activities such as basket weaving, hutch hollowing, lath-work, husk weaving,
horse trading, and fixing pots and pans, etc.

This generation between 16 and 22 years, with fashionable dressing habits
within their reach, with their scope of interest and because of what they
expect from life could hardly be considered gypsies anymore. The saying
goes for us too, that only the one who considers oneself a Gypsy is a real
Gypsy. Some better off Gypsy families are anxious to move out of Gypsy row.
They all but broke off contacts with their poorer relatives, and they belittle
and disparage them. They strive to become a part of the ethnic Hungarian cir-
cles and adopt the expected behaviour and character patterns.

At the same time, it is also true the other way around. Declassed ethnic
Hungarian individuals are welcomed in Gypsy circles and become like
Gypsies. Alcoholism is taking its toll in astounding proportions within the
ranks of the de-classed and within Gypsy families with several children, and
nobody is trying to help. The depraved, cast off and lonely ethnic Hungarians
and the Gypsy mothers and fathers, drinking heavily because of the lack of
their family’s well being, in one of the four pubs or in one of the many ille-
gal wine or booze shops in the village.

The other ruthless epidemic, mostly for the village’s Gypsy population is
smoking. Practically every Gypsy smokes, starting at the age of ten, perhaps
with the exception of some of the higher esteemed girls. The family
allowance, the seldom received social aid and the occasional income from
daily work is hardly enough to cover the cost of the family’s cigarette provi-
sions and the drinkers’ alcohol consumption. There is almost nothing left
for electricity, water and school lunches. They will not even consider their
cultural needs. No one from the Gypsy area had requested the natural gas
deployment program that had recently reached the village because of finan-
cial reasons.

For the men, the mandatory military service from the age of 20, imposed
dramatic effects on their personality because of the severe punishment they
receive for desertions and for their performance in the military usually leav-
ing its mark for life. They often resort to stealing and trading with stolen
goods compelled by their long standing misery. Of course the punishment for
these crimes is causing further moral crises for the Gypsies .

The apparent political changes of the 1990’s did not provide or propose
possibilities of any kind to the gypsies because they were hit the hardest by
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the transformation and collapse of the economy. This is because every priva-
tized establishment got rid of the gypsies first. Under the present situation,
10-15 people out of the 800 have a steady and registered job.

The economy turned for the worse for the village’s ethnic Hungarian pop-
ulation, dragging with it their relationship to the Gypsies . They blame the
unemployed Gypsies for their decline, even those who are trying to support
themselves by the various family allowances, social aids and the occasional
welfare money. The Gypsy families, because of hygienic reasons, their sex-
ual under-education and their strong family ties are much more populous
than the ethnic Hungarian families. While the average ethnic Hungarian fam-
ily is assumed to raise two children, the average Gypsy family has four,
although it is not rare to see ten children in a Gypsy family either.

The Geruda Reform Studio Ltd. has set its objective to initiate a vocational
training course for unemployed adult individuals combining its resources,
and also independently, with the Regional Employment Improvement and
Training Centre of Northern-Hungary. One of these intense, 800 hour training
programs takes five months, with 40 hours of training weekly.

This training course has the following advantages:

e  The youngsters stagnating at home will once again be associated with a collective

group.

. In addition to the different vocational training, they also receive generally useful

information.

¢ They will be registered in the nationwide unemployment registration and also in the
social network.

¢ During the training course, they receive HUF 8,000,00 (80 US dollars) a month as
education aid.

¢ The five month training allows for the following: at their incidental first place of
employment, the employer will receive, in case of 3-12 month employment, a 100%
wage assistance from the Labour Centre. In addition, those employers showing a
positive result during the months of wage assistance, will be able to apply for a
refund of 170% of the Social Security contribution paid in.

The Weaving Course

The first of our training courses of this type was focused on making woven
baskets and other woven goods of wicker. The number of people participat-
ing at the start was 28, and 18 of them have successfully finished the course.
Several excellent basket weaving craftsmen were alternating to teach stu-
dents the basics, taking them into the secrets of the trade at the same time.
Even with their first finished products it was easy to see their inherited man-
ual talent. They were struggling to finish the eight classes of the school, but
when weaving baskets, they surpassed that level by far.

During this course, they have not only made baskets and other house-
hold items in large numbers, but they also learned to make wicker furniture
and human-sized woven marionettes too. Furthermore, they learned the
techniques of growing, selecting, preparing, cleaning and slicing of withe.
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The 18 graduated youngsters would immediately be qualified for estab-
lishing a woven furniture company if they could find an adequate supervisor
to organize production and increase their productivity. Naturally, the only
way to make it profitable would be to produce the withe themselves and
have someone else market it.

The local municipality belittled this training course. They did not see any
possibility for success and voiced this opinion several times in the press.
Actually, the opposite is true. Because of the catastrophic condition of the
European forests we should count on having a wood processing embargo
imposed in the very near future. Therefore, furniture and other decoratative
items made of wicker would enjoy a tremendous advantage and could only
be made manually. Because of these reasons, we believe the knowledge of
this craft will be sought after and well paid for within a very short time.

A Waste Processing Course

The basket weaving training course was held between November 1993
and April 1994. It was followed by the second 800 hour, five month training
course planned to be held between the months of May and October. This
second course will be executed by the Geruda Company alone. The company
has won the tender of the County Labour Centre to acquire the financing nec-
essary for the project. Those participating will enjoy the same benefits
mentioned above.

This training course, besides the general catching up program, will also
teach students about composting organic waste accumulated around the
house and garden, and building an elevated bed in the garden out of this
compost and other wastes. We also teach the preparation of dried and fresh
flower arrangements using meadow and other wild flowers, and the collect-
ing, drying and packing of various herbs. The students are also being
familiarized with the weaving and other uses of straw, bulrush and corn
husk.

The aim of this course is to teach the participants the following:

¢ How one can and must sustain life in a self-dependent way by utilizing various
disposable waste materials, and perhaps even make a living by it.

¢ How to develop an eye for the beauty of nature even in the most miserable way of
life, and to have this esthetic sense built in our home culture and during the catch-
ing-up lessons, by singing, by dancing, by instructing basic drawing and painting,
by making pictures out of seeds and by learning various meditation techniques to
make their miserable and boring everyday life more colourful.

In the previous group the gypsies participated in the second course after
finishing the first. From the eight who applied, once again we gave the
chance to four to become students in the second course too. In this course
we have included 100 hours of German language instruction, and with the
up-to-date results of structural language teaching, we hold daily practice
lessons to increase their vocabulary by five words each day. Their surprising
rate of improvement is living proof of the gypsies’ gift for languages.
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Throughout the catching-up course we are also teaching the fundamentals
of music. This filled the students with such enthusiasm that 12 of them
enrolled in guitar lessons at the beginning. We have given the group the
opportunity to gather for practice sessions as a choir outside of the course.

From the second month, the group — on their own accord — would like to
form a folk dance ensemble where they would rehearse and perform differ-
ent Hungarian and Gypsy folk plays and ballads with the woven marionettes
made during the previous course. The idea is that after finishing the course
with these activities, they could stay together in small collectives.

Despite the fact that there are several churches in our village, since it was
united from two villages and the ethnic Hungarian population is of Roman or
Greek Catholic or Presbyterian religion, the local priests and spiritual leaders
have absolutely no desire to include the gypsies into the religious activities.
Only the small Baptist congregation in our village has decided to embrace the
gypsies in their religious life and regardless of their Christianity, Gypsy youth
in ever increasing numbers are visiting this collective. We too are recom-
mending to our students to joint this Baptist community and the result of
their intensive efforts is already perceptible.

Following the completion of these two courses, we have become
acquainted with 45 elementary school graduate Gypsy youngsters from our
village over the age of 16, who have never had a job and have not been reg-
istered as unemployed either. But as we have noticed, there are at least 150
unregistered unemployed gypsies living on Gypsy row today.

The situation is similar in all villages of this region within the Gypsy pop-
ulation. The obvious consequence of this is that the unemployment statistics
in our county are absolutely false. The young people attending our courses
have shown such delight in other people’s company that every day, after the
classes are over they have no inclination to go home and they would all but
demand these organized collective activities for Saturdays and Sundays too.
Therefore together we have decided that in addition to the choir and folk
dance activities, they could also participate in the guitar lessons about to be
started. Furthermore, from their request, we have fixed up a body-building
room where in addition to the students, other Gypsy youngsters are allowed
to train as well.

Naturally, we would welcome ethnic Hungarians too. At the request of the
students, outside of the course’s classes we are going to start up a preliminary
high-school course, because several have already started attending high-
school in one of the neighbouring cities. But because of the insufficient
education they had received in our village, they dropped out after the first
half year. Therefore, we are planning to hold preliminary classes of biology,
chemistry, mathematics and physics for those wishing to attend. Naturally
ethnic Hungarians may also attend these classes.
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A Broom Making Course

After the waste processing course to be finished in October, we have
already won the tender for a household and industrial broom-making course,
by which we could provide for another 20-25 youngsters from our village to
learn the trade in a 500 hour intensive course.

Because the broomcorn in Hungary is very expensive and also very scarce,
in the spring we planted broomcorn seeds over an area of two hectares,
enabling us to teach the harvesting, storage and processing methods of the
broomcorn throughout the course to be started in October. It is also the objec-
tive of the course to separate and package the seeds that are found on the
broomcorn and to market it as bird-feed.

Since our course is being conducted during winter time and the only alter-
native we have to heat the premises is by oil-burning heaters — due to the
fact that we do not have the financial means to have natural gas installed
and we are unable to get financial help from any place so that we may pur-
chase less expensive heating fuel —- we have no choice but to buy heating oil
tor HUF 62.00 per litre, whereas other public institutions are able to buy this
very same heating oil for HUF 40.00 per litre.

Giving Assistance for the Adults with the
Elevated-Bed Growing Method

My studies in Western Europe in the field of reformative dietetics and of
different biological growing methods have prompted me to pass on this
knowledge to the village’s Gypsy population. This growing method has saved
the People’s Republic of China from starvation. Such a garden bed, built of
various household and garden organic wastes over an area of 3x8 metres, is
capable of yielding crop three times a year, provided it is watered sufficiently,
and therefore provides the entire vegetable supply for a family of six.

Gypsies with small parcels have tried to request land in the vicinity, but
to no avail, practically nobody got any, thus for the future decades their only
possibility to survive is limited to their small garden of a few square metres.
On this few square metres, they will have to learn to provide for their family’s
needs with high quality vegetables. The essence of this gardening method is
that the accumulated organic wastes, considered garbage and overflowing
the Gypsy settlements, with expertise, would now have to be laid on the soil
in different layers, thus providing crop for eight to ten years. And an added
benefit is that it will have to be built only once.

Because of the natural gas pipes under installation in the surrounding
areas, a lot of organic waste that was used for heating purposes, will become
available. This is an excellent material to build elevated-beds. If we are able
to get the materials built from an adequately clean source, and if during the
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growing procedure we refrain from using any chemical substances, then we
may consider this growing method as a biological one because the use of arti-
ficial fertilizers is unnecessary.

The students of our waste processing course have learned how to build
these beds and have planted them with mixed produce. Now, in small
groups, they have taken the task of hauling the waste over, building and
planting the elevated beds, anywhere the space requirements are given and is
requested or allowed by a Gypsy family.

The elevated bed, besides its high moisture demand, will only function
well if we teach them which plants may be planted next to each other, in what
distance and also which part is most desirable for certain plants. The neigh-
bouring village’s Gypsy population have also taken notice of our activities.
Thus we were given the opportunity, by the Agricultural Vocational Training
Institute of Baktaléranthdza, to build two of these elevated beds in their gar-
den, and to introduce this growing method to experts from different parts of
the country.

Because there are only a limited number of Gypsy students in attendance
in the agricultural trade schools, they would only be able to obtain modern
agricultural and horticultural knowledge in various trade courses, that is if
we want to change over to independent agricultural activities from their
present inactive and unemployed lives. The other important factor is the
wide-spread introduction of a healthier diet to the Gypsy population based
on their own produce. The present, rather expensive meat- centred and veg-
etable and salad-lacking Gypsy diet, is the leading cause of diseases of the
vascular, skeletal and nervous system even at a young age. Metabolic dis-
turbances resulting from an unhealthy diet could be noticed even in the
younger generations, which may also be enhanced because of poor medical
care. The situation of their medical care leaves much to be desired because of:
the knowledge of their ancient medicine, the undesirable herb culture, curing
with questionable materials, and the use of medicines made of animal prod-
ucts considered to be quackery, and the treatment of the ill Gypsy at village
doctors is treated as an unwanted phenomenon.

Throughout our courses we encourage the students to gather up that old
Gypsy medical knowledge from the world of traditions of those still living,
and turn their attention towards the rightness and the usefulness of those
medicines. This is how we try to encourage them to become self-dependent
in this area.

Their protein rich diet, which is not typical of the closely related people
living in India, or for the gypsies living in Hungary, is only an adopted way
of diet, and is very damaging and expensive.They feel they have no choice
but to steal poultry, to fish illegally and to kill game from an ever decreasing
stock, without permit in the neighbouring forests. Through these activities
they are always in violation of the law. The livestock keeping started by var-
ious state subsidies and the allowances received for hog and cattle does not
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represent any real help because they are not able to provide the conditions
feed, and veterinary care necessary for those animals, and/or they are forced
to eat them because of starvation.

The troublesome public health conditions of the gypsies could only be
improved by a purposeful dietetics reform. Therefore, in our courses, we are
trying to turn their attention towards the importance of a healthy diet with
lectures and our published periodicals. The one-sidedness of their diet is not
only the result of their poverty, but also of their limited knowledge. Medicine
is not the only thing provided by nature, throughout thousands of years
many things from nature were utilized as basic food stuff. The civilized
world rejects all that. Unfortunately the gypsies have also forgotten this
knowledge, though to utilize it would be great help in reestablishing a
healthy way of life, and a free lifestyle.

AN ALCOHOL AND NICOTINE
REHABILITATION CENTRE

Our objective is to establish an alcohol and nicotine rehabilitation centre
for 10-15 people in the empty lakeshore farm located about two kilometres
from our village, provided we get some support from the authorities, and the
guidance of psychotherapy experts and trained assistants. We would offer
treatment for alcoholics and compulsive smokers from our village and also to
those from neighbouring towns, who wish to get rid of this painful epidemic
either for their own good or upon the request of family. During this half year
occupational therapy, under the guidance of the experts of communal life, the
conditions are given for recovery by different types of activities such as gar-
dening, fruit grove, reed, sedge, mushroom, wild plants, empty sheep-folds.
Hopefully the extraordinary natural environment along with the help of ther-
apeutic experts bringing the results desired.

We also have to face the increasing fact that children of Gypsy families
can not and do not want to support their aging parents. These lonely old peo-
ple isolate themselves, and because of their malnourishment and their
nervous disorders even at minimal alcohol consumption — they can hardly
afford that even — they give the impression of a miserable alcoholic. The next
big assignment would be to get these old people to a social home.

Smoking that usually starts at a very young age can reach the quantity of
60-70 a day in some gypsies: They could only satisfy this need with goods of
poor quality — filled with radioactive and chemical remains — that is avail-
able in different markets of smuggled goods, mostly from the Ukraine. They
can only afford to buy these contaminated cigarettes, which in the following
years could lead to shocking health conditions. Not to mention the nicotine
dependency that follows their lives from childhood, and the vascular and res-
piratory problems caused by smoking cigarettes. We will attempt to free our
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patients in this rehabilitation centre from all these stimulants by various med-
itative self-control methods and to give them the knowledge that besides
living in a material and consumer society, other human goals and possibilities
can come into view.

POST-SCRIPT

Taking the situation, namely the unemployment and the handicratt tradi-
tions of the Gypsies into account, Attila Bocs formulated a new adaptable
way of thinking and organising courses, which aim to prepare participants to
manage their life successfully. In the beginning he received assistance from
the County Labour Centre, and he managed to provide retraining aid to the
participants, creating the opportunity for them to study full-time with safe
subsistence for two semesters. Inspired by the success, twelve pupils regis-
tered at the correspondence department of the grammar school determined
to work as assistant teachers after their graduation. There is a great need for
them since they would be able to improve the condition of the under-edu-
cated Gypsies and their personal example would impress the Roma youth.

Attila Bocs also launched a school of music in Aranyosapéati, where 48 out
of the 82 pupils are Gypsy children. Most of them learn to play on two instru-
ments without being charged for the education. What is more, they are even
provided with school equipment and practice opportunities.

Nevertheless, the whole initiative has stalled since March, 1995, though
the ones who completed the courses have the proper professional knowl-
edge. The majority passed exams with excellent results and are now capable
of doing everything independently. But to begin an enterprise capital is
needed, and they hardly have enough money to make ends meet. To begin
their own business they should also have promotion skills and knowledge
since there is no solvent demand for their goods nearby.

The latest restrictive measures of the government, the lack of support from
small businesses, and the suspension of the retraining aids “torpedoed” the
continuation of the courses. Five of the 12 pupils have already dropped out of
the grammar school and only six of the 24 course participants are present reg-
ularly during the classes. They do day-work for their living since their village
needs no craftsmen but rather cheap day-labours (such as woodcutters, peo-
ple who prune, dig and sow).

As Attila Bocs bitterly admits:

¢ As a fanatic educational I had known that my work would not go smoothly, but I
had never thought it would end in such a large-scale indifference and disinterest.

¢ The young participants of our courses and those studying in the music and sec-
ondary school perceive less national disinterest, than the malice characterising the
self-government of our village. For example, there had been a public pump in front
of the school of music. They turned that off first in the village. We only have latrines
and therefore our pupils are unable to drink water, to wash their hands or to keep
the necessary minimal hygienic requirements.
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¢ Although The County Pedagogical Institute and the County Labour Centre help
wherever they can, they do not believe in our efforts since it is already March and the
Ministry of Labour has not authorised the launching of new retraining courses this
year. Thus, our whole programme is in danger of falling, because there is no organ
that would finance our retraining courses. Some of the secondary school pupils
would be willing to move into dormitories but there are no such facilities in the
county.

¢ Any results or solutions to the problems could only be achieved by a thorough, com-
plex and long-term plan and consistent work. The subsidies given to the village for
the Gypsies should be spent on supporting Romas themselves. The village should
not build two mortuaries and a luxurious school with gymnasium, while the Gypsy
children hardly complete the eight-class elementary school. Neither should they
build a marvellous palace for the physician, but rather they should provide drink-
ing-water, bathing and washing facilities.

*  Theroad conditions in the Gypsy populated areas should also be improved, and
educational reforms that do not make the Gypsies feel like outcasts in their own
village school should be introduced. The present conditions of the Gypsies as well as
the general Hungarian situation demonstrate the shocking deficiencies of the last
decades. Provision for bread, tools, means of transportation and safety are not
enough, because they only mean satisfying the most essential needs of human life.
It 1s indispensable, but not sufficient. The existence worthy of man assumes spiritual
enlightenment, since this belongs to the human being.

Notes

1. Istvan Kemény, Gdbor Havas & Gédbor Kertesi. The condition of the Hungarian
Gypsies. 1994.

2. We are able to furnish, together with the associates of Hungarian Television’s Gypsy
Magazine program, approximately one hour video material to those interested.

Address:  Attila Bocs, Reform Studio KFT
Kossuth L u. 78, 4634 Aranyosapati,
Hungary



Chapter Nine

A WAY OUT OF THE CRISIS
OF WORK: COMMUNITY
SELF-EDUCATION

Adela Luminita Rogojinaru
Institute of Educational Science
Bucharest, Romania

CONTEXT: FROM HOMOGENEITY TO DIFFERENCE

The text which follows is the result neither of a survey nor of a case study.
It is a fundamental criticism of non-empirical validity about social energies in
conflict, the dynamic force of which may be a pointer to some of the mecha-
nisms of the overall crisis of work.

It is generally believed that the concept of post-modernism may present a
sufficiently coherent view to express the shifting and spreading reality of
the end of our century. However, contrary to this generalization, post-mod-
ernism is always tied to particular contexts. The crisis of modernity itself
takes different forms, although it is evident that it has developed out of
defensive and contradictory paradigms.

Although we may agree about the basic significance, particular meanings
arise as soon as we compare truly post-industrial societies whose modernity is
discussed in terms of “crisis” with post-totalitarian societies, where the crisis
arises from a “betrayal” of an artificial modernity, a crisis best expressed as an
ideological “leap” of modernity.
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By way of example, let us consider mass culture. In Romania, we could
talk of mass culture without making any particular reference to information
technology. Basically, during times of totalitarianism, the mass always
expressed itself as an obedient crowd.

So, in developed societies, post-modernism brings into the open a crisis
of scientific truth, an epistemological discontinuity, while in developing post-
totalitarian societies, the post-modern crisis emerges from the depth of
“moralities”, personal values that are called into question, and a sense of social
well-being. We are then speaking of liberty and its ethical foundations.

The (post-totalitarian) resurgence of individual wrongful behaviour and
the current rejection of life — widespread after the collapse of social aware-
ness in 1989-1990 — stands in sharp contrast to the time when the unification
of social groups and the homogeneity of values attempted to assimilate per-
sonal choices into (pseudo-)collective choices. Let us stress, for the moment, the
distinction between what is common to a community or is cooperative, and col-
lectivism or communism. We shall track both of these down.

On the one hand, there were the values which form part of democratic cul-
tures, but were here compromised by communist slogans. In a random order,
which is not exhaustive, these were:

e activism, self-management, equality of opportunity, lifelong education, mobility of

the labour force, and the advancement of women and the young. On the other hand,
there were values exclusive to totalitarian power:

* the undeniable revolutionary truth, the single party of the united working class,
the exceptional nature of those elected, the homogeneity of aspirations and social
values, the ideal of the “new man”, and the socialist society that had been developed
on all fronts.

Although the latter belong to history, their effect still undermines the sys-
tem, threatening any attempt at radical change.

In this context, the concept of literacy or basic education implies more than
functional knowledge; it can establish a new “educology” whose logos gives
rise to a community ethos. While rejecting the sterility of annihilating collec-
tivism, a moral resurrection of group life appears to be vital to any social or
economic reform.

So that we do not forget the frustrations of the people, we have to restore
and constantly foster, without becoming demagogic, the right to be different as
a right to freedom. It should be added that in the case of Romanian democ-
racy, the political opposition between consensus and difference in the interests
of power was so strong that it reinforced the negative connotations of “dif-
ference” as an instrument of social destabilization.

We shall not go into the various aspects of the current social crisis. It is
enough to stress the perspective of radical change, which is needed to give
new validity to the relationship between sameness and difference, and the prob-
lem of effectively involving the person (in Latin “persona” means both
person and role).
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Having set out this contextual premise, we shall now explain the paths
open to this alternative approach, with a view to reconstructing values (see
the table at end of chapter)

*  to generalize dialogue in order to impose idiosyncrasy on a system still ravaged by
totalitarian symptoms, the alternative as opposed to the uniform;

¢ to shake the power of an amoral restoration in order to encourage change in social
situations regarded as “disadvantaged”, the marginal as opposed to the central;

* to confront the labyrinth of uncertain transition in order to stimulate conscious reso-
lutions, — the elective as opposed to the prescribed;

*  to steer clear of a new centralization of the market in order to encourage economic
responsibility, the innovative, the marginal, the elective and the alternative thus
become the dominant features of the self-formation of groups which gives greater
attention to individual traumatisms than to global compensation, and greater regard
to the confirmation of the persona as opposed to trans-personal ideological power.

THE PRELIMINARIES OF THE PROJECT:
A PERI-CURRICULUM

The story begins with what happened in an institutional project to give
professional training to teachers and trainers which predates the Institute of
Educational Science. We can even speak of secondary premises, given that
the project was constructed out of the peripheral effects of the initial train-
ing already received. It was more a case of de-constructing the key units of
the initial approach so as to develop flexibility and to better serve the struc-
tural mobility of the various educational communities.

The first experiment was a piece of participatory research, begun in 1992,
on how teachers generated and trained themselves in basic professional
skills." From September to December 1993, a pilot training experiment was
addressed to teachers in marginal school settings, with particular attention
being given to relationships between heterogeneous groups and to attitude
change in the new interrelationship between education and careers.?

The following experiment, designed on the basis of the results of the pilot
programme, took the project into the areas of community life difficult to
influence from within a school: the comings and goings of the city surround-
ings. The aspect of training in the most important skills remained, but with
the addition of the question of the values by which work activities were
encouraged, a question which went beyond solutions available in the school
curriculum and were marginal to the planning of teaching.

What we had seen as a problem exclusive to providing qualifications to
young people preparing for manual work proved to be a veritable social
project on the skills of being and of living of certain groups and communities,
which may be classified as periods of transition.®

The crisis affected not only the loss of skilled workers but also the (ideo-
logical, economic and cultural) dissolution of the symbolic legitimacy of
groups and occupations.
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The problem, such as the pressure of commuting and the migration of the
labour force, was not a recent phenomenon. Sociological studies on
urban/rural movement had long shown particular interest in the “spread of
urbanism”, which tends to wipe out the differences between town and vil-
lage.* What was new was the symptoms of a new social perception among
the various groups which could not be understood in terms of previous
criteria.

Generally, a course of guidance which follows the criteria of training is
given the (Latin) name curriculum, which carries the meaning of “a course”
but also “a race”. Perhaps we were thinking more of building a state of mind
— brought about by a mixture of propositions of renewal, or maybe an
absence of innovation — when we chose to see our approach as a peri-cur-
riculum, a journey which lies close to the curriculum. On the one hand, itis a
matter of an emerging curriculum, very appropriate to the concept of educol-
ogy, in which [iteracy only stands for the functional (which embraces the
instrumental) aspect of cultural emancipation; on the other, we are stimulating
the “reawakening” of an alternative curriculum that would ensure the free
development of choice and its influence on the homeostasis of the system.

The distinctions are not limited to the hypothesis that school education in
its various guises has (analysable) effects on the morphology of the market. It
is quite clear that schools are currently too conservative, given what is avail-
able on the market. But also, although there is an intention of restructuring the
relationship between training and work, the production of goods is still waiting
for real economic expansion.

As soon as one addresses the question of production, one must also con-
sider the problems of the responsibility of producers, and the support they
receive to promote their products on the central market. While we are giving
attention to the guiding of young people towards alternative means of social
integration, our project does not set out to fund an alternative market, but to
prepare people for a new market. The aim is to develop inter-personal skills
through active workshops, which are nonetheless limited to the capacities of
educational research. We are encouraging the appearance of alternative struc-
tures, but we cannot guarantee them or in fact impose them on the market.
What remains for us, the educators, is the opportunity, but also the chagrin,
of the constant guest.

RESEARCH IN ACTION: COMMUNITY SELF-TRAINING

First of all, we should stress the electrifying nature of self-training, which
is an approach closer to traditional, ritual public meetings than formal edu-
cational activities. In accordance with our main thesis, the meetings set out to
confer prestige on the potential areas of life and work in order to create cen-
tres of alternative occupations. Since the system of economic training is
largely concerned with centralized problems on a national scale, it is possible
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to encourage the development of small-scale, local economic structures with-
out their being either marginal or isolated.

On the basis of these choices, and in conjunction with the ways forward
described in detail in the discussion of problem’s context, we shall now con-
sider the aims of alternative group self-training and the effects of the
“community self” as opposed to collectivist immorality.

¢  First, we are trying to bring local freedom and the true meaning of community

autonomy up to date, with a view to assisting the management of civil life in which

each suburb, at present a transitory culture, acquires an identity and becomes a
micro-culture for flexible and tolerant groups.

*  Next, we are stressing relational skills, extirpating the autocracy of leaders in favour
of participatory group management.

*  Then, we are encouraging the social involvement of community groups, so that they
become aware of their contexts, their roles, their perspectives, their rights and oblig-
ations; local freedom and identity already give them the bases of a particular ethos.

Having given an outline of the context, we are trying, finally, to relaunch
the need for vocational training, especially in directions which imply nei-
ther school education nor labour force retraining. For there is no economic
restructuring without the ethical foundations of work. We therefore foster
critical thought which may encourage the creation of a market based on an
alternative set of values.

Given the formula of assisted self-training, the active objectives fall into
two levels:

¢  the dimension of assistance, which identifies the existing social knowledge of the

target group, and then analyses and produces skills in terms of community skills.
We had the idea of producing written regulations, by changing the form of local, oral
norms — secondary, derivative orality — into normative, written, codified norms.

This time, the norms would be established according to criteria of esteem and assim-
ilation within the group;

¢ the dimension of self-training, which is more important and has a place from the very
beginning of the initial assistance in identifying existing knowledge. It is a matter
of ensuring that the norms thus arrived at are adopted by community sub-groups.
One aim of this process is the ability to introduce a symbolic market.

Each values workshop built up a two-way relationship:

. the elective arose in relation to the self;

. the marginal saw its relationship with the real;

* thealternative was guided by its relationship with other people;
*  the innovative propounded a relationship with the possible.

In the period 1993-1994, project activities were developed at the first level:
promotion of awareness among the groups of young people from the indus-
trial schools in the suburbs in order to update their “community potential”.
The aim of the research, organized in active workshops, was the emergence
of structures within the groups that could deal with the conflicts and remove
the blockages in the relationship between their lives and normal career
prospects.
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As for inter-personal training, activities were arranged in values workshops
which finally resolved themselves into four different scenarios: the alternative,
the marginal, the elective and the innovative.

The concept of the market was applied particularly to aspects of relation-
ships and communication, with the market seen as a modus vivendi. The
workshops thus sought to restore certain primary functions such as transac-
tions, exchange, partnership and networking. No way of proceeding was
indicated or laid down, the moderators being careful to encourage openness
to all possible approaches, and especially to the opportunity of “finding one’s
own way”— as a means of preventing social disorder.

It is quite obvious that the whole training was firmly based on the motiva-
tion to act (whether put into effect or not) and on the process of
internalization. The appropriation of the innovative was evaluated through
imaginative actions; and that of the alternative through conceptual; the elective
gave rise to expressive actions; and the marginal became actual through insti-
tutive actions.

THE CONCEPTUAL VIEW: TIMES OF TRANSITION

The self-learning of skills of community being, born of a pilot training course
with the aim of preparing teachers to deal with the novelty of social mobil-
ity, 1s still conceived as a grass-roots programme of assisted self-training,
intended to encourage the development of the concept of self within anomic,
transitory groups.

The issue centres on a key concept: suburbanism, with two subordinate
dimensions: shift of power (especially economic) and innovation by minorities.

Although there is also a positive connotation due to the proximity of urban
civilization, and indeed a negative in the conventional sense, we define sub-
urbanism as an existence which typifies ambiguity, transitoriness and
anomy. It is not captured in the antithesis between central and peripheral,
between urban and rural or between innovative and traditional, because it
escapes all structural duality. That is why it appeared to us to be an ideal zone
of operations if we were to examine the malfunctioning of community
dynamics.

The programme is also addressed to the actors (or agents) who have real
or potential local power, and can influence the effective recovery of the val-
ues of community life, despite the ravages of the collectivism and totalitarian
homogeneity that sought to destroy group structures.

At the same time, there is a certain methodological interest in the fact that
the issue had arisen in the organizational micro-cultures of schools providing
vocational education, which have recently been affected by a fall in enrol-
ment, notably in traditional crafts and local industry.
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THE PROJECT TARGET GROUP:
ALTERNATIVE GROUPS

In the recent years of post-totalitarianism, it has been observed that we
are caught between two extremes:

¢ either we willingly adopt the palliative approach, in the name of “transition”, which
leads to minor corrective adjustments and small steps; an option that relies on what
may be called “the positive experience of the past”;

. or we cling to the idea of radical change, with reference to the “crisis”, which aims to
build a new socio-political “literature”; an option that mistrusts and rejects the
mechanisms of the past and doubts the possibility of using anything much from
historical experience.

We do not have to choose now: it suffices to say that the corrective option,
officially adopted in the reform of the system, still gives us the disagreeable
teeling of building on sand and of not achieving anything. It is restricting to
see, for example, that many social projects by central institutions which con-
cern minority cultures have a routine flavour, since the system exaggerates
the benefits of the majority ideology.

This happened to us in our attempt to intervene in the system of general
basic education with a methodological stance that ignored current shifts in
normative non-formal networks (which are unobtrusive and deceptive!). It
should be recalled that the object of this discussion is not any type of com-
munity, but specifically urban neighbourhoods, which are prolix, variegated
and defy classification.

By being dependent on the city, suburban areas have arrogated to them-
selves a false urban identity which they will very soon lose because of the
reverse migration of the active population. The symptoms of a decline in
school attendance in the industrial schools of the urban ring provide evi-
dence of more than difficulty with educational planning. One test would be
for a number of industrial schools to resist at any price, either by revitaliz-
ing their workshop activities or by introducing information technology.® It is
nonetheless questionable whether a temporary school management solution
could counter the destructuring of basic education for some work groups.

The observation thus expressed leads us to seek an alternative which is
valid in its context, if not by virtue of its methodology. The drawing together
of areas in which the value “work” is being subjected to the very marked
influence of a conflict within behavioural knowledge clearly reveals the
shape of the essential thesis of the project:

“In an area that has lost its values, more or less at the margins of the central
market, one of the alternative ways of reviving community life (of which the
value work is the leaven), would be to follow non-central, non-authoritarian,
indeed unobvious paths, which offer the only chance of restoring true group
relationships that would otherwise be well hidden by egalitarian and
consensual ideologies.”
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In accordance with the principle of homomorphism, could such an area
provide solutions to the general crisis of work? It is hard to say. In any case,
it is honest to allow for the risks of acting on such an assumption: it can
encourage the appearance of a visionary and innovative local elite as well as
the creation of insurgent groups.

All that can be done is to unleash group potential and to realize creative
behaviour, while not forgetting that collective fantasies were well nurtured
by the former regime.

FROM IDEOLOGICAL CONSENSUS TO
ETHICAL SOLIDARITY

From the point of view of social criticism, we therefore compared the evi-
dence of epistemological slippage in the ethical orientation towards marginal
ways of thinking. In fact, any central logos is only an ideology that imposes
ideal solutions applicable to all. By contrast, relativism and the rational con-
structs of small communities validate a differential approach to social life
and, in practice, to civil institutions (whether for scientific, cultural or eco-
nomic reasons).

Self-training in relational skills, which was born of an alternative approach
to continuing education programmes, applies to the flexible use of situa-
tional skills. It can be postulated that any exchange network (starting with
symbolic exchanges) proves the emergence of a community.® In practice, a
market does not necessarily make a community. While it is true that the val-
ues of homo economicus still predominate, we are seeing increasingly lively
discussion of the ethical bases of economic activity.” An open market is, above
all, no panacea. And the open market does not solve the problems of exclu-
sion. The division of work and the diversification of tasks add nothing to the
solidarity of interests.

On the one hand, pure economic values such as profit and investment are
valueless in the absence of ethical, deontological bases. There is nothing to
suggest that the proprietress of a small shop has changed her point of view
from what she believed when she was the manageress of a socialist state
outlet. In consequence, there is no social evidence that the proliferation of
small and medium enterprises has brought about real changes in the devel-
opment of new economic skills. Since external forms have not changed
internal structures, it is up to us to harmonize these by adequately prepar-
ing group relationships.

An alternative market, based on the community ethos, seems to us to be a
path worth trying with a view to changing behavioural knowledge funda-
mentally, if not a solution that will counter the manipulative power of the
central market. We chose the urban ring because it represents a new relational
potential. Large superstores and shopping centres already compete with busi-
nesses and major industrial companies, which are now under threat. This is not
competition in production but a new form of employment and socialization.
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The activities mentioned in association with values, such as imaginative,
conceptual, expressive and institutive actions, underlie the compilation of skills
for community self-training. This approach ends by awakening choices with
respect to group life and an open attitude towards the complexity of alterna-
tive ways of living and working. On that basis, the approach becomes the
property of the group, and the development of the desire to continue it as self-
training — starting from existing alternative norms — is coordinated by the
group itself.

This project thus expresses a process of motivation rather than an eco-
nomic solution. It consists of discovering oneself and of building one’s own
tunctional skills for further development. It is not a new ideology but a strat-
egy to face up to the crisis and an active opposing of the system'’s exclusivity. It
is possible to conduct it through appropriate education and individual
choice, and the right to exercise this.

The formation of alternative structures proved far more difficult than we
had imagined. Communities are not given the preparation to take local deci-
sions, even though the regulations allow for this. Under these circumstances,
is a “minor” market that is not controlled and is self-organized not a utopia?
How can it be reconciled to the requirements of the market?

We have been talking here about the community self (not necessarily the
collective unconsciousness) and about a social mode expressed in terms of
group skills. These two aspects are also part of basic education or literacy). As
soon as one becomes aware of identity and its relationships with what is dif-
ferent, it becomes possible in turn to intervene in any way. Otherwise, we
are left with exclusive and frustrating commands. The reappearance of a
sense of cooperation based on the way of thinking of the group can be the
premise for abolishing the separation between those who are “included”
and those who are “excluded”.

Without making reference to ideological and consensual power, the power
of knowing how to be — which has been preserved by traditional communi-
ties — is what calls into question the civilization of work.



170 ALPHA 9

Notes

1.

From 1992, a team of researcher-trainers, composed of Adela Rogojinaru, Serban losifescu
and Tiberiu Mihail, worked on alternatives to the traditional approaches to continuing train-
ing and training of trainers in the framework of Romanian educational reform. A synthesis of
the partial theoretical results is given in a small guide book entitled Alternative strategies of
continuing training for trainers. Vademecum, published by the Institute of Educational Science
in 1993.

2. His was the “Teleajen” oil industry school group in Ploiesti (Prahova), where a significant
reduction was observed in the (rural-urban) migratory school population traditionally com-
muting or living in the school as boarders. Many are currently giving up their studies because
of the difficulties of employment in the oil industry with the industrial partners of the school
no longer obliged to provide employment to school-leavers following government restruc-
turing.

3. Aslight distinction is made between “transitory” and “transitional”, the former term indicating
greater social insecurity and cultural non-identity.

4. For the statistics before 1989 on social mobility, see the work by Dumitru Sandu: Fluxurile de
migratie in Romania (Flows of migration in Romania), Bucharest, Academy of the R.S.R.
Publishing House, 1989.

5. This is the case of the 1st May industrial school group of Ploiesti, whose director is attempt-
ing to carry through a school project which responds to local training demands.

6. | have to acknowledge the strong influence of the thought of Fernand Braudel on my theoret-
ical choices, although | do not strictly use Braudel’s terminology.

7.  Mousse, Jean. Les fondements de Iethigue professionnelle, les Editions d’Organisation,
Paris, 1989.

Basic Relational Skills,
Units of Peri-Curricular Expansion
Identity Values
Levels of
self-training Alternative | Elective Marginal Innovative
existing skills deliberate detect delimit distinguish
contextual knowledge | discern decentralize |differentiate | define
operational knowledge | discharge disentangle |disarm design
strategic knowledge decide democratize |delegate develop
Aspects of community Self-regulation Motivation Orientation

Transformation action

Note:

The names given to skills are determined by the coincidence of three fields of

meaning (knowledge, values and action). Relational skills operate as metaknowl-
edge: they guide thought rather than immedate action.




Chapter Ten

THE ECONOMIC EQUITY
PROJECT

Jorge Garcia Orgales
Doris Marshall Institute for Education and Action
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THE ECONOMIC EQUITY PROJECT

This article presents a small intent in the struggle for dignity, equity, eco-
nomic power and social recognition in the Province of Ontario, Canada: the
Economic Equity Project. This Project, run from August, 1994 to April, 1995,
was a combination of local economic development, community building
and popular economic education.

Ontario, with a population of approximately 11 million, is the most indus-
trialized province of Canada. The 80’s were not easy years for Ontario; the
industrial recession and the free trade agreement signed by the Federal gov-
ernment with the United States of America put a heavy toll on the economics
of this Province. It is believed that at least 100,000 jobs were lost in the indus-
trial sector, with the subsequent losses in spin-off industries.

In 1990 a social democratic party, the New Democratic Party, was elected
to govern the Province and a major issue of its program was the creation of
jobs. The government proceeded with all the traditional measures of boosting
industry (subsidies, tax breaks, etc.), and tried to foster some alternatives in
small business and in the community sector.

171
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Parallel to the government initiatives, different groups in the community
were trying to find more active functions in the economic arena. The
Economic Equity Project is one of these projects — a result of a year of plan-
ning a coalition of community organizations trying to grasp non-traditional
ways of achieving social justice.’

In 1993, the first intent to gain funding from the government was pursued.
A year later, at the beginning of 1994, the coalition secured funds to run the
project. In the second quarter of the year, the coalition started advertising
the project to community groups all across the Province and, on August 12th,
1994, the Minister of Citizenship for the Province of Ontario opened a
“Community Forum” in Toronto as the launching of the project.

The Economic Equity Project used popular education methodology and
direct participation by the community as its way to seize results. The Doris
Marshall Institute for Adult Education and Action was in charge of the orga-
nizing, planning, delivery and evaluation of the education and training
components of the Project. The organizations selected to be part of the Project
would explore the possibility of using economic ventures as a way of regain-
ing control of their own future and creating jobs in the community. It was
not expected that all beneficiaries of the project would embark on some kind
of venture at the end of the project.

ASSUMPTIONS
Can Social Justice Come Without Economic Justice?

The first assumption of the Economic Equity Project was the need to achieve eco-
nomic justice as an integral part of the struggle for social justice and equity.

For a long time women, blacks, youth, the unemployed and the under-
employed, the homeless, native people, people with disabilities, and a long
list of communities have claimed their rightful place in society with varying
success on the legal and practical level. Yet, in most cases, the social recogni-
tion has not been accompanied by a better life for most members of the -
communities.

The poverty issue is easily linked to the marginalized and excluded
groups in society. A vicious cycle of poverty and exclusion followed by more
poverty and exclusion is identifiable in most groups excluded from the main-
stream. A question resurfaces frequently: Can we achieve social justice
without economic justice? As part of the picture of the struggle for equity,
the construction of direct and controlling participation in the economy starts
to play a frontal role.

The sense of community and the struggle for justice are the seeds from
which a large number of strong organizations are founded. The limited
resources of these organizations restrict their actions. The enrichment of their
communities could give these organizations a better chance at having a more
effective voice in the struggle.
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Community Economics, an Alternative to
Globalization of the Economy

Our second assumption was the need to form an economic alternative to the glob-
alization agenda and have control of that agenda and the resources needed.

Marginalized and excluded groups always have had very little say in the
way the economy is run. They suffer all the consequences, from the lack of
well-paying jobs to the reduction of social programs and state support, but
their voice will not be considered important enough to be listened to at the
time of decision-making. This is a common story.

The globalization of the economy created a new mentality in society “We
need to compete and everything that holds us back should go”. The “charity”
mentality that prevails in some countries in the North, Canada included,
tends to disappear. The targets of social discrimination and economic injus-
tices are transformed into culprits of their own discrimination. The
government and those powerful in society refuse to acknowledge their roles
in the creation of a two-tier society — good jobs and education for some and
the lack thereof for others.

The globalization of the economy not only hurts traditional marginalized
groups. It has created new excluded individuals and groups. Large numbers
of white male factory-workers joined the number of unemployed when
plants closed and moved South. White youth are facing a future of low-pay-
ing services, jobs and creativity will close the door in their face.

Community Economic Development

Our third assumption was the need for viable economic ventures developed by a
strong organization accountable to an organized community.

Community economic development is a concept that jumped into the
mainstream in the last decade. For many years, different intents of commu-
nity-based business or local economic plans were tried all over the world;
workers-owned production co-operatives in the developed countries and
farmers’ co-operatives in the developing countries are the most common
examples. This was always treated as lateral to the mainstream economy.
With the surge of global unemployment, government agencies started paying
attention to this “alternative” form of creating employment.

With the acceptance of the concept of community economic development
two debates arise. One is “What is a community?”; the other is to question the
understanding of “economic development”.” In the first debate, re: “the com-
munity”, the issue concerns geographic communities or locales and the
notion of ‘community of interest’ in which members share a common destiny
but are scattered over different locations.
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The Economic Equity project was building support on the open concept
of community. Communities are dynamic forces interconnected by history and
needs. A community could possess different shapes or forms, a community
could be geographic, as a neighbourhood or rural area; a community could
be linked by common interests or relationships, as for example, the environ-
ment, race, gender, age, abilities.

The second debate is about “economic development”. On one side, the
view is oriented to a more economically pragmatic position in which “the
principal goal of local economic development is to develop local employment
opportunities in sectors that improve the community using existing human,
natural, and institutional resources”.® This approach is oriented simply to
economic growth. The other side of the debate is oriented to a more organi-
zational change in the community. “Community economic development
seeks to change the structure of the community and build permanent insti-
tutions within a community. As a result, the community begins to play a
more active role vis-a-vis the institutions outside the community, and the res-
idents of the community become more active in the control of the
community’s resources”.*

The Project supports the second concept of “economic development”. In
the concretization of the Project the concept was moved from theory to prac-
tice by deciding to work with organizations in geographic or common
interest communities that were oriented to organizational change using eco-
nomic ventures. The need for the Project to work with organizations was
clear. The organizations formed by and within these communities gave them
a voice in different structures, some more formal than others, but to effec-
tively represent the community they would need to have some lines of
communication and accountability. The community is the blood and flesh, its
organizations are the voice.

These organizations are usually those who identify the need for a more
active and direct intervention in the economic domain and put forward the
idea of some business for, or in, the community. These businesses should start
by considering the needs and potential in the community, followed by the
recognition of social and cultural values for the community, and finish by
considering environmental issues. These characteristics: community oriented,
culture valued and environmentally friendly are part of the model of commu-
nity enterprise promoted by the Project.

The organizations joining the Project would work in three fronts: a) build-
ing the business, b) building the organization and c) building the community.
These three feed a successful and viable economic alternative in the hands
of the community.

Equity Capital, Role of the State

Our fourth assumption was the conceptualization that the government could
provide support to the communities by investing on their ventures.
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Some of the marginalized groups gained concessions from the government
by using political pressure, lobbying, organizing at election time, demon-
strating and several other methods. Two examples to illustrate the point: the
Human Rights Commission of the Province of Ontario is to investigate, and
prosecute when necessary, discrimination cases on the basis of race, sex, reli-
gion, etc.; and the Employment Equity Commission of the Province of
Ontario is there to guarantee equity in jobs, salaries, promotions and hir-
ing/firing policies by the employers, etc.

An area in which the government has been particularly active is the invest-
ment in economic ventures for the marginalized groups. The government
contributes financially to some economic ventures promoted by native peo-
ple as well as supporting some training plans in other communities. It is just
starting to pursue active participation in that arena.

The government should play an active role in supporting community eco-
nomic ventures by funding and creating policies to strengthen them. The
areas of policy to consider are taxation, investment and training. Another
potentially active area of participation by government is its “buying power”.
Buying products from the community venture will help to develop those
alternatives.

How Do We Do 1t? Popular Economic Education

Our fifth assumption was the decision to use popular education methodology as
the pedagogy to train participants in Community Economic Development.

There are plenty of materials on how to get in touch with banks or gov-
ernment agencies or how to start a small business. There is also plenty of
information available about Community Economic Development as a
method to get local economic businesses going. Then why a new project on
the same issue?

The excluded groups do not have, for many reasons, easy access to that
information, nor do they feel welcome to use these materials. Exclusion is not
a perceived reality but a concrete set of actions and reactions. The need to be
involved in the control of their own destiny made it necessary to use tools
that allowed that control to happen and to revalue the experiences of the
community.

Popular education allows the participating organizations to understand
and learn about the operation of the business and the vision of community
economics. To run a community venture, the organization needs tools at the
operational level, (for example, how to prepare a cash-flow projection) but
to be able to create community control, a vision is needed of where they are
going. Popular education enables the groups to utilize tools in a context of
challenging power and building alternatives.

Other traditional materials about Community Economic Development
extrapolated concepts from the business world without an alternative vision.
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In these materials implicit values are embedded; as a result, some basic skills
are required. Some examples could help to understand this better:
»  Financial rewards to individual participants is considered the primary moving force,

more than increased participation of the community in the control of their future.
In no case does the Economic Equity Project oppose the possibility of individuals
having financial rewards. It just does not see that as the most important value to
achieve. If the value is individual financial reward, then specific knowledge of
numeracy, taxes, ownership and financial planning is required. If the value to
achieve is community control, community organization, networking, accountabil-
ity and investment in the future of the community and not the individual members,
are skills to be developed parallel to the ones mentioned above.

e Organizing of business to participate/compete in the marketplace is the main sur-
vival/growing strategy instead of the creation of an alternative to the marketplace. In
the first case, the community venture needs knowledge to be just like “one of them”;
marketing, pricing, advertising are the skills required. In the second case, instead of
skills to think about “the market”, the attention should go to “constituencies” and
participation.

e Using traditional financial institutions (banks and government agencies) rather than
tapping the potential of the community. To be able to satisfy the traditional institu-
tion, the community venture will need to do business planning using foreign
concepts (cash-flow analysis, secure collateral, etc.) with new skills required exclu-
sively to convince bankers. If the community organization opts to persuade its own
members to support the venture, the skills required are knowledge of the community,
friendship and sound planning in financial community development.

Most of these values cannot be considered tools for liberation of the mar-
ginalized and excluded in the society; neither are the value elements of a
vision that could help them to find dignity and equity. By using popular edu-
cation methodology, the project supports the recovery of the communities’
experiences in organizing, planning, fund-raising and independent function-
ing as the base for building a community economic venture.

Other Players to Create Jobs

Our sixth assumption was the understanding that there are players allied to the
cause of the community organizations within the economic field already.

Marginalized and excluded groups are not alone in the struggle to recover
economic power. For decades workers organized in unions and in coopera-
tives have been fighting the same struggle. These groups have learned
important lessons over the years about how to gain back some part of the
benefit of their labour. Unions have mastered the ability to lobby govern-
ments for legislation and pressure companies for rights and economic
benefits. Cooperatives have developed democratic control of the workplace
as well as interesting alternatives to traditional marketing.

With the increase of immigrants and refugees from non-European coun-
tries, the traditional Canadian workplace has changed its racial composition.
These “new” workers, members of unions if they work in an organized com-
pany, are natural links between the community and its allies.
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Small businesses have also been left aside by large corporations and gov-
ernments serving them. These small businesses are usually already located in
some segment of the community and some of their owners and operators
are members of the community. These small businesses have important
lessons to share in the survival against large chains and corporations. They
also could benefit from networking with new markets.

HOW THESE ASSUMPTIONS RELATE TO
LITERACY WORK

From its conception the Economic Equity Project had two main character-
istics: organizational and educational. Organizational by inviting and
creating coalitions and networks of community organizations; educational by
choosing training to build alternatives to mainstream job creation programs.
The organizational tool selected was Community Economic Development.
CED, which, by fomenting the creation of community-based enterprises,
allows a point of concrete bonding among organizations. The educational
tool selected was literacy or basic skills training needed to engage in com-
munity economic development. Popular education was the methodology
applied to achieve the goals of the project.

Community-based business has the potential to allow marginalized sec-
tors to build self-reliance, create an alternative centre of power by giving
control to the community, address socio-political, cultural and environmental
concerns and refocus the concept of work in a more meaningful way. The
basic skills needed to develop community-based business have to be cap-
tured, named, internalized and diffused. In other words, from
conceptualizing the opportunity to relating the concept to others, words must
reclaim a meaning to fit the struggle of the marginalized groups.

Literacy enables one to capture reality by using words. We know what “bread”
1s. By learning to write the word “bread”, we start controlling some of its use. When
we add the context of how bread is made, how many hours of work are needed to buy
a loaf of bread, who has more bread and who has less, we enlarge the concept from
naming the object to reflecting the social reality.

Popular education can be defined as the collective process that allows crit-
ical reflection of the reality, challenging institutional power and mobilizing
to create changes in a continuous process. Applied to the terrain of econom-
ics, we can say that popular economic literacy:

¢ Interprets elements of the socio-economic reality and its relationships, discovering
the patterns amongst them;

¢ challenges these patterns and in the process, transforms the current structure of
work and ownership of the products of labour;

. captures, names and transfers knowledge of the historical context in which work
and ownership of the products of labour is framed.
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In the case of community-based business, the dialectical tension uncov-
ered by popular education fluctuates between the need to know concrete
tools (for example, marketing plans, cash-flow projection, registering a
business, etc.) and a vision of how the business should operate (community-
controlled, environmentally friendly, culturally aware, etc.). Collective
actions and evaluations allow that tension to reinforce and invigorate the dif-
ferent ends of the contradictions.

STRUCTURING THE PROJECT
Community Role

While growing numbers of organizations are becoming interested in com-
munity economic development, projects are still generally isolated from each
other and are in stiff competition for resources and scarce funds. The Project
addressed this problem by forming an umbrella of coalition organizations.
The coalition planned to achieve four goals:

1. Building a model of community-based economic venture: What does a commu-

nity-based economic venture look like? What kind of accountability process is

necessary and to whom? What kind of training should be in place? How is this kind
of economic venture promoted?

2. Coalition building: Networking and supporting each other have been an agenda
topic for these organizations for many years, using local economy as a tool, which
could and should be reinforced.

3. Strengthening organization: The organizations who are part of the coalition saw the
Project as an. opportunity to fortify their base in their communities

4. Advocacy: Creating a coalition and having success in the Project will create an alter-
native centre of attention towards advocacy and lobby in front of government
agencies and will allow promotion of an alternative model of community-based eco-
nomic venture.

Doris Marshall Institute (DMI) role

The Doris Marshall Institute for Adult Education and Action is a group of
mixed-race women and men educator-activists working for social justice and
equity. Their mandate is to build the community and coalitions to help break
down and resist structural barriers such as race, class and gender. They work
with others to develop analysis for local and global action and promote
democratic practice as a key to building effective social movements.®

The Institute reflects the following principles in its projects as well as in
its own internal practices:

Respect people’s experiences: Our approach assumes that people have a range of
skills and knowledge, and that their work is rooted in a particular history and con-
text. The Institute does not substitute its expertise for theirs, but provides additional
content and skills as needed.
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Analyze power relations: We believe that race, gender and class oppression are
major forces in Canada, as well as globally. We recognize that there are other forms
of oppression which also need to be challenged, such as age, heterosexuality and
ability, therefore we promote an examination of power relations within our
educative work.

Develop theory from practice: The Institute encourages ongoing analysis of the
political, economic and social forces which shape everyday life and the societies in
which we live.

Create cultural alternatives: Critical thinking and effective action are not just intel-
lectual activities, but require the development and use of a broad range of creative
energy and activity. The Institute seeks to integrate various forms of cultural expres-
sion into our work because it is energizing and equips people to work for change.

Act for social change: Education is an essential process: linking learning to action;
shaping action consistent with goals; mobilizing and connecting sectors of people.
Education is integral to action for change.

The Institute took an active role in forming the coalition of organizations
that promote the Project. The Institute also participated in the Advisory
Committee and was in charge of the design, facilitation and coordination of
the workshops.

GOVERNMENT ROLE (JOCA)

The “Jobs Ontario Community Action” (JOCA) is a ‘community economic
development’ government program meant to encourage partnerships in
community action which will result in economic development and job cre-
ation. JOCA is a $300 million, three-year program that provides funding for
approved community development and community capital projects.

Formulating and funding a community economic development project is
an elaborate and time-consuming process, one which underfunded, under-
staffed community and workers’ organizations are usually under-resourced
to do. Most government financing of community economic development
tends to favour organizations with proposals already on the computer, and
who already have enough infrastructures to present a feasible proposal.

The Ontario Government has recognized that something is wrong here,
that money should be distributed more equitably, and that more than the cur-
rent allocation of money should be going to cooperative, community
development projects which benefit more than a single entrepreneur. In order
to achieve equity among organizations, there is a need to support the effort of
community groups in developing their project proposals. This involves bet-
ter access to information and training resources and the creation of a support
network.

KEY PROJECT COMPONENTS

The project strategy consists of integrating three related components:
Action, Research, and Training. These components, woven into every activity
of the Project, aim:
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*  To strengthen the organizational and leadership capacity of community groups to
act as animators of community economic development projects.

*  To ensure broad-based participation, access and equity in planning, designing, and
implementing community economic development projects.

Action: The action component of the Project consisted of a series of field experiences for
participating organizations during which they conducted some or all of the follow-
ing field /on-site activities: needs/resource assessment, project identification,
proposal development, and organizational planning. The participating organizations
engaged in the activities that better fit their needs. These activities took place in
between the training workshops attended by participating organizations.

At various stages of the Project, participants received coaching support from mem-
bers of the Project’s Resource Teams, whose role was to assist the participating
organizations in carrying out their tasks at the community level.

Training: The training component was implemented through two successive stages:

Stage One: a one-day training/information session aimed at casting a wide “recruit-
ment net” as a special measure to reach out to such groups that ordinarily would have
difficulty in accessing the CED programme of the government. This outreach effort
was specifically aimed at communities of common interest whose constituencies are
primarily women, immigrants, racial minorities, unemployed workers, low-income
groups, or people with disabilities.

Stage Two: two training workshops (two and a half days per workshop) aimed at
preparing the participants to implement the action/practicum component of the
Project. Training was conducted just before each of the practicum/ field activities.

Research: The research component of the Project consisted of compiling, analysing, and
utilizing data from the training and field experiences of participants. From this
research, the Project aims to develop recommendations towards the shaping of CED
models, based on the experience of the participants.

EXPERIENCES COLLECTED

The use of participatory education as methodology opens the door to inte-
grating experiences learned by doing the Project. In the process of building
the Project, new skills were identified as needed. In most cases, these skills
were not part of the traditional literacy domain but rather part of the train-
ing to start up a small business. The broader understanding that popular
education methodology brought to the Project permitted the building of tools
in the following areas: creating a vision; network and coalition building;
exchange of experiences and internal coaching; capture and name commu-
nity values; label services and resources in the community.

Creating a Common Vision

To be able to work together to achieve a common goal, the participants built
a vision of a community-based business. The venture had three pillars: a) the
community, b) an organization in the community and c) a business created /pro-
moted by the organization. These pillars could be at different points of
development but were still the base for a community-based enterprise.
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The business should be:

Holistic: Its conception should integrate social, economic, political, cultural and envi-
ronmental issues to reflect the nature and the spirit of the community.

Community controlled: Mechanisms should be in place to empower the community to
participate and make decisions about the nature and the future of the business.

An alternative centre of power in the community: The challenge to mainstream notions
in the community should be front and centre to the plans of the business.

Culturally aware: The business should support, value and strengthen the way of life in
the community.

Creating self-reliance: The future of the business, the organization and the community
are linked to controlling resources, thus the self-reliant businesses could help the other
players in their struggles.

Starting at Different Levels,What Will The Outcome Be?

A concern of several supporters of the Project was the fact that some orga-
nizations would have different starting-off points into developing an
economic venture. Some organizations already have an idea, a business plan
and will require very little support on marketing and networking, while
again, other organizations will use the Project to reach out to find if there is
interest in the community for some kind of economic venture. The Project
views differentiation as a strength, not a limitation.

The concepts of coalition and networking should be concretized to make
sense to the participants. It is not enough to claim the need to build coalitions.
The advantages of coalitions should be presented in a clear and tangible style
to the members and participants.

Participants identified the following advantages for being in a coalition
and starting at different points:

*  The projects that just begin to think about an economic venture could find ideas
and experiences on how to go about reaching out to the community, organizing, and
preparing for the venture from veterans;

¢  The veterans could review their activities at the same time they help new groups
develop. By reviewing their activities they could check for any flaws or fast conclu-
sions that could hurt their ventures down the road;

¢ Since these economic ventures need suppliers and customers, some projects could
start linking up to each other and challenge one another in their understanding of
how to do “business”.

Training Time Also Used for ‘Grooming’ Projects

Designing the training and coaching posed a problem. How was the
Project going to make the training and coaching sufficient enough for the par-
ticipants when the funds to pay for it were very scarce?

The limitation presented by conceiving training through a traditional
method is the lack of time to groom a project to termination. The trainers
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and coaches will be at the starting point to help participants with ideas and
methods; in some cases, resources will allow them to stay longer in develop-
ment, but rarely can they sustain their closeness for long periods.

The result of this common situation is a split between the training and the
growth of the Project in two typical scenarios. In the first, the Project moves
very quickly to make as much use as possible of the expertise of the trainers
and coaches. Usually this approach leaves some members of the community
behind. In the second scenario, the trainers and coaches of the project respect
its thythm, the project moves slowly and everybody in the community is
involved. In this case, the trainers and coaches are not part of the whole cycle
due to the lack of resources to sustain their participation.

Popular economic education, by building coalitions and putting tools in
the hands of project participants, differentiates the training period from the
grooming period. The trainers and coaches will have a role in grooming, but
will not be the only ones around the project doing that function. Other mem-
bers of the coalition, by sharing information and stories of success, will be
backing and supporting each other in the growth process.

Because of the need for training and grooming to function at different
rhythms, practitioners of popular economic education incorporated the
means for grooming as part of the training offered to participants. The train-
ing using popular economic education enlarged the traditional economic
base training (market needs analysis, legal incorporation of business, own-
ership, marketing, etc.) adding supporting and grooming tools such as:
building coalitions, respecting diversities, networking, etc.

OUTSIDE COACHES VS. INSIDE COACHING

Another aspect of the popular economic education methodology is the
dependence within the community for developing and supporting the pro-
jects. A common understanding of community-based economic ventures is
“the need for resources and, possibly, clientele coming from the community”.
The projects shared that idea but enlarged the community role to one of
active supporters providing knowledge and insight. The trainers and coaches
see their roles evaporating as the projects grow in skills and understanding,
and will create an environment in which the different projects will go into
their own communities to look for support and new training. Popular eco-
nomic education practitioners believe in the abilities of communities to
support themselves.

Traditional trainers and coaches (sometimes called consultants) create a
dependency on their knowledge and support for the success of a project. At
no point are we implying that all trainers and coaches who do not use par-
ticipatory methods are doing this work to create dependency. We recognize
the valuable job many people in the community economic field are doing, but
we argue that the methodology in itself has a content of dependency on other
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peoples’ knowledge. By insisting on creating tools to immerse the projects
into their own communities, popular economics overwrites any possibilities
of dependency on outside support.

As a goal, the trainers and coaches of the Project have to work themselves
out of the Project, therefore leaving the community and the coalition pre-
pared and motivated to support and promote economic venture.

COMMUNITY VALUES AS A MARKETING TOOL

In this time of «free-market» ideology, a constant reminder to any new eco-
nomic project is the need to compete. Free-market supporters see the price
of the product as the final and most important device to be successful in busi-
ness. They will argue that the «customer» in a free-marketplace will always
look for the cheapest, best-quality product. On that estimation, any business
should strive for good quality at a cheap price to be able to survive.

New business can, in many cases, provide good quality products, but the
prices are usually higher because of the small scale production and, possi-
bly, a better pay scale. This crude reality discourages many communities from
engaging in economic ventures. The ones that try, in many cases, end up
exploiting themselves or going bankrupt trying to compete at the price level.

The Project rescued the idea of community values as a marketing tool. A
series of ingredients made the community economic venture different from
traditional business. The following ingredients should be used for marketing
purposes.

*  The community economic venture should be embedded in the community and cre-
ated to satisfy a need of that community, for example, catering traditional food in the
South-Asian community or producing a neighbourhood paper to talk about com-
munity issues and advertise the businesses of the neighbourhood.

¢  The community economic venture should be supporting people in the community
on their job creation efforts, for example, a snack shop employing youth of the neigh-
bourhood or a taxi companyhiring drivers from the community.

*  The community economic venture should be environmentally sound and democra-
tic in nature, e.g. a group of farmers who harvest organic products to be distributed
directly to people living in their town.

¢ The community economic venture should help the community keep its traditions
and its identity, for example a group of Filipino nurses and domestic workers
doing health care for the elderly and the sick respecting their way of thinking and
interrelating.

These elements, could be the most important tool of marketing for a
community venture.

NETWORKING AS A MARKETING TOOL

A large percentage of business done by large corporations is through inter-
nal shopping, for example, Bell Canada (owned by BCE) will buy equipment
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from Northern Telecom (owned by BCE). In the brave world of global compe-
tition, 49% of transactions are inter-corporate. This is an aspect of big-business
mentality that can be applied to the coalition of community ventures.

Networking could be an important starting point for creating a successful
community venture. For example, a community restaurant could buy some
supplies from an agricultural coop, have some renovations done by a con-
struction coop and hire employees for training from the youth of the
community. When the coalition of community organizations act as the match-
ing partner, networking could be enlarged to interact with other community
ventures. Newsletters and computer bulletin boards could help different ven-
tures link up with others providing related products or services.

SERVICES THAT SERVICE COMMUNITY
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT (CED)

The service sector is the fastest growing sector of the economy in devel-
oped countries. At the same time that plants close and move south, the
service sector is creating large numbers of non-unionized, low-paying,
mostly part-time jobs. Two questions are presented when one thinks
Community Economic Development: 1) How do we create community eco-
nomic ventures in the service sector that can employ community people,
pay decent salaries and be successful in the market?; and 2) How do we use
community economic ventures to improve the situation for the workers in
the service sector?

The idea of networking community economic ventures to commerce
among themselves has been previously addressed and it is important to keep
in mind in the following instances. The Snack Shop, the Care Givers or the
Food Catering Providers are examples of services provided in a community
economic venture environment and the networking and advertising in the
community will help them flourish, pay decent wages and employ commu-
nity people.

Another aspect to consider is that a community economic venture is a
«potential» client as well as a producer. Any community economic venture
will need some accounting and legal support, some computer and trans-
portation requirements to cover painting, electricity and installations in their
premises, etc. At this point the community economic venture has the power
to negotiate for these services. By checking the record of the potential
providers of these services, the community economic venture could make
sure their money is being spent in a business that treats their employees
respectfully.

A second and more complex way of addressing this problem is through
the coalition of community economic ventures and its supporters. When
several community economic ventures share their needs, there is the possi-
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bility of discovering a requirement shared by many organizations, for exam-
ple, special features in a computer accounting program to account for
community loans at no interest. By joining forces in the endeavour, the coali-
tion can promote a new community economic venture in the service sector
and cover their needs.

CED Creating Community Wealth

An important aspect considered is the creation of wealth in and for the
community. Wealth is understood as the economic, cultural and productive
enrichment of the community. Each community, in its own historical devel-
opment, carries cultural values, traditional ways of doing things and has
some individuals better off than others. The coalition of organizations and
projects tries to rescue these features and improve on them.

The idea of approaching small investors in the community instead of
going to banks was advanced at several levels. If the Project obtains economic
support from the community, it will show it is really part of the community,
will increase the money circulating in the community when profits are real-
ized, will open doors for new ventures to obtain capital, and will create an
alternative market for investment.

At the production level, the Project recognizes different ways of doing
things in different communities and tries to build on that. Instead of pro-
moting uniformity at the organizational level, in the marketing and
distribution of products, etc, it promotes the «look at the ways in which
things are done around you». This will increase community wealth at differ-
ent levels. Members of the community will be able to integrate and be
productive a lot sooner. They will not feel like strangers in the workplace and
they will be able to contribute ideas for improvements. An example of this
in Toronto was a group of tailors from India making pyjamas in their tradi-
tional system and training young people from the community to do the same.

The last aspect of creating wealth in the community is the cultural aspect.
At the cultural level, the community could be enriched by recognizing and
integrating their cultural symbols with the nontraditional world of «busi-
ness», for example, advertising in different languages, using different graphic
images, etc. Another angle for consideration is enrichment of the culture by
mixing with others and allowing young people to contribute new ideas.

DEVELOPMENT IS LEARNING
AND EXPERIMENTING FOR NEW IDEAS

The Economic Equity Project is part of the more general Community
Economic Development plan. The major thrust of this article so far has been
the economics of the community. We would like to touch on the development
part of the equation. A common understanding of development is «helping
and promoting the growth of something», in this case community ventures.
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Using this understanding as a point of departure we find two tendencies:
the first tries to «develop» traditional business in a traditional manner by
putting the ownership in some form in the community, for example, open a
variety store in a poor (and consequently threatening) neighbourhood
because the traditional chain stores do not want to have a branch there. In this
case, the business is a traditional one and will probably be organized in the
same model as any other variety store.

The second tendency is to develop something new and original from and
for the community, like an open door newspaper for which any community
member can write or network to exchange services among with other mem-
bers. Because of the nature of the enterprise, the internal organization will
differ from traditional ones.

The Project aligns itself with the second tendency: experimenting and
giving time to the projects in order to succeed was considered part of the
mandate of the group. The new ideas could be in the form of business in the
internal organization and/or in the relationship with the community as a
potential market and source of investment.

INSIGHTS AND REFLEXIONS
Conversations in the hall

Some tensions formed during the implementation of the Project. In most
cases, they were reflected in informal conversations during breaks or
between workshops. We will use some of these comments to illustrate the
tensions.

“They do not want to open a real community business. It is a family business. If
tomorrow they want to sell the business, the community will have nothing to say.”

A permanent discussion will evolve around the difference between
“entrepreneurship” (individualistic — market oriented definition) and “com-
munity-based” (collective — oriented to the politics of the community). The
Economic Equity Project did not discard the value of individual and family
business in the community, but was oriented to the community supported
venture.

This tension opened two different debates.The first centered on “owner-
ship” and the second on “entrepreneurship”. The first debate encompasses
lines of accountability and decision making processes. In a traditional busi-
ness the decisions are made by the owners. It could be that the owners are
individuals, partnerships, families or share-holders in large corporations. A
community-based enterprise is not clear enough in defining what kind of
ownership is preferable to be accountable to the community. Some partici-
pants feel inclined towards an organization with a Board of Directors
representing the community and hiring employees from the business. Some
prefer the idea of a community advisory board. In both cases, naming the link
with the community was a major issue in planning the venture.
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The second debate pointed to the need for economic survival of the busi-
ness. The main focus of the Project was the building of communities and
coalitions through economic ventures successful in the market and able to sur-
vive to produce what the Project envisioned. A “community-oriented
entrepreneurship spirit” was identified as a primary need for success.

“The government doesn’t understand. We need the funding to develop alterna-
tive models and advocate for them.”

This comment reflects the contradiction between funding needs and control
of the process. The Project was funded by the Ontario Provincial Government
to fulfill some of the expectations of its constituencies. At the same time, most
organizations felt the need for the government to provide funding and “leave
us alone” in order to realize their own mandate. A contradiction developed
between the request for funds and the plans to use them to advocate alterna-
tives to the government’s projects. The need for self-reliance and alternative
sources of funds were part of many conversations during the implementa-
tion of the Project. Also, the limitations and the trade offs involved in using
government money for community projects provoked heated discussions.

“Will people buy our project/service even if they do not like our cause?”

This is another aspect of the need for a “community-oriented entrepre-
neurship spirit”. The quality and prices of the final products should allow
the community-based business to survive in the market place. Any venture
that depends solely on the support of those committed to their belief would
have a difficult time surviving,.

“Too much effort is put in coalition building, etc., etc. What we need to learn to
do is “cash-flow projections” and business plans.”

Another contradiction is present in the need to produce short term resuits
for business (products/services) and the long term goal of empowerment for
the community. A balance between effectiveness and empowerment should be
reached and reflected in the training plans, in the new literacy for employ-
ment.

“We started the project for us and, now, everybody wants a piece.”

At the conception of the Project, the organization members of the initial
coalition looked to share resources to obtain funding for their projects. Instead
of individual applications, they decided to make a single application. When
the funding was approved, new players came to the table requesting the open-
ing of the funding to more organizations in a larger geographical area. The
process was opened and several organizations who did not initially belong
to the coalition were selected to participate.

The trade off to have a democratic process was the loss of the common
vision that the coalition had originally generated. Also, the resulting larger
geographical area made the coaching and the follow ups after the workshops
very difficult.
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JOBS AND LITERACY FOR A BETTER FUTURE

The traditional definitions of “jobs” and “job creation”, limited to the con-
ventional workplace, would not help the marginalized groups solve their
employment problems. A new definition of “job”, centred in the community
and more than just making a living, could be the answer to chronic unem-
ployment and discrimination. The new definition of “job” should incorporate
cultural recognition, control of the workplace, immersion in the community,
acceptance of community values and dignity of the worker. The new defini-
tion of “job” should go farther than traditional economics and move into the
socio-economic, political, cultural and environmental terrains.

These new “jobs” cannot be created by traditional methods (tax incentives,
credits, etc.) nor by traditional agents (government, private corporations).
The direct intervention of an organization established in the community
should mobilize the potential of community ventures and job creation, and
the community control should replenish the opportunities. With the organi-
zation in the community playing a leading role, economic incentives and
outside agents play the role of supplementing and supporting the venture.
Recognition and support by governments, banks and private corporations
can open doors to the community venture.

The “literacy” necessary to acquire these new “jobs” is larger than lan-
guage, numeracy and conventional skills on the job. These are necessary tools
to create successful ventures and jobs, but they need to be put in a context of
challenging power relations.

We can use the completion of a bank application for a business loan as an
example of a traditional tool. To fill in the bank form, language skills are
needed to explain the nature of the business, the market and competitors,
potential, etc. Also, numerical skills are needed to prepare budgets, cash-flow
projection, payroll, etc. In a traditional setting there would be no following
debate about the context in which this bank form plays a role. The partici-
pants would learn the skills required and move on to the next chapter.

In popular economic education the questions of “who benefits from this?”
will be presented to the participants. Who makes money when a loan is
repaid? Whose money is protected when a loan is denied? How do financial
institutions decide which is a good or bad market to invest in when accepting
or denying a loan? Why are only economic assets valued as collateral for a
loan from the banks? These and many other questions set the context in
which that form is used.

In many cases, due to previous experiences of participants, the possibility
of looking for alternatives to finance a business could begin by understand-
ing the context. At the same time, by looking at alternatives, the participants
challenge the power relations in which they are functioning,.

Skill development and language /numeracy training are tools in the hands
of the community venture to improve its success ratio and for possible
employment in other businesses of members of the community. Setting the
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context and challenging the power relations increases the possibilities of
independence from the community in traditional economics.

Popular economic education is reactive and proactive in its training. As
we mentioned in the previous section, it is reactive when it introduces tradi-
tional tools and challenges the power relations in which these tools are used.

It is also proactive when it includes non-traditional economics guidance in
the training. For example, networking and cooperation are presented as alter-
natives to marketing and competition; the history, culture and economics of
the community are alternatives to the traditional market statistics. The work-
place created by a community venture could model a solidaristic and
non-hierarchical organization. To be able to create a democratic organization
in which power sharing is the norm, a new set of tools must be incorporated
into the training.

Fragmentation, direct control by management, division of conception and
production and technological control out of the hands of workers are the
most notorious aspects of the traditional (Tayloristic) work methods found in
most workplaces. Some workplaces are introducing self-directed work teams
to gain a more active participation of workers in production, yet, workers
do not have much say in the introduction of new products, marketing, invest-
ment or long term planning. The contribution of workers in most cases is
directed to the production process.

The concept of community controlled and organized business creates the
basis for a different relationship between workers and owners. In some cases,
these businesses will be worker cooperatives with some organization in the
community. To be able to establish a different relationship, a new model and
tools should be in place to deal with that reality should it be provided for
the participants.

These tools form part of the new “literacy” for work. Popular economic
education should involve strategic planning, technological research and
development, conflict resolution, decision making techniques and group
work design.

Notes:

1. The organizations part of the coalition include: Our Local Economy (OLE); Canadian Coop
Association (CCA); Coalition of Visible Minority Women (CVMW); National Council of
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Services Organization (SISO); Northumberland Community Coalition (NCC); Windsor Urban
Alliance on Race Relations (WUARR); Canadian Chinese National Council (CCNC).

2. Perry, Stewart E., Lewis, Mike and Fontan, Jean-Marc Fontan. Revitalizing Canada’s
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Chapter Eleven

THE “IN LOCO”
ASSOCIATION AND ITS WORK
INTHE
SERRA DO CALDEIRAO

Julia Carolino
In Loco Association
Faro, Portugal

This chapter is dedicated to J. H. Brito de Carvalho, a friend now lost to
us, who remains indelibly in the memory of our team.

The author would like to thank those in the Serra and the In Loco
Association who shared their experiences and opinions, enabling her to
complete this work. Her thanks are also addressed to the Institute of
Educational Innovation and the Education Services of the Gulbenkian
Foundation, whose support made it possible to carry out the work.

This research sets out to describe one approach to promoting local devel-
opment; this is the approach adopted in the work of the In Loco Association’
in the region of the Serra do Caldeirédo in southern Portugal. We shall also
attempt to analyse the way In Loco creates opportunities of entering the
labour market that may be seen as alternatives to existing possibilities.
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In Loco’s work is a process of education for all those who participate. It
also includes specific periods of training that are closely linked to the wider
context of local development in a given region.

First, we shall briefly describe the characteristics of the region where the
work takes place, the Serra do Caldeirao, the principles that underlie In
Loco’s position, and some of the projects that the Association has developed.
Then, we shall try to define the most significant features of some of this train-
ing, of the methodology used over the years by the training team, and some
of the lessons which experience has taught us. In order to go into the matter
in sufficient detail, we shall emphasize one of the areas of training: vocational
training for women.

In this, we shall identify the different actors: development workers who
work within the organization of the In Loco Association, and those who oper-
ate in the field, in the Serra do Caldeirao, in projects started by In Loco. We
shall attempt to give an impression of the various actors” perspectives on
their work.

THE BEGINNINGS

The work in the Serra do Caldeirdo began in 1984 with a small group of
people connected to the Higher College of Education in Faro, the capital of
the Algarve region. On the basis of the significant inequalities observed in the
Algarve region and the discovery of a “hidden Algarve” (a surprising rural
reality that is quite different from the famous tourist coast), this group con-
sidered the situation and designed a project to set up a “Support Network for
Integrated Development in the Algarve” (under the Portuguese acronym
RADIAL). Work began in 1985 in four villages in the interior, in the Serra,
with financial support from the Bernard Van Leer Foundation.

In 1988, the impetus created by the project enabled it to become indepen-
dent of the Faro Higher College of Education. A group of citizens willing to
make a commitment to the project then formed a development association,
the In Loco Association. This brought together teachers from the Faro Higher
College of Education, and a number of development workers and officials
from various public institutions. It was to be a cause to which professionals
and the general public supportive of participatory democracy and “com-
mon sense” professional work could devote themselves, and in some cases
it became people’s “life work”.

THE AREA

The Serra do Caldeirdo, a mountainous area of moderate height (400-600
metres), is located in southern Portugal and forms part of two administra-
tive regions: the Alentejo and the Algarve. The main economic activity is
agriculture, despite the poor soil over most of the area. Small family farms
predominate, practising traditional subsistence farming.
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During the first half of this century, the population of the Serra grew enor-
mously. This growth brought about intensive exploitation of natural resources
and made it more difficult for families to earn a reasonable income. This situ-
ation contributed to emigration by a large number of people, especially from
the 1950s. The men, especially younger men, went in search of work in the
urban and industrial centres that were then expanding, either in Portugal
{largely in the Lisbon area) or abroad (especially in France and Germany). In
most cases, the older men, the women and children stayed at home and lived
off their smallholdings and the money sent by those who had emigrated. This
money also helped them to save for better living conditions in the future, after
the period of emigration. With the departure of a large number of its inhabi-
tants, the Serra lost demographically and now has a lower density of
population.

In the 1960s, tourism “discovered” the coast of the Algarve, thanks to its
sun and beaches. This mass phenomenon unleashed a profound and rapid
urbanization of the coast, and created jobs, notably in construction and the
tourist industry. A large number of people from the Serra came to work in
the coastal region, largely in unskilled jobs. Today, many inhabitants of the
Serra do Caldeirao, men and women, including young people, work on the
Algarve coast; they travel there every day, a distance of 50 or more kilome-
tres. Others only go home at weekends or have moved completely to the coast.

Hence, the Serra region has not undergone any significant restructuring of
production even though occupations have changed. We can define the region
as one that “exports” unskilled labour. Farming is increasingly a supplement
to income derived elsewhere; other small activities, such as crafts, are tend-
ing to disappear.

Nonetheless, careful examination reveals significant continuity from the
past. Just as farming is now complementary to outside activities, other occu-
pations were then complementary to farming, in a region with few resources.
The quest for work outside the region is also a long-standing custom in the
Serra do Caldeirao, although it was far less widespread than it is today. People
frequently used to travel to work on the large estates in the plain of Alentejo
and what was called the “Baixo Algarve” (Lower Algarve), nearer the coast.
Traditional crafts such as weaving and basketry, occupied people in their free
time, and their products were sold in the local markets, bringing their families
a little money. Now as then, in an area in which property is generally split
up, socio-economic reality is marked by an ancient characteristic: the diversity
and complementarity of sources of total family income.

If we study the Serra from this angle, we find a population that has long
managed to survive in a region with few resources by adopting a way of life
that has resisted — and still resists — the powerful changes in society as a
whole and the consequent pressures. They have, for example, resisted total
dependence on working for other people by developing many different activ-
ities. This attitude of resistance can provide potential for finding alternative
types of development.
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OUR WORK IN THE SERRA DO CALDEIRAO

From the outset we realized that this project was a support project for a regional type of
development, even national or nowadays European development: a balanced, harmo-
nious type of development to fill gaps and based on the human individual, on his or her
aspirations and needs, not on capital. People go where the money is: we have to try rather
to do the opposite, to make money go where the people are. (Alberto Melo, Chairman of
In Loco)

The creation of a local development association such as In Loco has its
roots in the notion that civil society must play an active part in develop-
ment. This position is reinforced in the way in which the world economy
has evolved and national policies have developed — and are developing at
an increasing rate — those aspects related to social solidarity have been sac-
rificed in the interests of economic success.

Work in regions like the Serra do Caldeirdo that are marginalized by this
type of economic growth, provides an opportunity to stress development
alternatives including all the aspects implicit in the concept: economic, social,
cultural, etc.

Places where the survival of different traditions and ways of life reveals
resistance to the process of mass (“one-dimensional”) uniformity in our soci-
eties, are well suited to experiments with alternatives (with the exception of
those that are predominantly economic) and to the use of action-research that
embraces both tradition and innovation.

In this context, In Loco is described as an intermediate development agency.
While remaining outside, it has sought to establish relations between the
institutional support that it can mobilize on the one side, and existing and
potential projects in the Serra, on the other.

As a development agency, it set out to promote a process of lifelong edu-
cation, so that the seeds of a “development culture” would be sown among
the people of the Serra. In other words, as A. Melo has put it, “to create skills
that people at first think they don’t need”. This implies persuading local pop-
ulations to appreciate the value of their own views of themselves, of the
culture to which they belong, and of their place in changing situations. Those
who work as “development workers” (people from outside the local reality)
become involved in a process of personal learning, through their own role
in the search for new development models.

In strategic terms, intervention is based on carrying out specific small-
scale projects to encourage activities for the creation of jobs and local income.
Besides the financial dimension of the work responding to the local need for
sources of income, work is also done on important educational aspects.
People gain a sense of self-worth through what they produce and the services
they provide. The fact that products frequently combine elements of tradi-
tional culture coincidentally raises the value ascribed to that culture and its
mages.
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In Loco gives particular importance to social work, enabling us to iden-
tify and support ideas and aspirations by transforming them into new
projects. In this way we try to achieve wider and wider participation by the
people; we try to make people who are at first passive become gradually
more actively involved, take initiatives and assume responsibilities.

Action-research is also crucial to the process, since it addresses questions
such as: “What existing resources are there, and how can they be put to use?”
“How can outside resources that derive from different concepts and realities
be fitted into local reality (equipment, technical jargon, etc.)?” One of the
objectives of action-research is also participation, so that the outcomes can
belong to the local population, the protagonists of the process. Research plays
an important part in the design and implementation of vocational training,
which is frequently linked to the conduct of projects. The actions of the
Association throughout its experience of training are essentially the fruition
of an action-research project. The starting point was the evaluation of every
item of training, and from this evaluation, new forms were then tried out and
checked, and once more evaluated.

OPERATIONAL HISTORY

In 1985, our work began with three people and no exact division of respon-
sibilities. The number of people involved grew slowly until 1992, when the
“LEADER” programme started and, to a certain degree, forced the team to
expand rapidly.” Today, In Loco has some 30 active staff and does not wish
to increase this number so that it can keep everyone involved and remain
flexible.

In widening its intervention, the central team has taken on new roles.
Today, it is essentially a body coordinating the work of local social workers in
the environment and encouraging the creation of autonomous organizations
to carry out particular activities in partnership with various regional agen-
cies. This is the case in two projects now running. One is the launching of an
enterprise to promote and sell products and services from the Serra do
Caldeirdo; among the shareholders are personalities and entrepreneurs from
the Algarve. The other is the establishment of a resources and applied
research centre (CRIAIMM) in partnership with the Regional Department of
Agriculture and the local authorities of Loulé (soon to be joined by the
University of the Algarve, the Forestry Institute and other bodies).

Throughout the process, the internal operation of the Association has
undergone several major transformations. A large number of people have
joined the team to take responsibility for administration and other support
functions, in order to meet new requirements. Most of these people are
young; we are thereby trying to ensure that a job in In Loco is also a signifi-
cant opportunity for training and learning about social intervention.
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Our older staff are generally those with university qualifications in the fol-
lowing fields: psychology, sociology, philosophy, law, geography, economics,
agronomy, education, etc. This is also the coordinating group. The “veter-
ans’” group of In Loco has been joined by many members with similar
qualifications who have largely come from the training courses associated
with In Loco, such as the training course for professionals in regional plan-
ning or the course for young development workers.

The youngest members of the In Loco staff have in most cases studied
social work and have subsequently taken courses at the In Loco Association.
Others have come to us via vocational programmes arranged by the Institute
of Employment and Vocational Training (IEFP). According to A. Melo, “the
best motivated and those who have participated most actively, such as those
who liked the way of working at In Loco, stayed on”. This group of some-
thing over 20 persons do not generally have university qualifications, and
they support those responsible for coordination in carrying out projects and
in administrative and other tasks.

PROJECTS

In 1985, a careful examination of the realities of the Serra immediately
called our attention to the lack of local development prospects. Younger peo-
ple, especially the men, were looking for work outside; older people lived
on subsistence agriculture and their pensions; the women did the everyday
work on the smallholdings and looked after the house and children. In this
context, it is obvious that there was little motivation to improve living con-
ditions among the local community, which was stuck in the myth of a more
fortunate past and very sceptical of its own abilities to change those condi-
tions (Melo and Soares, 1994).

In Loco started its actual operations with two community meetings and
with contacts with senior officers of the local authority and chairmen of the
Juntas de Freguesia (parish councils). One of the hopes expressed by the pop-
ulation, and by its representatives, was the creation of jobs locally.

Furthermore, as in urban areas,people felt the lack of institutions to “take
care of the children”, both before they reached school age and when they
were waiting for several hours after school in the centre of the village for
transport to take them home to their small villages.® The idea was therefore
put forward of establishing activity centres for children to meet their educa-
tional needs from the age of three years and to bring about a change in
educational practice at school as a result of the way they would be run.

Our work, which was the outcome of these contacts and the means of
support that we were able to mobilize, began with two emphases: vocational
training for women so that they could create their own jobs, and creation of
activity centres for children. The latter led in turn to the training of young
assistants in the field of educational social work.
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These first initiatives, developed in the local authority offices in four
parishes in the interior of the Serra, led to the establishment of seven small
craft businesses as an outcome of the vocational training for women, and to
the running of four activity centres for children, which are today adminis-
tered by parents’ associations that In Loco set up and supported from the
outset. The IEFP, the Regional Social Security Centre and the local authority
offices gave other vital support.

During the nearly ten years that have elapsed since we started work, the
range of our activities has expanded and diversified. The year 1992 marked
the beginning of an important phase of development and social interven-
tion, with the launch of the Project to Support Integrated Rural Revitalization
of the Serra do Caldeirdo Alentejo/Algarve (ARRISCA), a local action plan
for the development of the Serra do Caldeirao which In Loco presented to the
European Commission under the Community LEADER initiative. Today, In
Loco’s work covers an area of 3700 km? and almost 50,000 inhabitants. This
action zone (27 parishes or villages, divided between two different adminis-
trative regions, the Alentejo and the Algarve) is trying to create a relatively
independent geographical identity, the Serra do Caldeirao.

The ARRISCA project gives particular attention to supporting activities
that could become sources of income to complement the small family farms.
To this end, it has invested heavily in action leading to the promotion and
selling of regional products, especially agro-food products. Examples are a
systematic inventory for processed foods; research into achieving improve-
ments in their quality; the “Serra Fair” organization (six fairs have already
been held); and the opening of specialized shops under the name Casa da
Serra (House of the Serra) in urban centres. These activities also aim at sup-
porting the small women'’s enterprises set up within the vocational training
courses.

Meanwhile, In Loco has also been making a list of the tourist potential of
the Serra. Rural tourism is an activity that should be supported since it cre-
ates significant networks for selling local products. Nonetheless, it must be
realized that tourism may cease to be a complement to other sources of
income.

Funds from the LEADER programme have at the same time enabled finan-
cial and technical support to be given to launch small projects. These projects,
put forward and implemented by a number of inhabitants of the Serra, cover
various fields such as the establishment of small units to process raw mate-
rials, tourist entities (accommodation and catering), modernization of
existing small enterprises, design and production of advertising material to
promote products, etc.

The work also promotes a strong and positive image of the Serra identity,
both externally (seeking particularly to establish a positive relationship
between the origin and quality of each product), and among the local popu-
lation, which is generally sceptical about the value of its own culture, region
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and capacity for change. Hence, the Association has supported the publica-
tion of varied material about the Serra for the general public and the local
population. The establishment of their own identity by the people of the
Serra, and the appreciation of the value of each of its components have led
In Loco to invest also in launching a monthly periodical to be read and, as
far as possible, written by the people of the Serra. This is the Jornal da Serra
(Serra Review), which presents local news, articles on the cultural heritage
of the Serra, the idea of integrated rural development, and the progress made
in the region.

We are not trying to mention everything that we have done, but it is
important to say that In Loco is anxious to establish networks to communi-
cate and cooperate with other organizations that have concerns similar to its
own, by arranging some meetings and taking part in others. We are attempt-
ing to exchange experiences with the aim of sharing information and forming
wider groups to defend similar interests in and outside the Serra, in Portugal
and Europe. In Loco has also launched a computer network which operates
at national and European level. Among other publications, it produces a peri-
odical magazine A Rede (The Network).

The ARRISCA local action plan has also been implemented since 1992 with
the aid of a key feature of In Loco interventions, a network of local develop-
ment activists working in their own region. These workers were trained
between 1992 and 1994 (the period when the ARRISCA programme was run
under the LEADER initiative of the European Community). With appropriate
orientation by regional coordinators, they were chosen from among the In
Loco team and are responsible for direct contact with the various sections of
the population, for the identification of needs, expectations and possibilities
of intervention, and for implementation of the intentions of projects and the
follow-up of local projects.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING FOR WOMEN

Two vocational training initiatives conceived and implemented by In Loco
are particularly significant in the context of this discussion. At the begin-
ning, we did not think of training exclusively for women, but women showed
interest, and were available. Experience showed that they were a group with
great potential, making it worthwhile to address them.

The “Da Torre” workshop is a unit producing wooden toys and set up in
a small hamlet (a Torre) belonging to the village of Alte. It was formed out
of one of the vocational training courses run by In Loco. The course had not
been designed for women, but they were the only ones who enrolled. At the
end of 1988, the news of a training course to make wooden toys spread
throughout Alte. Several women thought about this and conciuded: “Why
not? It might be interesting.”
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Some of the women had no outside occupation. They were housewives
and were looking for activities that would enable them to “learn about some-
thing different” and to “get out of the house”. If they succeeded in making a
little money, so much the better. Others had already worked as maids in
hotels on the coast of the Algarve.

When they enrolled in the course, they thought that it would be like others
they had experienced: that it would enable them to learn something and
“meet other people”. But, from the selection interviews, they began to see
that this time it would be different. The organizers talked of their forming
their own business, and they thought: “Shall we manage it?” To begin with,
some of the husbands did not like their wives going out of the house, and as
the course tutor was a man who spent the whole day alone with them at the
school, the neighbours made suggestive remarks to the women. Such a thing
had never been seen in Torre.

Five years have elapsed, three years of training and two of independent
work. The women, who had not originally chosen this type of training, are
today happy with their situation as self-employed workers. They appreciate
the freedom they have and see work in a different light: they feel more
responsible, largely because of the agreements that they make between them-
selves which must be respected. They are also calmer than they would be if
they had a boss: “We don’t make much money, but we don’t work much,
either!” And if they stayed at home, they would not do any more: they
“would spend the day moving things around that stay put all day instead”.
By coming to work, they are together and work becomes agreeable.

They also like to sell their products themselves at fairs, and in the work-
shop they enjoy explaining to people about the toys and seeing their surprise.
It is not always easy, and sometimes they are obliged to leave their homes
and families and travel a long distance.

Two years ago, two women in the group decided to stop making toys and
to go back to working on the coast, as they had done before. Some time later,
they came back: “We were working a lot, the work was hard, we never
stopped.” They left home at six in the morning to travel a long way, and
came back late, and very tired. They earned more, but the difference was
not worth it.

Today, they realize that they have changed significantly, know more peo-
ple, have better relationships with other people, and know and appreciate
craft products in an unconventional way. They think that they are recognized
and valued in their village and are particularly proud of being the women
who make wooden toys: “It’s nice, people are surprised and ask: did you
really make that?”

During its first phase (1985-1991), the training developed with the help of
a vocational training programme supported by the Ministry of Employment
and Social Security.* This programme allowed for training lasting two years
and the possibility of a grant to enable those who had followed the course to
create their own jobs once the training was completed.
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The regulations also provided for an organization to take responsibility for
the course, the training plans and the selection of trainers, and to make
machinery and equipment available. The In Loco Association was this orga-
nization. It provided seven courses in fields as varied as hand-loom weaving,
design and making of clothes for women, traditional patisserie, knitting and
allied crafts, hessian embroidery and doll-making, wooden toy-making, and
growing, harvesting and processing medicinal and aromatic plants. As pro-
vided for in the programme, these activities set out to revive traditional
knowledge (with certain exceptions such as wooden toys, which had not
been a local tradition).

The training plans included production techniques specific to each activ-
ity, design, promotion and selling, as well as book-keeping and business
management. On the basis of the experience acquired, In Loco, as the sponsor
of the training, validated and increasingly stressed both personal develop-
ment and group dynamics. These two aspects proved to be essential.

By allowing for a period of training followed by the launching of trainees’
own businesses, the support programme (Conservation of Cultural Heritage,
CCH) established a division between the period spent in training and the
time of entering the labour market; In Loco tried to avoid this separation by
involving people from the beginning in the dynamics of a project.

In the case of this training, work began with women who generally had no
clear ideas about the productive activity in which they were engaged and, at
first, were not all interested in setting up a small business together.
Furthermore, the fact that the CCH programme gave the right to a training
grant equivalent to the national minimum wage encouraged many women to
enrol in the training course in order to have some income for a couple of
years. In such a situation, it was very important to make clear from the begin-
ning that the training was not an end in itself, like other training courses
that many of the women had experienced. For example, in order to take part
in the course, the women had to agree to deposit part of the training grant
in a joint bank account in the names of all of them, thereby establishing a
common fund. The situation was always clear and unequivocal, and this
remained a feature of the course throughout: the women undergoing training
always knew that the common fund belonged to them. During their course,
the sum was used to purchase equipment and raw materials as the grant
from the Ministry of Employment and Social Security was in general
restricted to the set-up costs.

From the point of view of In Loco, it was necessary to put the women in
the position of really running “their own business” as early and rigorously as
possible during training. As they acquired productive skills, they started to
manage directly all the organizational and financial aspects of relations with
suppliers of raw materials and purchasers of their products. Thus, they grad-
ually began to manage the production group with increasing autonomy, to
keep financial records, etc. This attitude enabled different training
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programmes to be developed from questions arising from the way the group
actually functioned.

Once the training was completed, and after it had been running for several
years, it was apparent that the women quite easily took on the role of running
small craft manufacturing businesses, perhaps because these did not require
the women to do anything very different from what they had previously
really been doing locally: even in the past, women worked as specialized
craftswomen in certain production areas.

Results

The women's attitude towards their “entrepreneurial capacity” raised
more complex questions. In comparison with their previous situations, they
had arguably taken a great step forward. Nowadays these women have reg-
ular contacts with the outside world, often travel with their products to fairs
and other regional and national promotional and sales events. Nonetheless,
they do not take part in events other than those that are regular and already
familiar; they generally prefer to wait for buyers to come to them, and hence
maintain a passive attitude. They are shy to look for customers (especially
in urban areas) and of making contact with shops, etc.

Several factors contribute to this passivity. For one thing, women are still
appreciated in the local culture for their modesty and reserved behaviour. In
fact, they play an important part in managing and maintaining the domestic
budget, but it is the man who should appear, to the public eye, to play the
main role. Still today, it is often not easily accepted in these women'’s social
milieu that they should go away from home to sell at fairs or to take part in
other events outside the family or local community. For another, relations
between this population and urban environments are still difficult. In addi-
tion their own shyness, the women feel that the fact of being from the Serra
has negative connotations in urban areas, and diminishes them in the minds
of potential buyers.

So, although the training was devised with a view to the financial stabil-
ity and viability of the activities that would flow from it, the real financial
situation of most of the production groups is poor and produces only lim-
ited profits. These production groups nonetheless respond positively to
certain aspects of the work which are generally undervalued: “these projects
are very important to almost all the women (...) not only because of their
business dimension, but also because of their personal dimension of acquir-
ing a chance of socialization which did not previously exist” (Manual Soares,
training worker for In Loco).

In fact, these enterprises are examples of integration in the labour market
which include an important aspect of personal development and social inte-
gration. The women leave the closed world of the home and family life and
begin to develop their own activities, the future of which lies in their hands.
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Others give up unskilled work to take up making products that other peo-
ple appreciate. They manage their working conditions among themselves.
They widen their social circle, expand their contacts and face up to new expe-
riences. “When they’re asked how it would be if they went back home to their
housekeeping chores, the response is unanimous: ‘Never!”” (M. Soares).

All the same, if we reflect that immense efforts have been made to set up
these production groups, the results are somewhat meagre, below what is
desirable. Considerable investment has been made in continuous training,
eight hours a day for two years, both in terms of manufacturing equipment,
motivational work, encouragement of a collective spirit, and development
of the will to make a commitment to a production group.

Suitable Training Methods

Although the training may be a useful tool in certain cases, it is too rigid
and cumbersome for the purposes of most initiatives, at least in the socio-eco-
nomic context of the Serra do Caldeirao. According to the conditions of the
contract, the programme itself obliges people undergoing training to engage
in exclusive occupational activity for at least three years. Furthermore, from
the moment they begin, the production units are subject to the financial com-
mitments and contributions required under social security. These charges
prove very onerous for small enterprises that are just starting up.
Nonetheless, the CCH programme, under which the vocational training for
women that we have been discussing is run, does enable training to be linked
to a job, even though the two are not concurrent.

Unlike the dominant model, in which there is a tendency to undervalue
polyvalent functions and to overestimate specialization (Soares, 1994), In
Loco has realized that these activities generally develop in tandem within a
family economy that embraces several activities.

The team in charge of In Loco training therefore thinks it important to
open regional training policies promoted by the state to the implementation
of training programmes more closely linked to the context in which they are
to run. It is also important that people should not be required to commit
themselves to working afterwards full-time in the activity, and that people
should not be pushed into forming collective enterprises if they do not want
to. Furthermore, we consider it important to support people at the difficult
time when they are launching such projects. This support consists largely of
encouragement, advice and guidance to ensure the success of the project in
the context of the training. However, it is precisely at the time when projects
are launched that training ends.

This situation has led several of those charged with vocational training
for women at In Loco to ask themselves questions, and has brought about a
search for more suitable training methods. In 1993, In Loco launched a new
vocational training initiative for women, under the EC “NOW”" programme.
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This demonstrates that the In Loco team has learned some important lessons
leading to redefining of training needs and methodologies.

This training was designed for women with a personal aim of creating
activities. The projects reckoned on being funded under the “LEADER” pro-
gramme and were ready to be launched. Women engaged in similar projects
in the field of rural tourism were selected (catering, reception and guid-
ing).There was also a constant concern to support projects developed within
the confines of the family economy, according to the principle that this should
embrace several activities. The projects should therefore focus on farming.

Since this training was aimed at women who were mostly engaged in a
specific economic activity, had family responsibilities and came from differ-
ent places scattered over more than 3500 km? of the Serra do Caldeiréo, a
training schedule of two or three days a month was chosen, consisting of a
series of modules run by different trainers: personal development, develop-
ment of the enterprise project, receiving tourists, and gastronomy. The
modules were complemented by individual follow-up in the field of decora-
tion, including a visit to projects of the same type in another area, and visits
to each other’s projects, which proved very important for developing a group
spirit among the women undergoing training.

A very important aspect of this training was the fact that the participants
were engaged in a project that they had started themselves, with very pre-
cise ideas on their own aims and interests. The team in charge of the training
thought this a very positive fact, primarily because it was reflected in greater
commitment on the part of the women.

In the future, In Loco will aim to stress this type of training, which is more
flexible and better suited to the ability of people who already have an actual
occupation, to attend regularly. We are even thinking of offering a free choice
of training modules, with the option of following the training courses of
direct interest.

In all the training that we have conducted, both vocational training for
women and training for young social workers (which we have not discussed
here), certain methodological aspects have been common and crucial. We
have always used the project method, and the various training courses have
always been structured, evaluated and redesigned to match the outcome that
was actually intended: the creation of a production unit, the launching or
reconstruction of a tourist service, the exercise of the functions of an educa-
tional social worker or an integrated rural development worker. This way of
approaching the question was naturally complemented by situation-based
teaching. As far as possible, the training content was derived from the ques-
tions arising out of the actual situation, real work and people’s everyday
problems.

The training carried out has only offered some more structured fragments
of a much wider educational process, which aims at creating changes leading
to integrated development in the region.
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A very lively sort of learning is implicit in all aspects of In Loco’s work in
the Serra do Caldeirao, for all the people involved in carrying out new activ-
ities and in seeking new solutions that will help to solve the problems they
face. By setting out to counter the predominant movement of economic and
social marginalization of the people of the Serra do Caldeirdo, and by trying
out alternative development models, In Loco has taken the role of essential
protagonist (as it would like the people to do themselves) in the education
that it offers to the people with whom the Association has worked and will
continue to work.

We may end with the following assessment by Priscila Soares:

... if we think that the aim of any training, formal or informal, should be to transform each
person into someone who has a project ... I believe that these processes are true training
processes ... that the people with whom we work have made great strides in this direction,
have stopped being just numbers in statistics and have become actors ... with aims that
relate to reality, finding resources and putting these into practice ...

Notes

1. “In Loco” is a Latin expression meaning “in the place [itself]”. The Association’s motto is
“Think globally, act locally.”

2. LEADER: Liaison entre actions de developpement de I'economie rurale (links between devel-
opment action and the rural economy). A European Union programme setting out to support
local development that recognizes the worth of the rural economy, especially focusing on
non-agncultural activities.

3. The “monte” means all the buildings of a farm in the province of Alentejo, where farms are
quite a long way from each other.

4. More precisely, the Conservation of Cultural Heritage Programme organized by the Institute
of Employment and Vocational Training, an agency of the Ministry of Employment and Social
Security.

5. See the study by L. Smeyers and D. Wildemeersch —in this volume — on the Flemish expe-
rience of Wonen en Werken, which is also under the European Union “NOW” programme.
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Chapter Twelve
FROM HOBBY TO BUSINESS

Emilia Fulkova
Centre of Folk Art Production, Bratislava
Slovak Republic

FROM HOBBY TO ENTREPRENEURSHIP

The Slovak project basically follows a triangle: ideas — their change —
labour market. Our aim is to help unemployed people solve their situation in
a period of economic transition and deep work crisis through the enlivening
of traditional folk crafts. In our research we use new forms of informal edu-
cation conducted by informal educators and social mobilization as active
tools in solving the work and cultural crises. One specific aim is to show
that leisure time activities and hobbies (which represent a traditional literacy)
in the present situation gain a new important social and economic role. Their
social function proves that it is not purely a market-economy role. Our sec-
ond target is to support successful people in their craft to motivate and
mobilize others with hidden abilities in various professions to change their
own hobbies into entrepreneurial activities.

To put these aims into practice requires direct contact with the target group
in different regions of Slovakia (whether individuals, cultural associations,
transformed state companies, new joint stock companies, etc.). To define the
entrepreneurial activities we concentrated on traditionally rural areas of
Slovakia (agriculture, agrotourism, crafts, ecoactivities, services, etc.). We
came to the conclusion that the usage of cultural literacy in local conditions
“can play a significant role in economic revitalization in different Slovak
regions”".

207
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The results and conclusions of our research enabled us to propose new
strategies and recommendations concerning the preparation of adults to join
the labour market under the new economic conditions. They will help to
develop adult education research, cultural policy, the education system, work
and social affairs policies. How to find new resolutions and recipes proved by
concrete experience is documented in the following examples.

REVITALIZATION OF TRADITIONAL FOLK CRAFTS

Adult Education or andragogy teaches how to mobilize people in order to
resolve their real problems. (I am convinced that this is the real definition.)
One possible way to solve social problems is, according to various experts,
social mobilization®. We agree with this opinion.

This is the mobilization of mind and ideas, forgotten information and
skills in interpersonal relations - what J. P. Hautecoeur calls “mobilization of
inner sources”. In our case, this is done through leisure time activities and
hobbies. It means to mobilize oneself and one’s surroundings in order to
attain certain ideas to benefit all. Social mobilization means mutual help. This
becomes obvious when we talk about such problems like gaining or losing a
job. Various kinds of hobbies, for example folk crafts, can help create new
job possibilities in our social and cultural context.

The term literacy means that literate people are able to gain new ideas,
skills and knowledge and become “more literate”. Where can we find sources
for this process? As we talk about cultural literacy, the local cultural envi-
ronment may be the main source for further development of ideas,
knowledge and skills. To put it very simply, knowledge and skills which exist
among the people of the various types of communities (villages, regions, fam-
ilies) serve both as a school and as a teacher. We can use fashionable terms
and say that community culture becomes a source of requalification-qualifi-
cation in the framework of contemporary processes which help people to
get to the labour market.

Today I can say, and the Slovak project proves it, that leisure time activities
have become an interesting object of our cultural-anthropological action
research thanks to their remarkable ability to transform cultural values into
economic ones.

Leisure time activities are an important part of life style®>. We talk about a
wide scale of these activities ranging from the practical — gardening, animal-
breeding, home-mastering, sports, travelling, collecting things, etc. — to
various forms of self-education, artistic and scientific activities, and phono-
activities. Leisure time activities represent those human activities which are
done in people’s free time and which are not directly educational nor artis-
tic/professional. Following J. Kubalek?, we have divided these into:
intellectual activities, aesthetic activities, physical activities, manual activi-
ties, and the organizing and managing of activities.
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Within the manual activities it is necessary to stress sewing, cooking, and
handwork. Sometimes these hobbies take the form of artistic craft. People
learn forgotten traditional crafts, interior and exterior design, and/or
develop folk construction (which is simply domestic mastership and main-
tenance). Many people deal with gardening, animal-breeding or
phono-activities, etc. In the past, these activities were considered to be a tool
for the development of human personality, an important means for balancing
the monotonous work process by revitalizing and relaxing.

Today we can say that leisure time activities have gained a new reoriented
dimension. Their recreation and relaxing role changed into a new socio-eco-
nomic one because they help people gain new literacies and find their place
in the labour market. One of the possibilities for solving the work crisis in
Slovakia can be the revitalization of traditional folk crafts. In the field of folk
crafts, Slovakia has a long history rooted in the period of the 4th and 5th
century when the Slavs came to Slovakia. The biggest boom was during the
Great Moravia where crafts were widely developed and spread. Many
archaeologic findings show a high level of creativity and skills of previous
Slavonic artisans. The products found document unique characteristics of the
culture of our predecessors. They represent a traditional professional basis
developed through many generations.

In the beginning of the 20th century several co-ops, associations and insti-
tutions were founded [Izabela 1895, Lipa 1910, Detva 1919, Association of
Slovak Folk Co-ops in Martin 1919] which dealt with folk-artistic produc-
tion and were active until mid of the 20th century. After the Second World
War, the state established and supported the Centre of Folk and Artistic
Production (1945) where all physical and legal persons were compulsory
members. During the period of 1949-1989, petty entrepreneurs disappeared
together with individual attitudes of artisans towards their crafts, resulting in
traditional designs of products nearly dying out.

In using the complex model of cultural literacy developed by UNESCO
and Lumen Foundation, we want to stress the need of folk crafts develop-
ment for the purpose of everyday life and economic activities. Our people
have the chance to satisfy their personal ambitions, support and widen the
local market and employ themselves. This idea was put into practice in the
project When a Hobby Becomes a Profession through alternative literacy, teach-
ing tinkery craft by a non-formal educator.

ESTABLISHMENT OF LUMEN FOUNDATION

As an adult education specialist, I'm acquainted with the contemporary
problems of Slovak people. I tried to connect my professional knowledge
with real resolutions of the present-day problems.

I was inspired by the UNESCO Institute for Education methodology of
research in particular by the last projects ALPHA 94 and ALPHA 96 coordi-
nated by J. P. Hautecoeur. To fulfil the aims of action research ALPHA 96,
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and to deal with other problems connected with unemployment, local culture
destruction, drugs, etc., an interdisciplinary approach is needed. It cannot
be secured by any state or academic institution. So we decided to establish a
non-governmental organization, the Lumen Foundation (registered in 1994).
This non-profit organization focuses especially on analysing and promoting
alternative activities undertaken by individuals or organizations along with
civic associations to reduce unemployment of the regions in decline of the
Slovak Republic. We are involved in the following fields: framing entrepre-
neurial activities, traditional folk crafts, seasonal entrepreneurial activities,
ecological activities, placing stress on the entrepreneurship of women, eth-
nic minorities and problematic groups of the population.

Purpose

¢  Recommendations to the State entities within the conception of the state employ-
ment policy in order to reduce unemployment in Slovakia.

¢ Recommendations to the government for the application of new strategies in the
sphere of adult education.

Tasks

The main tasks of the Lumen Foundation are to:

¢ actas an alternative educational institution to promote literacy and self-employment
in the transforming economies of Slovakia;

e  provide counselling services (tax advising, psychology, personal management, etc.);
¢  establish an informal centre (data bank) for perspective entrepreneurs;
¢ develop an international collaboration in the area of alternative adult education;

¢  spread information about the training programs for unemployed people.

ACTIVITIES

e Research: the defining of basic concepts on the theoretical level: the human capac-
ity for creative work in an independent environment.

e  Training and Education: organization of seminars, training courses and educational
programs in the areas of entrepreneurship to help reduce unemployment and to
develop innovation activities: counselling and advisory services in the various
spheres (legislation, economy, health and social care, adult education, psychology):
publishing of miscellanies from workshops and seminars organized by Lumen
Foundation and compilation of special materials for media.

«  Cooperation with other entities developing collaboration with: non-governmental
international organizations (UNESCO), non-governmental Slovak organizations,
and other entities like universities, information centres, cultural centres, etc..

e Information: creation of a bank of information focused on the mutual exchange of
knowledge and creative confrontation among domestic and foreign experts in the
area of adult education, research and legislation.
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What Has Been Done?

In November 1994 there was an international workshop and exhibition
entitled “Literacy and Work — A Resource of Prosperity in Local Conditions”
where the results of the Slovak action research project “When Hobby Becomes
Profession” were presented (within the framework of ALPHA 96).

In May, Lumen organized the international seminar “Literacy and Work”
which included an exhibition and other cultural activities.

In July 1995, in the historical town of Kezmarok, an international semi-
nar and fair took place where Slovak folk artisans presented their work.
Lumen also published a book about informal education of Romanies through
cultural literacy. Through its database, Lumen traced many original products,
forms of folk crafts and technologies, as well as collected a list of original lit-
eracy bearers and a list of non-formal educators. We are planning to issue a
report from the Slovak seminar held in Stupava entitled “Literacy and Work”
(in Slovak and English). We are currently working on the project of estab-
lishing a European House of Crafts.

TRADITIONAL FOLK CRAFT PRODUCTION
IN THE JOINT-STOCK COMPANY
DROTOVNA HLOHOVEC CIE.

We have chosen this example of the Joint-Stock Company Drétovna
Hlohovec because it offered the opportunity to put the ideas of our project
into practice and to enliven the tinkery craft tradition and skills. This com-
pany was originally a state firm which has been going through economic
transformation, along with many other Slovak firms. In the region of Western
Slovakia, it offers quite a lot of job opportunities for people (the biggest town
is Hlohovec with 15,000 inhabitants). The period of economic transition
affected this region also. Unemployment mainly affected people without uni-
versity education, the physically disabled and women.

This factory for wire production seemed to be an ideal place for enlivening
this old craft as it is the only one which produces waste material suitable for
this production. After we visited the factory several times, we found a part-
ner ready to fulfil our aims. Mr. Jurovaty, a retired man, accepted our offer
to become a non-formal educator. The management decided to help us put
the idea into practice, awaken the old craft and turn the attention of the pub-
lic towards it. Together with the enlivening of traditional culture it also
helped to employ physically disabled people of the region, as well as old
employees that had been dismissed from the Joint-Stock company Drotovna
Hlohovec. One of the reasons why we have chosen this company was the
still-existing technical equipment needed for the project and the course. We
had suitable room, waste wire, tools, a production program and people ready
to start with the new production.
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Stages of the Project

Even though Lumen was registered only in 1994, some of the activities
connected with ALPHA 96 had been done before its registration :

May-December 1993: preparation of the project for the course coached by Mr. Jurovaty
and Lumen representatives, working out the course methodology

January-April 1994: preparation of material and technical basis
May-June 1994: the course coached by Mr. Jurovaty took place

July 1994: The project was accepted by Drétovna Hlohovec.

The production process definition, in-house employee training took place
November 1994: the advertising and promotion campaign started.

May 1995: presentation of a video-record from Drétovna Hlohovec during the interna-
tional workshop “Literacy and Work” in Stupava.

The Tinkery Production Program

The fundamental provisions of the course and the philosophy of the tin-
kery production program are as follows:
*  the spirit of traditional Slovak tinkery craft must be preserved;

¢ the traditional technologies and handwork characteristics of this craft have to be
maintained;

¢  abridge over the period the craft was not used and adjusting it for the purposes of
present-day people from the point of view of utility, design, hygiene, technical
requirements and production extent must be built;

¢ the course members must be trained in order to prepare them for the role of future
adult educators and production management.

For Mr. Jurovaty, the non-formal educator of this course, the project stage
objectives were:
»  study the history, museum collections and literature concerning tinkery craft;

e renew recollection of visits with two old Slovak tinkers, Mr. Serlk and Mr. Hoz-k (the
last

¢ authentic Slovak tinkers still active);
¢ prepare the course schedule for the Hlohovec factory;
¢ design separate, individual objects for each participant;

*  draw the objects in 1:1 measure so that the participant can cope with the making of
the tinkery objects;

. define the necessary tools for craft production;

¢ find suitable production and social rooms, solve the interior problems of lighting,
ventilation, floor space, furniture, work security, etc.

e getacquainted with the environment the participants worked in before.

Following is a direct quote from Mr. Jurovaty, cited from the video-record
of the Stupava seminar:
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Now [ am 62 years old when I managed to fulfil my life dream concerning the craft activ-
ities and transmit my experience to other people. I am happy. I had to get acquainted with
the former environment of participants to kriow their work conditions, their way of think-
ing, their attitude towards new literacy. It enabled me to think over my influence on
their personalities and be ready for possible obstacles that might have occurred®.

This stage of the course consisted of theoretical and practical preparation.
The theoretical preparation objectives were: to learn the history of tinkery
folk craft from the 14th century to the present from simple narration, the
theory of craft technology and the differences found in Slovak tinkery. Mr.
Jurovaty provided the practical tasks of verbal instructions for individual
approaches, individual products and practical production demonstration.

Within these individual instructions, he demonstrated all aspects of the
crafts. For example, technical perfection, aesthetic feeling for details and the
whole product, utility and design. Participants put a number on their prod-
ucts and placed them on the exhibit wall. Everybody could clearly see the
stage of success and quality of the products. It was good feedback for the
educator and the exhibit wall motivated and mobilized all members to con-
tinue working. The people who had been working hard with wire for many
years learned that it can be a pleasure for them to create nice and useful
objects.

Evaluation

After the evaluation of the course by the factory management and the
director general, everybody was excited by the results and production was
finally started. As Mr. Jurovaty said: “Our artisan can sit on the grass and
using simple tools make such a product. It’s all handmade.”

One of the course participants, who is now a production leader, said after
finishing the course: “Wire was for us a product we counted in tons. It was a
final product. Now you can see that one can produce a piece of art out of it
and people like it. Wire has been re-evaluated, it’s not just wire any more.
This work is completely different, it’s very demanding, it gives us a joy and
satisfaction. I never experienced something like that before”®.

Step by step, Mr. Jurovaty drew some new patterns for the future collec-
tion which the participants learned to produce in Hlohovec. They produced
it in eleven pieces assigned to:

1 for the Lumen Foundation;
1 for the Povazské tinkery Museum in Zilina;
1 for a sample catalogue;

7 for marketing needs; and
1 as a present for the general director.

The collection of tinkery products today represents nearly 70 kinds of
products. These products are aimed to serve as utility objects for domestic
use. Since the very beginning, all the products were made under the control
of the master course participant, without constant supervision by the
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educator. The educator solved the administration and production problems
and checked the quality of works when necessary. They had to face a lack of
administration, as well as price and wage regulations caused by the absence
of this craft since 1918.

The Lumen Foundation started at the same time the advertising campaign
started through the media, mainly the press. We prepared an exhibition in
Bratislava (November 1994), in Budapest (February 1995) and in Stupava and
Vienna (May 1995). Drotovna Hlohovec used all possibilities, for example,
participation in a tourism fair in Bratislava and an international workshop
organized by Lumen Foundation. The negotiations concerning potential cus-
tomers are in the making and some smaller orders have already been
fulfilled. The idea is to extend a variety of products and to penetrate the trade
and tourism markets. The new collection represents about 150 kinds of prod-
ucts but the possibilities are even wider.

At the end, we feel the need to stress that the public highly appreciated
this activity and we received only positive responses.

Our attitude within the project When Hobby Becomes Profession is that it is
a contribution to the international project Literacy and Work organized on a
national level, using cultural traditions, interesting activities and folk crafts.
Many results of action research are, today, already a part of prepared plans
of the Slovak ministries of culture, education and social affairs.

Notes
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(unpublished), UNESCO Institute for Education, 1994.

2. Fulkova, Emilia. Andragogy as a Social Mobilization. Naredna Osveta, Vol. 20, 1994, p. 23-
24.

3. Fulkova, Emilia. The Role of Outschool Adult Education. Narodna Osveta, Vol. 18, 1992, p.
22-23.

4. Kubalek, ). Pedagogic Approaches in Cultural and Educational Activities Ustav pre kulturno-
vychovnu cmnost. Praha 1981.

5. Jurovaty, M. Video cassette “When a Hobby Becomes a Profession”. Lumen Foundation,
Bratislava, 1994.

6. idem.



Chapter Thirteen

A COMMUNITY
DEVELOPMENT FOUNDATION
IN JASZSZENTLASZLO

Ferenc Balipap
Dezs6 Kovacs and Endre Markolt
Community Development Association,
Hungary

THE COMMUNE OF JASZSZENTLASZLO

Jaszszentlaszld is a village commune located in the sandy region of the
Hungarian Plain called Bugac-Majsai Homokhatsag, between the Danube
and the Tisza. At the present time, it has 2960 inhabitants. The region, of poor-
quality sandy soil, is largely forested and in recent decades has suffered from
a significant lowering of the water table. It has long preserved its adminis-
trative and structural peculiarities, which have been seen particularly in the
use made of the pusztas (deserted plains) around the villages and which dis-
tinguished it from the remainder of the system of comitats (counties) that
developed in medieval Hungary.

The most characteristic forms of habitation in the region were for a long
time isolated mixed farms which belonged, with the exception of
Jaszszentldszld, to the neighbouring agricultural towns. These hamlets —
especially the wine and fruit farms — grew up at the beginning of the 18th
century, after the period of Turkish domination, and they are still undergoing
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transformation and adaptation to new circumstances. Administrative reor-
ganization in the 1950s transformed some of the farms into rural communes.

Because of the unfavourable agricultural conditions, life has always been
hard, but perseverance and the people’s ability to join together and combine
their efforts have helped them to overcome the severe trials of the various his-
torical periods. In order to reduce the inherent risks of agriculture to a
tolerable level, the local inhabitants found complementary activities such as
crafts, stock-rearing, fishing and processing of agricultural products. Sales
of these products helped to improve their lot.

The sometime establishment of a Farmers’ Club, the “Ant” Cooperative,
steam mills and windmills, an abattoir, an oil press and a reed-processing fac-
tory, and the appearance of a forge and locksmith’s shop, fishing, rubble-wall
building, basketwork, broom-making, embroidery and dressmaking, demon-
strate that Jaszszentlaszl6 was a well-organized village with a society and
an economy that developed harmoniously and adapted easily to local con-
ditions. This process of enrichment and development, which had continued
in the face of difficulties, was interrupted by theSecond World War and the
erroneous policies of the so-called socialist period, which were based on cen-
tralization, the concept of the planned economy and the destruction of the
former economy, society and culture.

In the early 1960s, the inhabitants of Jaszszentlaszl6 were forced to become
members of a Soviet-style agricultural cooperative. They were deprived of
their land and their tools of production. In this “vast agricultural factory”, a
large part of the traditional knowledge and skills of the peasants vanished,
the remainder still being used within the limits of the permitted small-scale
personal activity.

Large-scale agricultural production helped to transform the system of
hamlets (or isolated farms), to new villages and the disappearance of a large
number of farms. In Jaszszentldszlé and its surroundings (as in the entire
country), isolated farms were depopulated and many families and commu-
nities broke up. During those years, farmers and town-dwellers both became
wage-earning members of the proletariat.

As a result of the change of regime, Jaszszentldszl6, like many other
Hungarian communes, is now in a situation in which — while liberty and
democracy have been won and there is a return to the private economy —
people’s chances of survival and possibilities of action are diminishing, and
the potential for individual and collective development is being squeezed,
as are resources. An employee mentality has replaced that of the entrepreneur,
the owner and free citizen, and even the knowledge and skills that have been
acquired prove unusable at this time of new challenges. Most people who
had a job are functional illiterates who lack either the financial capital or the
intellectual ability, or both. .

However, thanks to some useful initiatives taken at the right time by some
of the inhabitants, and to the goodwill of their supporters, the commune has
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been lucky, or at least that is the impression that we have after several years
spent there. What has come about in this village through the creation of a
foundation to provide services and increase well-being, together with the
development work already done, may serve as a model for the renewal, reor-
ganization and reactivation of other Hungarian communes in similar
situations.

HOW DID OUR EXPERIENCES BRING US TO
LAUNCH THE PROJECT?

Several residents of Jaszszentlaszlé set out to find a way of leading pri-
vate lives, and from the mid-1960s, they were encouraged and supported by
the director of the local cultural centre. The worse the situation became for
people, the more they drew together, at least to exchange opinions, and the
closer they came to this local institution, which was there to help them to
understand the conflicts of everyday life and to think of solutions together.

What did the popular educator of Jaszszentlaszl6 actually do to help local
residents to solve their problems? For example, he widened the vocational
knowledge of all those who (while being unwilling members of the cooper-
ative) wished to continue or to start agricultural production for their own
consumption, on their individual plots. Not only did he aim to transmit the
necessary agricultural knowledge, but also to bring new life back to the
farms. He was in fact a socio-cultural worker at a time when the term was
unknown.

It was this local popular educator, director and only paid employee of the
cultural centre, who told, informed and taught the inhabitants of his com-
mune that the young people — who met only to enjoy themselves in other
communes — could cover the costs of their programmes through a joint agri-
cultural enterprise, that irrigation wells could be bored in small parcels of
cultivated land even though the soil was poor and the climate dry, that there
were ways of improving soils and that their productivity could be increased
by the use of various less “modern”, more traditional fertilizers and tech-
nologies, and that the cultural centre could also buy equipment and
machinery that could be lent to farmers thereby reducing their purchasing
costs. In short, agricultural production was possible outside the confines of
the cooperative and could be adequately productive if it was based on old
and new practices and methods and pursued in collaboration with other
people.

Even when such practices were still unusual in Hungary, not to say for-
bidden, the activities of the Jaszszentlaszl6 cultural centre were organized in
response to the desires, demands and needs of the local inhabitants. The cul-
tural worker, who was committed to his community, agreed to organize
demonstrations against the demolition of the old mill. He played a major role
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in laying out and running a fishing centre on the banks of a lake that had till
then been poorly maintained. This attitude of the cultural worker, although
not without parallel from the mid-1970s, was far from typical in Hungary. It
was not the attitude people in high places expected officially, nor the atti-
tude generally and willingly adopted by such workers.

Later, at the beginning of the 1990s, when the inhabitants of the commune
had to face numerous new difficulties (their devaluation on the labour mar-
ket, unemployment, lack of the knowledge and skills to start independent
businesses, etc.), the cultural worker and the people confronting these prob-
lems were prepared to look for solutions. It was through a competitive bid
under the European PHARE programme that the new foundation was
offered the makings of a solution to this new critical situation.

THE INITIAL PROJECT AND THE START
OF THE WORK

At the beginning of the 1990s, the situation of the village cultural centre
had also worsened. Its prospects had become unclear. The newly elected
municipal council supported the idea of transforming the cultural centre into
a non-profit making organization in order to take part in PHARE. The coun-
cil members, probably with little faith in the success of the bid, readily agreed
to make a material contribution to the possible establishment of a new foun-
dation by giving it the cultural centre building, the library, the cinema and the
fishing centre.

A subsidy of up to 15 million forints was available if the bid were suc-
cessful. In order to present their project, the inhabitants of Jaszszentlaszl6
drew on the earlier cooperation between the cultural centre and a (some-
what) small section of the local population. They aimed at the economic
development of agriculture and rural tourism, and the renewal of the crafts
that had flourished formerly. On that basis they hoped to relaunch local soci-
ety and community development.

The bid won a subsidy of 12.5 million forints, which immediately raised a
number of problems. At that time, the municipal council went back on its ear-
lier decision. They were no longer willing to make a donation to the
Foundation, but only to rent out the property. After four turbulent meetings,
the matter was settled.

The new Foundation was to work under the supervision of a governing
board composed of seven members, its administrative manager being the for-
mer director of the cultural centre. The Foundation agreed to continue the
cultural activities of the cultural centre and the library, and the municipal
council granted a small amount of funding to this end.

The local development work conducted by the Foundation since its estab-
lishment (in July 1993) is much greater in extent: it has already procured 34



A Community Development Foundation 219

million forints from the region. These subsidies were granted to economic
development projects and training courses.

Hence, the cultural centre, once a peripheral local institution despite its
vocational work and innovative character, has become an organization of key
importance for the inhabitants of the commune. This change for the better is
due to the success of a development project based both on the initiatives of
the 1970s and ‘80s, and to the help of the municipal council (support for the
cultural institutions and their employees in the Foundation). The Foundation
adopted the principle of always basing its initiatives on local knowledge
and conditions, and on developing new knowledge by carrying out innova-
tive activities. Above all, it has banked on the acquisition of practical, saleable
skills. The other basic principle was to break with the isolation of the local,
fragmented community and to create living communities through commu-
nity activities.

THE MODEL FARMS PROJECT

One of the elements of the projects submitted to the PHARE competition
was the establishment of (private) model farms. With the help of experts from
the University of G6dolld, we planned to establish three model farms to serve
as examples for those who wanted to set up their own in future. One of the
three farms would have been mixed, another a stock farm, and the third, both
raising stock and producing fodder.

However, this plan came to nothing because the university experts were
too far away, and it was difficult to be in daily contact with them. The local
inhabitants were not yet sufficiently prepared or well-disposed towards this
type of enterprise. It was difficult for them to take a serious and final decision
about long-term projects. The rejection of the initiative was due largely to
the uncertain agricultural situation, to the very low prices and the large num-
ber of large and small businesses that were bankrupt. (It should also be said
that the people of Jaszszentlaszl6 found it easier to reject the establishment of
model farms at the suggestion of outside experts than the implementation
of their own ideas. We felt this reaction on their part, and that is why we
regarded the failure of the idea not merely as a negative result.)

THE CULTIVATION AND SELLING OF PEPPERS

The other initiative that was part of the initial project and was also
intended to set an example had far greater success. When the Foundation was
created, in the light of the reduction in unemployment, those in charge gave
greater attention to the products that had traditionally been grown in the
region. They examined the situation of peppers (paprika) in the market and
found it promising. They contacted a private firm, the third largest in the
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country, which bought peppers wholesale for export. (It is interesting that the
sales company in the region, previously a state enterprise, had no interest in
the proposal, while the contractor was a businessman living in Transdanubia,
across the Danube.)

In 1993, six Jaszszentlaszl6 growers sold 75,000 kg of peppers, but in 1994,
the quantity sold had already reached 300,000 kg, and the number of pro-
ducers taking part in the project had grown to 27. For sales on this scale,
pepper growers, who were previously unemployed, were obliged to buy or
have made some 10,000 boxes. Naturally, they gave this work to other unem-
ployed workers in the region. In 1995, 50 growers signed a contract with the
exporter for a quantity of 700,000 kg, and in 1996 they foresee selling a million
kg of peppers.

Besides examining traditional products and market conditions, the
Foundation has also taught the growers all the details of production, both
growing the plants and business skills. Together with the exporter, they have
tor example agreed that the price of the seed should not be paid until the
product is delivered. During the period of work, the Foundation staff and
outside experts have toured the area under cultivation three times to advise
the growers, who are sometimes bewildered and indecisive. Before bedding
out and picking, they also arranged discussion meetings.

In 1994, the idea of creating a cooperative of a different type was raised at
a consultation meeting between the growers and the Foundation staff. Most
of the growers still protested against this idea, as the word “cooperative”
always reminded them of very unpleasant experiences. Nonetheless, the pep-
per growers’ operations already possess nearly all the characteristics of a
classic cooperative based on private property. It is certain that people will in
time openly show the nature of their collaboration. Already they have con-
sidered the possibility of building a pepper-drying plant, which will bring
additional income to the inhabitants, who were still unemployed and with-
out prospects a short while ago.

THE CRAFT FARM

After initial problems, the craft farm, another project submitted under the
PHARE competition, also took off. The foundations of a building were laid in
1993, and this was completed as planned in autumn 1995. It will be for crafts-
people themselves and for those wishing to learn these trades. The building
work was entrusted to unemployed workers who had been in the construc-
tion industry before they lost their jobs. The buildings are constructed largely
of cob, since rubble-walls were formerly typical of the region, but this prac-
tice is forgotten. The future users of the craft farm also took an active part in
its construction.

The possibilities inherent in the project are promising. Building in rubble
was itself a learning experience, in the course of which the participants
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relearned this ancient technique. Many visitors have followed the experiment
during construction in the hope of renovating their own farms and using
the same technique. During construction, a weaving course was started for
the village women so that they could take immediate advantage of the farm'’s
potential once work was finished. (See the model at end of chapter.)

THE FISHING CENTRE

The work of renovating and enlarging the fishing centre began in 1993. In
relation to the other projects, this was somewhat peculiar in that it required
relatively little money, but much more active physical labour. On the other
hand, the project aimed at integrating the local inhabitants’ leisure time in a
much more complex manner, while enlarging the commune’s tourist
potential. ,

From the outset, the inhabitants showed great interest in the way the cen-
tre would operate in future, and took an active part in the work. Almost 300
people worked voluntarily on cleaning the much neglected bed of the lake,
renovating the buildings, fitting out the huts that would offer accommoda-
tion, and constructing the wind pump that would increase the amount of
water. Most of them, together with the members of their families, still con-
tinue to use, protect and enhance the potential of the fishing centre.

To sum up, out of the four original projects, one proved not to be feasible,
but the other three, after promising beginnings, are progressing very posi-
tively. The projects that have proved most effective are those demanding
and guaranteeing greater independence, or requiring less money but more
manual work. The community programmes have consistently been main-
tained almost without exception, and the economic projects have begun
successfully. Their effect of making life busier and more exciting is felt
throughout the entire village, and has influenced the other projects that peo-
ple are beginning to plan.

More importantly, it was very quickly not only the needy inhabitants who
turned to the Foundation. The idea of extending the Foundation’s compe-
tency to the whole microregion has been raised with increasing frequency.
The need to develop the microregion has been recognized, plans have been
made, and new applications have been made to obtain the funds needed to
launch new activities.

NEW PROJECTS FOR THE MICROREGION

The essential principle of development projects and programmes is to
address the issue from the point of view of the microregion. In the light of
this principle, a Microregion Development Association (Bugac Majsai
Homokhitsig) was established in 1994 at the instigation of the Jaszszentlaszlo
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Foundation. This association, which brings together the municipal councils of
the nine neighbouring communes and four voluntary organizations work-
ing in those villages has already designed five important projects. Two of
these projects are well presented, while two of them still leave something to
be desired.

The “Hatsaghis” Project
(Meat from the Hatsag Region)

The aim of the project is to unite stock-raisers and fodder producers in
the region on the basis of their common interests. (The various partners who
are growing fodder crops, raising stock, processing and selling meat would
be combined into one enterprise.)

The elements of the project are as follows:
construction of an abattoir;
reconstruction of the fodder mixer;
cooperation in setting up a large butcher’s shop;
other sales contracts;
contracts with producers and councils; and
creation of an adminustrative staff.

The “Hosts of Homok”

The aim of this project is to develop local tourism that can bring in new
income and create new jobs. The development of tourism in the microregion
could also help to revitalize relationships between the communes. According
to surveys carried out in the nine communes, some 100 families would be
willing to receive tourists, providing 300-350 beds.

The elements of the project that are already definite are as follows:

¢ development of an organization;

*  action programmes to brighten up the communes, and the development of the
region;

finding out about local values;

grading;

creation of a welcoming social environment;

market analysis;

education and training;

relationships between tourism and agriculture;

individual investment by the hosts; and

a unified system of signs and development of an infrastructure.

Crafts

The aim of this project is to revive traditional crafts and to organize the
various stages of the work, from training to selling.

The project has made a very positive beginning, and the inhabitants of
Jaszszentlaszl6 have succeeded in winning an additional grant (6.5 million
forints) from the PHARE programme.

*® & & & & & & O
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The elements of the project are as follows:

creation of the necessary organizations;

construction of the craft farm and beginning of its operations;

design of training programmes; and

organization of training courses, summer camps and a demonstration under the title
“Craft Farm Days”.

About 40 inhabitants of Jaszszentlaszl6 are looking forward to being able
to start work in the workshops, which are well equipped with machinery and
tools. More than 160 other craftspeople from neighbouring communes wish
to be associated with the project and to devote themselves to ceramics, bas-
ketwork, weaving, embroidery and wood sculpture.

MICROREGIONAL COORDINATION

The aim of this project is to work out regional development programmes,
to carry out inter-communal coordination and to develop relations with out-
side partners.

The elements of the project are as follows:

e to define a model for the operation of the coordination bureau; and

*  toset up a coordination bureau covering the geographical area of the microregion.
¢  This organization is in the process of being created.

A Microregional Information System

The aim of this project is to provide the inhabitants of the microregion with
information about the Microregion Development Association, to make avail-
able the knowledge accumulated in the course of development work, and
thus to provide opportunities to join projects, as well as to create local com-
munication channels and means of social management.

The elements of the project are as follows:

to inform residents, collect and disseminate information;

to create local community databases;

to carry out participatory community surveys;

to provide information bulletins, local newspapers and guides;

to open a community radio station covering the territory of the microregion;

to provide training courses;

to permit the exchange of information between specialists and consultants; and
to prepare information for the outside world.

To sum up, there is already ongoing and continual analysis of the situation
of the microregion and development of relevant projects. Outside experts
are regularly invited to take part in the work. Rural tourism will become
one of the main activities in the region. Community surveys and commu-
nity development projects will be carried out and completed in the nine
communes, which will increase the number of voluntary organizations and
will improve the quality of their work. The Foundation and the Microregion
Development Association are continuing to seek funds and are watching for
announcements of the various competitions.
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IMPORTANT RESULTS FOR AND
WITH THE COMMUNITY

All these results indicate that a new alternative local centre has been estab-
lished in Jaszszentlaszl6 for the development of society and the economy, in
the place of the collapsed centralized system. Using the combined will and
interests of the locality, with the support of partners and the funds acquired
for these purposes, the centre can put forward solutions to a growing number
of key issues. The work has already gone beyond the local level as the need
for relationships at microregional level is felt in almost all areas of develop-
ment.

Despite all the difficulties and failures, it is clear that the effects of the
shock caused by the change of regime and the changed situation can be mit-
igated even in the case of people who have an employee mentality. The
Foundation sets out to help those people who do not have the financial or
intellectual capital to create a new framework for their lives (in independent
businesses) and who wish to improve their lives. The Foundation also
intends to help entrepreneurs to recognize their common interests and the
potential these offer for cooperation. It is also playing a key role in identify-
ing problems in the microregion and developing joint solutions.

It is sometimes difficult to find local partners and to obtain outside subsi-
dies and resources. Excellent experts and truly motivated, competent
volunteers are a rarity. On the other hand, there are more good examples of
cooperation and combined interests. Hence, people used to regard them-
selves as competitors in rural tourism, but nowadays they are combining to
improve their provision. In two communes, local associations have already
been set up to develop rural tourism.

For the moment, it is pepper growing that remains the most effective sec-
tor for “restarting” growers in the region. The lake and its surroundings have
been revived, possibilities are still expanding, and the area is becoming a sort
of forum for the village residents. The craft farm, a new establishment, is
regarded as a very important initiative even by those who are not interested
in its operations since it was created by the common will and by the effort of
the community, whereas community investment and construction are not
typical in Jaszszentlaszl6 or the region as a whole.

The organizational changes in the cultural centre which was ceded to the
Foundation have resulted in a significant improvement in technical condi-
tions (purchase of necessary equipment: telephone, fax, photocopier,
minibus, video camera and computer). Under the conditions prevailing ear-
lier, one or two employees would have had to be dismissed (which has
happened in the other institutions in the region).

The most important result is therefore the creation of the Foundation,
which acts as the “motor” for the development of local and regional life. It is
local residents’ will, interests and needs that set the motor working. The
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Foundation is able to analyse and interpret what is happening in the imme-
diate, and the more distant, surroundings. On the basis of this analysis, it
can design development projects that match local citizens’ interests and
potential, and it is an effective partner for the community in carrying them
through. Important results for and with the community.

The central point in the programme of the fund is to revive and promote
the handicraft traditions of Jaszszentlaszlo in order to utilise these in pro-
grammes that are intended to improve current conditions and decrease the
unemployment of the area.

The building of the Craftsmen’s Farm is related to the above mentioned
aim from two points of view:

» first, the setting up of the farm itself; the product will be a building complex which

will show the characteristics of the old type of farm and represent the possible use of
building materials that can be found in the area

* secondly, the running of the workshops in which they want to revive production
that can be made from nattural materials such as hay, thatch, clay and wood.
Furthermore, they want to also produce objects suitable for packing agricultural
products of the area. All such products would be for sale.

CRAFTSMEN'S FARM

in the periphery of Jiszszentlaszlé
County of Bics-Kiskun
Builder:
WELFARE SERVICE

THE FUND OF JASZSZENTLASZLO AND MORICGAT

6133. Jaszszentldszié
Kossuth utea 7.
tel: (36) 77-381-059
fax: (36) 77-381-146
Hungary

I.l.llllll

N

The work of the Fund is supported by
Union of Community Developers,
University of Agriculture in Godollo
Academy of Fine Arts
PHARE programme in conjunction with the Ministry of Welfare



Chapter Fourteen

EDUCATION IN THE SERVICE
OF ECONOMIC SURVIVAL

Enrique Pieck
El Colegio Mexiquense
Toluca, Mexico

In this paper we try to offer an analysis of some ways Mexican marginal-
ized rural groups use to face economic disadvantages or to say it bluntly, to
survive. For many years these groups have established a variety of survival
strategies due to the country’s low social and economic levels. Given
Mexico’s current severe economic crisis, these strategies become even more
important for research. There is a need to reflect upon what these groups are
doing to survive, how they learn and how they put into practice untapped
indigenous knowledge and know-how.

Two groups of experiences have been singled out for this analysis. The first
group was funded by the State, the other by an NGO based on a clear cut
educational methodology. In this light, some conclusions that may be drawn
out of the analysis will consider the sponsoring organizations, and their
impact on their results at the organizational, educational and economic lev-
els. The idea of participation will become the axis around which we shall
assess some conclusions.

Both sets of experiences take place in marginalized areas of two different
states: the state of Mexico and the state of Hidalgo, both of which have sig-
nificant indigenous populations: mazahuas and otomies respectively. The
indigenous regions have been chosen as the project locations. As usual it is
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in these areas where some of the lowest living standards among populations
can be found (D'Emilio, 1994). An important thing to take into account is
that the context in which these projects take place is a so-called “Third World’
country. Being such, a large part of the population lives in extreme poverty.
Therefore, it is not difficult to find a target population that falls into these
living conditions.

In this paper, we will look at the rural sector, a space where alternative eco-
nomic strategies have a particular specificity: codes are more restricted,
isolation has an impact on socioeconomic levels, access to public services is
restricted, schooling levels are low, formal organizations are absent, etc.
People in the rural areas were severely affected since 1986 because of decreas-
ing agricultural prices. This forced people to resort to a wide range of
non-agricultural activities and increased migration to nearby cities. It is in
this sector where some projects have been launched recently, grouping peo-
ple that used to work on an individual basis.

THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Besides Mexico’s “Third World’ reality, the social and economic crisis that
began in 1982 has been a fundamental cause of socioeconomic initiatives
carried out by people in rural and urban areas. As Tuirdn (1993, p.96) points
out: “1982 marked a crucial point within the growing trend followed by the
Mexican economy since the postwar”. The economic crisis that Mexican soci-
ety has experienced during the 80s has caused important consequences for
peoples’ living standards. Social participation within income distribution has
decreased during these years.

As an example, salaries and training dropped to unprecedented levels:
more than 40% of Mexican working population has training levels that limit
their incorporation into manual labour (Trejo, 1988, p.30). Schooling levels
among the employed population show that 10.6% have no education, 41.8%
have primary education, 34.7% have secondary education studies, and 10.8%
have completed higher education studies (Latapi, 1993).

Despite these circumstances many people have been capable of avoiding
drastic shortages in their family income by incorporation of other members
of the family into the informal labour market, working extra hours, and look-
ing for a variety of activities that may provide an additional income (Lustig
1992, pp.94-95). Mexico, as any poor country, may be a good example of how
people develop local initiatives to face economic disadvantages, despite the
fact that many of these initiatives do not always end with appropriate and
long lasting levels of organization.

Lack of training, financial and organizational support, lack of knowledge
of the market and of economic feasibility, are among the factors that have lim-
ited the setting up of economically productive projects. Such projects rarely
go beyond the individual or the family; it is at this level where initiatives
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and creativity show. People’s efforts to complement their income seldom
reach the level of social organization, and even then do not include many per-
sons. Very often people get together to meet specific social demands (water,
pavements, etc.). Once demands are met the group no longer exists.

These project communities do not have basic services such as drinking
water, pavements, telephones, drainage. Brickstone houses are rare and mud
houses are the most common. Most people are married with at least two
children, although it is common to find couples that have more than four.

In Mexico many rural localities can be characterized as having marginal
social and economic features. The majority of the people who set up social
and economic projects are low income rural families with low schooling lev-
els (rarely go beyond primary education), and who have a predominantly
low social, economic and political status. They are a rather heterogeneous
group (small-scale producers, agricultural cultivators, artisans, day-labour-
ers, small scale traders of various kinds, efc.), who are not engaged
exclusively in agriculture. Nowadays men work in many types of activities,
although they are generally viewed as non-qualified manual labour belong-
ing to the secondary labour market mainly working in nearly urban centres
(watchmen, porters, bricklayers). Particularly in this State, there is a close link
between the urban and the rural because of its proximity if not its partial
incorporation into, the enormously expanding urban conurbation of Mexico
City. As a result it is quite common to migrate to nearby Mexico City to get
temporary jobs.

In the case of rural women, low schooling levels and a predominant sub-
ordinated social and economic role are common features in rural
communities. Women’s everyday conditions are characterized by their pri-
mary reproductive role confined basically to time consuming domestic
activities and to the contribution to family economic life. Women are usually
engaged in traditional work, concerned with both domestic and farm labour:
tending crops (sowing, weeding, harvesting), feeding the animals, fetching
wood for the fire, time consumed in making tortillas, cooking, washing, tak-
ing care of the children, etc. In some other cases women are small-scale
traders (fruits, vegetables, flowers, handicrafts), an activity that transforms
their labour into something less traditional (Benholdt-Thompsen, 1993).

Therefore, in the rural areas it is important to note that we are talking
about women and men that perform many activities. Both as a result of their
local culture and forced by the need for an income, people in these areas must
diversify. Therefore, they are simultaneously traders, farmers, artisans, brick-
layers, etc. As they express:

We, the people from the Valley, live in poverty. We have different jobs. We
are engaged in looking after the animals, working in the field, doing house-
work, day labour, and a little bit of handicrafts; we are never engaged in
only one thing.
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THE PROJECTS
Economically Directed Projects

Many initiatives are coordinated by neighbourhood associations. There are
several governmental and non-governmental organizations devoted to link
people with economic projects or to help out already organized groups by
providing training, credit, and social and technical assistance.

Projects can be very diverse due to their cultural, social, economic and
political aims. Economically directed projects relate to: commercializing organic
waste, toy-making, cooperatives, clothes-making, production and distribution
of domestic appliances, crafts-making, baking, blacksmith and carpentry
workshops, car mechanics, trout hatcheries, mushroom production, green-
houses, etc. Productive activities carried out by these groups usually involve
traditional knowledge, such as wood furniture making, wool knitting, cook-
ing, etc. Groups that develop economic projects on topics without previous
knowledge, such as waste-processing, are very rare. Also uncommon are those
groups involved in social or cultural activities besides an original economic
project. Many of these groups are very small and comprise only family mem-
bers, but some reach out to the so-called ‘extended family’, and some may
include members beyond the family. Many of these projects usually take place
in a room in someone’s house, and this becomes known as a “‘workshop’.

Socially Directed Projects

Socially directed: People that group together to meet social and economic
deficiencies.

Socially and politically directed groups are generally found in large urban
areas such as Mexico City where people have had to face a lack of public
services because of urban growth from the rural migration to the cities (get-
ting public services: roads, pavements, drainage, electricity, neighbourhood
libraries, etc.). These groups are self-developed ( neighbourhood associa-
tions), although they have occasionally received support from NGOs (and
popular education groups) as well as left wing and official political parties.
Many are community, ethnically and linguistically based people coming from
the same region that have moved to a specific sector in the peripheral areas.
Strong bonds and solidarity are common among them, although more
through “passing the word’ about jobs, giving a hand, letting friends stay
over until they find a place to stay, etc. (Lomnitz, 1975, p.193). People’s level
of marginalization varies and so does the extent to which they can be con-
sidered as functional illiterates. The more marginalized the groups, the more
difficult it becomes to establish contact with them.
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Culturally Directed Projects

Culturally directed: Predominantly social groups that get together to carry
out cultural activities such as music and theatre. Non-economic aims are sel-
dom pursued (INEA 1984).

The research took up several projects with different characteristics:

a) a group of projects fostered by the State within the framework of a wide social pro-

gramme, the PRONASOL (National Solidarity Programme-Programa Nacional de
Solidaridad);

b) a group of projects that have been supported by SEDAC (Educational Services-
Servicios Educativos), an NGO.

The difference between both programmes is in terms of the methodology
of social participation and compromise of a development agency (SEDAC)
with the very particular interests of the people. The educational activity can
be identified with what has been called ‘popular education’, a strategy where
education and participation become the focus around which community
development takes place. Education certainly has a very crucial role in
SEDAC’s goals and strategy. In a way SEDAC works on the basis of com-
munity based education.

Finquielvich (1994:75) analyses the different forms in which the State is
linked to social and community projects. Among survival strategies there
are different kinds of interactions between the State and the community:

1) the model in which the community does not participate (based on State’s assistance);

2) the model in which the State takes the basic role with relative participation on the
side of the community (State assistance-participatory);

3) the participative model in which both the State and the community play significant
roles, relatively equal in importance; and

4) the self-help model, in which the community takes care of itself with little or no par-
ticipation of the State.

The two sets of projects that have been chosen fall clearly within the par-
ticipative and self-help models respectively: the first one (PRONASOL) as a
cooperative between State and society, a model that is taking big steps in
Latin America and giving way to a new form of participatory planning. The
second project (SEDAC) is a clear cut community participation strategy
where poor sectors of society use their human and material resources to solve
their own problems, sometimes helped by more or less organized groups
(NGOs and voluntary organizations):

THE PARTICIPATIVE MODEL

A new programme launched by the 1988-1994 Administration was the
PRONASOL, a programme created with the purpose of combating poverty,
meeting social and economic needs of the Mexican marginalized population
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and intended as a counterbalance of the Neo-liberal economic policies. The
programme is based on granting credit to marginal rural and urban groups
so that they can start economic projects or improve what they are already
engaged in. Groups that have ongoing projects are usually given priority.
Credit therefore becomes the basic support provided and not much atten-
tion is paid to organizational needs. Some of these groups are family groups
but others go beyond that level. The Solidarity Programme comprises differ-
ent sub-programmes that support specific demands coming from indigenous
populations and from women’s social and economic organizations. The sam-
ple within the participative model was composed of six projects which are
being supported by some of these sub-programmes. The are described below.

Carpet-Makers

A project that uses carpets to make sun protection covers for car dash
boards is an example of a group given support by this programme. This pro-
ject is located in a community called Temoaya, located in the otomi region of
the state of Mexico. The project has made some impact. Nowadays it is com-
mon to see these products being sold in the nearby cities and even distributed
in another states.

The story began a while ago when some of the members used to sell car
accessories in the streets. Once they were asked to produce sun protection
covers for car dash boards. After several tries they developed a model out of
felt, later they added a tissue to cover it all around in order to make it more
fashionable. Gradually they began to develop different sizes according to
the different brands of cars. Prior knowledge of the market helped them dur-
ing the commercializing stage.

They either sell the covers themselves or through vendors who pick up
every now and then a pack of coverings and go out into the different states.
They all talk about how this is much more convenient than factory work
which pays minimum wage and entails work schedule.

The group is now facing serious competition from those who have imi-
tated their ingenuity and gotten into the same projects. Time went by and
the market began to be flooded by these products. People now want to move
into the production of different goods, but economic resources and training
continue to be the main blocks.

In this region several groups carry out similar projects concerned with
making apparel, that are distributed and sold in the streets. In addition, there
are other communities where crafts-making is a tradition and people have
developed cooperatives or small groups to collectively produce wood and
wool articles.

Greenhouses

Those engaged in this activity had worked several years ago in one of
Mexico City’s most important flower and plant market, known as
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Xochimilco. Some, as a result of the region’s poor labour market in the 80s,
migrated to the city looking for job opportunities. They all migrated when
they were young (15-20 years old) and their schooling does not go beyond the
primary level, with few even completing primary school. Once they discov-
ered the possibility of doing the same activity on their own, they came back
to their communities to put into practice what they had learned, setting up
small-scale greenhouses in their communities. While one of the conditions for
granting credit is group membership, work is usually carried out on an indi-
vidual basis. Participants in this project sometimes give a hand to each other
(they are all friends) and try to sort out transport and commercializing needs
together.

They have never received any training. Everything they know they have
learned on the job. Learning is developed through practice, observing peers,
and traditional techniques. As an example, building a greenhouse (made pos-
sible thanks to the credit that was granted) is carried out entirely by
themselves. From designing the structure to choosing the materials to be
used previous knowledge is implemented. Previously bricklayers, some now
participate in the designing and construction process showing how people
adapt knowledge from one situation to the other. It is also a means for poor
people to save money by not having to pay for this service.

Puppet-Makers

Puppet-making is carried out by several families in the community. They
affiliate themselves with a larger group to obtain credit, enabling them to
progress. Family work, though, prevails over group work. The group is not
organized on a collective basis. Group work is merely concerned with com-
mercializing their products and it is a condition to receive a credit from
PRONASOL.

People have been engaged in this activity for several years already (5 years
in some cases), and what they produce varies depending on market demand,
the time of year and fashion changes (puppets seen in films, Walt Disney’s
characters, Christmas articles, etc.). It is basically women who take part in the
production process (mainly using a sewing machine) and men who take care
of commercializing the products. Men, though, have gradually been incor-
porated into the production process depending on the demand of the
product. Men learn from women, through practice, and by imitating others.
Imitation is indeed a major source of learning among poor communities.

Products vary and incorporate various skills and knowledge. So, besides
puppets, people make pillows, napkins and table-clothes where women use
embroidery skills they have learned from their own families. It is traditional
knowledge they have acquired since they were young, and common among
women in many communities. Women usually get together at a friend’s
house, use a room, and spend several hours a day doing embroidery work:
it is their workshop.
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The schooling level among most members of this group is extremely low,
never going beyond primary, usually between first and third grade. Again,
when participants are asked their preference between this job, a factory job
nearby or in Mexico City, they all agree that they prefer this cottage industry
even if they do not earn as much as they would like. What they get is merely
a complementary income, which helps them endure a severe economic crisis.

Baking

This project was initially formed five years ago by ten women. Currently
there are nine women working on the project. Bread making starts at 4$:AM
and continues until noon. After that, another member of the group is respon-
sible for selling bread during the afternoons.

Women talk about how this work has been a great experience for them: ‘we
have learned to do it on our own’. Within the framework of a rural environment
where women have a traditional reproductive role, a project like this one, run
purely by women, has been a space for them to express their voice and carry
out their own activity. It has turned into a space where they have the oppor-
tunity to participate, to do something on their own, apart from their everyday
traditional activities. In addition, being enrolled in such a project has meant
dealing with family opposition, basically from the husband, and a timetable
that demands their absence from home during peak hours (breakfast, get-
ting children ready for school, etc.). Husbands, though, have come to terms
with these problems after realizing the need for an extra income.

Women are happy with what they earn. Some had already worked in
nearby factories and all agree that this work is better than a formal job. This
experience has now become an example to be followed by other groups.
People from a nearby community, also interested in setting up a bakery, have
been allowed to observe and be trained.

Here learning takes place during the production process. At first women
did not know anything about baking. In spite of some initial support, new
members have learned from old members, mainly through practice. There is
a need expressed by members to go beyond what they already know. A con-
sistent demand is the desire for additional training to improve economic
output. Imitation and learning from others usually has a limit. To go beyond
this level, external support is needed, particularly with technical matters.
After five years of ups and downs the bakery has been forced to stop paying
wages because no profits have been made, a situation which has occurred
several times. There is a need to improve their skills in order to diversify
products and improve quality according to demand.

How important are formal literacy skills for this project? Very little as far
as the analysis shows. Basic skills like arithmetic and knowing how to read
and write are put into practice by only one member, the one who takes care of
the accounting (production statistics, basic payments, etc.). It is interesting
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though, how these projects demand initial and basic skills that rural people,
especially women (given their subordinated role in their communities) do not
have.

Setting up an economic project as a strategy to survive, requires being able
to get support, make contacts, fill out credit applications, payment of taxes,
etc. Usually people have to face these stages if they want to start their project.
This knowledge is important because it also means facing social and eco-
nomic disadvantages, dealing with unfamiliar laws and procedures, making
space for their participation, dealing with the government, and with private
and sometimes powerful social and economic interests.

Trout Hatchery

This project, as the others, was given credit support. It has been running
for two years. A group of ten people started it, mainly friends and relatives.
The project was launched on one of the participant’s prior knowledge of trout
fisheries. He already had a pond and was willing to expand into other ponds
and partners in order to be able to get a credit. After two years many partici-
pants are discouraged because they do not receive any profits from this
activity. They take turns taking care of feeding and cleaning, a time spent in
the project for which they are not getting any significant income. Now people
are thinking about dropping-out and devoting their time to some other activ-
ity where they can get an extra income.

The few things the participants knew about trout hatchery they learned
from the only person who knew something about it, from whom the whole
idea started. Lack of participant knowledge and involvement in the design-
ing of the project, the need for unfamiliar skills and the lack of organization
and training support are some of the causes that explain why the project is
doomed to end up as a one person project.

Shoe-Making

The idea to start it came from a friend living in a nearby community. He
convinced some people and raised expectations and enthusiasm among
them. The Solidarity Programme supported them with credit, then the build-
ing was built and machines were bought. There was no knowledge of the
trade when the project was conceived of and started. It was not until every-
thing was ready that a three month training course started and people got the
minimum skills to begin.

Drop outs began from the moment the project started. Twenty people were
registered in the beginning, but now after one year only eight people remain.
Sales are very low and marketing has come up as a problem they have no ele-
ments to fight with. Wages are paid to participants occasionally, only when
sales go well, and then the amount never pays for the time and work
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invested. Frustration and drop-outs follow as a consequence and then people
have to resort to finding jobs either in the city or by migrating to the United
States where they find it “easier” to get some money. It is evident that the
shoe-making project required a level of knowledge distant from participants’
everyday knowledge. Training, besides, was not enough. Organizational sup-
port was also missing, something that could be observed in the trout project
as well.

As opposed to this project, a similar project (puppet-making) in another
community has a promising future. A person who used to work in a manu-
facturing factory in the United States border started it. Recently he invited
some fiends to join in the project and asked for credit support in order to
buy more machines. Currently the project employs five people who work
on a daily basis. The difference in this project is made by the previous expe-
rience of the person launching it. He worked in manufacturing companies,
was a vendor of different products almost in every state, and a community
delegate for three years. These experiences enabled him to deal with credit
applications, to know whom to ask for support, and so on. He is now pre-
pared to expand into tennis-shoe production based on a prior job at a shoe
manufacturing factory.

The Self-Help Model

Servicios Educativos, A.C. (SEDAC) is an NGO located in the Valle del
Mezquital. Its experience dates back to 1975 when a project to develop study
groups amonyg illiterate adult population started under the principles of the
autodidactismo solidario (solitary self-didactics), a self-learning solidarity
model as the educational methodology on which the experience is based.

The work that has been carried out since the early 70s has developed along
the years a Peasant Centre, 140 communities linked by 12 regional pro-
grammes, more than 2000 houses, 22 collective stables, 46 mills and tortilla
machines, nine sewing workshops, 220 credits to carry out micro projects,
23 projects to introduce drinking water in the communities, 12 community
shops and basic articles for 400 families, 20 first aid community sets, and
210 craft-makers joined in three cooperatives. All this was possible thanks to
SEDAC's support (through its educational methodology) and with the sup-
port and solidarity of national and international groups: Interamerican
Foundation, Misereor, Ford Foundation, Friedrich Ebert Foundation, Caritas,
Habitat, and others.

The experience took place in the Valle del Mezquital, located in the state of
Hidalgo and considered as one of the poorest regions in Mexico. It is a moun-
tainous, semi-desert land. Its people belong basically to the otomi indigenous
group. Through the years, the people shifted from agriculture to hunting and
picking. Otomies in the Valley are basically engaged in craft-making, pulque
(alcoholic drink which comes from the maguey, a plant that grows in many
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regions of Mexico), and scraping wild lettuce and maguey fibre, all of which
do not provide a minimum income to improve their living standards.
Among the range of projects fostered by SEDAC, the Collective Stables,
the Nixtamal Mills and the Handicrafts Cooperative are some of the most
successful experiences. The methodology that supports SEDAC’s work con-
stitutes one of the clues to understand the social and economic outcomes of
these experiences.
The methodological model called “autodidactismo solidario” is based on
peasant participation may be the source of a collective learning process.
Autodidactismo means learning by oneself, knowing how to take advantage of what
the group offers, not keeping for oneself what has been learned; communicating it to
others. If there is a doubt, asking others even if they do not belong to the group; teaching

how to do research looking at books, journals, the experience that work provides ....
This way of studying helps us to look after ourselves (Cardenas and Garcia, 1992:46).

The autodidactismo solidario model is based on the following elements:

1. group self-learning;

2. exchange of experiences as intergroup support. This is a key element within the model
that aims to: “tighten relations between the groups, comment their experiences, analyze prob-
lems they have faced and getting to know the extent to which the study has made progress.” By
taking part in these interchanges groups get involved in a collective learning process
where they learn from each other;

3. group self-teaching (groups with more experience teach those with less experience);

There is no need to have someone to tell us what to do. We need to form
groups, knowing how to relate with people so that we can talk without any fear
and take up some experiences from each other’ (Ibid.:44);

4. group self-tutorship;

5. group self-evaluation ; and

6. collective planning and execution of activities.

Collective Stables

The collective stables join a Union that united twelve groups with dairy
stables. The project works on the basis of a loan of five cows granted to a
group. The payment is done with the calf born from the original five cows the
moment they are the same age as those they received. These new cows are
given to a similar group on the same basis in order to make a chain of small
projects: a Union of milk cow stables.

Groups that have taken part in this project have learned to inject, to get
rid of parasites, and to dehorn. Learning takes place through the exchange
of experiences among the groups which take part in this project and
occasionally through tutorship provided by SEDAC. Nonetheless, the edu-
cational methodology fosters learning stemming from the experience of
others. It is then that groups get their self-tutorship, self-evaluate and decide
actions to be taken in common in order to solve problems which arise during
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the different stages of the project. The groups’ demand for knowledge usu-
ally referred to the handling of cows, their own lack of experience, ills,
nutrition, feeding, genetic improvement, etc. In a way these exchanges entail
a process that facilitates among the participants the collective creation of
knowledge made possible by a communication in community based on what
people know. This was evident during the meetings where experiences by
some groups provided new techniques, ‘tricks’, ways of handling the cows,
etc.

This project is a good example of an economically productive activity tak-
ing place in a highly marginalized rural environment, where people do not
have the knowledge to start (they had never been engaged in this kind of pro-
ject). Based on practice, they developed knowledge and know-how that
enabled them to set up a project that could guarantee them a complemen-
tary income in order to survive. People in this kind of environment face a lack
of experience and knowledge, besides they do not have a formal organiza-
tional base to carry out any specific project. In this kind of project the link
between learning and production is direct. People learn new useful knowl-
edge for the project through their practice, a knowledge that has only distant
links with formal education. The potential to generate alternative produc-
tive survival strategies is rather poor. ‘

The project has now led to the setting up of a small-scale factory where
some members of the Union of stables have learned to produce cream and
several kinds of cheese. At first, learning about this activity was possible
through external support. After that, newcomers learn from participants who
received the initial training.

The Nixtamal Mills

The development of Nixtamal Mills started in the Valley of the Mezquital
during the 70’s. The mill uses nixtamal (cooked maize ready to be grinned) to
produce maize dough needed to make tortillas, a basic food of Mexican peo-
ple living in the rural areas. When there is not a nearby mill in the
communities, women usually have to do it manually using the metate (a kind
of flat stone where maize is grinned with the aid of another cylindric type
stone). The mills were fostered and organized according to the otomies’ way
of organization. That is to say, they were conceived as one of many
community services and not as a productive enterprise.

Setting up this kind of project in rural communities has meant fighting
against several barriers, namely a law which prohibits setting up nixtamal
mills at a distance less than 500 metres from another mill in order, allegedly,
to avoid ruinous competition. The existence of this law meant a series of
obstacles that the community had to overcome in order to set up their self-
run mills.

Certain problems in private run mills such as lack of hygiene, expensive
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charges, inconvenient schedule, distance, etc., are among the reasons that
motivated people to launch this project. Finally, this project sought to make
women’s housework easier by letting women get rid of a time-consuming
and heavy task. As a result, community mills have enabled women to find
new social and economic spaces where they can participate: ‘so that we start to
think what sort of different things we as women can do’. The fact that women
usually take care of the mill contributes to reinforce women'’s role within
social life in the community.

This project, similar to others, has developed using the educational
methodology of the autodidactismo solidario. This has entailed group learning
processes such as: collective filling of applications, collective writing of reg-
ulations, exchange of experiences, forming different committees to take
responsibility of different matters, etc.

Knowing how to run the mill begins with the exchange of experiences
with groups who are in a more advanced stage. Therefore, training is done
at a horizontal level with obvious advantages for the participants because a
common code of communication is being used. Service at the mill is done in
a rotative way (part of the educational methodology), so that knowledge
does not remain with just a few people and many can learn from the experi-
ence. As expressed by one of the members: ‘the mill is a school, and we all have
the right to learn’. Besides, this has economic advantages as well because peo-
ple do not need to pay for external assistance.

Handicrafts Cooperative

Handicrafts production entails a mixture of time, space, and productive
activities. There is no clear limit between the time devoted by the artisan to
different labours such as picker, scraper, agriculturer, housework. None of
these can provide a minimum income to support family needs. That is why
people generally have to diversify their endeavours in order to survive. In the
case of women, domestic and productive tasks; in the case of men, it goes
from work in the fields to occasional outings to the big cities in order to look
for day-jobs.

Time devoted to handicraft work varies. It may start early in the morning
and go until afternoon; it may take advantage of other spaces and during
other activities such as while feeding the animals, during meetings, etc. Work
carried out by the artisans is not isolated from the exploitation system that
any peasant experiences. One of the biggest problems faced by artisans is
the small payment they get for what they produce. People’s ignorance about
dominant codes, their lack of organization and knowledge about marketing
are among the causes that explain why this activity has not been able to con-
tribute sustancially to the betterment of artisans’ living conditions. The
cooperative of the Valley tried to be an answer to this problem. It began with
five communities and currently three cooperatives group more than 210 arti-
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artisans. The project has been running for more than twelve years. Different
groups of artisans put into practice traditional knowledge and skills they
have inherited, to form a cooperative for the selling of their products.

The cooperative has been a learning experience for many of the partici-
pants. Different groups of artisans have participated for a number of years
in meetings where people have learned from each other through the
exchange of experiences. Through these meetings artisans have learned
about the value of their handicrafts and different ways of commercializing
them through the cooperative. These meetings have been the basis of the
work conducted by the cooperative, where people have analysed their prob-
lems and discussed where they want to go and what they would like to do
with the cooperative. Through participation in these meetings people have
learned about their opportunities as artisans, their problems, and what they
can do together. As a result of these meetings people decided not to distribute
the benefits and opted to save them in order to set up a cooperative shop
where they could sell their products.

THE LESSONS LEARNED

Both sets of experiences provide food for thought. Next we try to reflect
upon some particularities within these projects and draw some lessons.

TRAINING STRICTLY LINKED WITH
CURRENT ACTIVITIES

Formal education seems to have little relevance when looking at the set
of economic survival strategies used by marginalized groups. Formal edu-
cation does not provide people with knowledge or skills that enable them to
widen their production process or the range of possible alternatives. This fact
places formal education’s usefulness debatable in terms of being able to over-
come situations faced by marginalized groups, particularly in the rural sector.
Formal education, as Schmelkes (1980:39) points out: “seems to do no more
than provide rural people with better chances to survive in the urban areas.”

For people in the rural areas it is more important knowing how to sew,
how to weld, and how to do some basic carpentry, than basic literacy skills.
Educational demands are concerned with addressing immediate needs, gen-
erally relating to economic activities people are involved in. As an example,
carpet makers demand training to make covers for car seats, something they
have felt the need to produce in face of competition and low sales in other
products. In addition to economic support (loans and credits), people need
training strictly linked to the activities they are engaged in, and to what
they need (Vielle, 1994).
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The need to have more knowledge and skills was quite evident in many
of the projects. If the project goes well there is a need to improve their skills to
move to another stage or into different areas of production. When the project
goes through commercializing or competition problems, training needs point
towards acquiring different skills that may enable them to enter different
markets.

This leads to re-evaluate nonformal education as a means to respond to
marginalized people’s basic needs. It is a fact that for-the-job training activities
provided by the government are usually located in the formal sector (techni-
cal education programmes) and the support provided to nonformal education
programmes is directly linked with the labour market (programmes offered
by the Ministry of Labour). On-the-job and for-the-job training programmes
offered by private companies have been taking a major role.

In this light, it is clear that a wide sector of the population living in the
rural areas and in marginalized urban regions is remaining peripheral. That
population generally does not have either the education or technical train-
ing to be linked to the labour market. We are talking here about an ample sector
of the population that is being forced to resort to personal, community or family
survival strategies in order to gain an income. As Muiioz Izquierdo (1994) points
out, if vocational training growth depends on the needs of the main mar-
kets, there is a risk that marginal social groups will become even more
isolated from educational programmes geared to meet their specific needs.

People Have Their Own Pedagogy

An important thing to highlight is that people have a great amount of
knowledge and skills they can resort to. When they do not have them, they
acquire them in many different ways, particularly when economic circum-
stances are rough. When people do not have the skills nor the training
support they end up learning from their peers: observing, copying, imitat-
ing and becoming their pupils. People also resort to knowledge and skills
they learned in previous jobs, transferring and adapting knowledge to dif-
ferent situations. Their success lies in the system they have to adapt to new
circumstances. People acquire knowledge and skills within the context of
their needs and possibilities. Those from the informal rural and urban sectors
have in common a very efficient process of comunication and transmission of
knowledge. They have indeed their own pedagogy (Posner 1994). From this,
they have learned how to produce regional goods and have been involved
in all sorts of economically productive activities.

People learn in many ways: through contact with their family they receive
inherited knowledge (when there is a tradition to be bricklayers, carpenters,
artisans, etc.); through previous work in factories people become shoe-makers,
carpenters, carpet makers, etc.; through knowledge they acquire in nonformal
education courses (weaving, clothes-making, knitting, beauty workshops, etc.),
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and which constitutes the base to start self-run economic activities, either on
an individual or collective basis.

An example is a carpet-making (Persian type) project run by a group of
women in the community of Temoaya. Carpet production is a well known
economic activity for people in this community. Many people who used to
work in workshops owned by large firms have trained their children and
friends and developed individual or family workshops of their own.

In communities like Temoaya there is a trading tradition. This has fostered
among people the chances of collective learning through community inher-
ited knowledge and imitation. If something does not work people try to
imitate what others do using different kinds of skills they already have. As
one of the carpet makers was saying: ‘we would like to get additional credit in
order to buy some carpentry machines and do some wood goods as some other people
are doing here in the community. ... We know something about carpentry already’.

Lacking employment and economic disadvantages within the communi-
ties forces people to imitate or copy regional productive activities. This
increases competition among this same sector of the population. However,
some people who imitate do not have the skills, experience and knowledge to
produce with the same quality as their competitors.

It seems that poverty generates its own conditions for survival. People
are forced, from childhood on, to resort to a wide range of activities in order
to meet basic economic needs. People are not afraid of learning, that is not a
constraint. The need to survive provokes the need to generate knowledge
and skills. Lack of formal education (quite common among marginalized
population) does not seem to be an important constraint among people living
in regions like Temoaya, rather it is the lack of resources and training oppor-
tunities. What kind of knowledge do people put in practice to respond to
unemployment and basic economic needs?

¢ Itis common to have some traditional knowledge and skills, often acquired within the
family (knitting, embroidery, clay, etc.);

* skills that pass from one generation to the other (bricklaying, car mechanics, etc.);

¢ knowledge and skills acquired through nonformal education courses (clothes-making,
metal-work, carpentry, beauty);

¢ in community relationships (knowing how to lay bricks when helping friends build
their houses);

¢ knowledge acquired when working in different production and service areas like
trading; skills learned in manufacturing industries; working in greenhouses and being
able now to set up their own green houses; working in the United States border in
shoe manufacturing companies and having the opportunity now to set up their own
small workshop; and

* knowledge that comes from their own activity in the agricultural sector.
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The Need of Credit Resources and Technical Education

Lack of capital becomes the basic problem when looking at these strate-
gies. To start a project or to develop it capital is needed. For some people the
support provided by the Solidarity Programme has meant being able to start
a long dreamed-of wish, for others it has meant the possibility to consoli-
date their project, for others the take-off. For some, a hopeful project may
not be able to succeed in face of the lack of experience, few economic
resources, and lack of complementary supports for the organization and
comercialyzing process.

Training programmes will only be effective if they are part of mechanisms
and policies that make marginalized people less vulnerable to the effects of
competing in oligopolic markets. There is a need to provide these sectors
access to credit resources and technical education (Mufioz Izquierdo, 1994).

What People Used to Do

The economic crisis is felt by people in terms of an everyday increasing
unemployment, less alternatives to get a minimum income, and harder task
to meet basic family economic needs. What did marginalized people do in the
past?

¢ They used to work selling all kinds of goods in the streets (car accessories; toys, pup-
pets, etc.). Trading seems to be one of the last resorts for people who do not have any
productive skills, neither the means to compete in the market, nor the means to ini-
tiate an autonomous process of production given the lack of skills and experience.

¢  They had jobs where they learned knowledge and skills, such is the case of people
running their green house project or the shoe-maker who got experience working
in the United States border and then runs a promising small-scale puppet-making
workshop. People that have worked selling goods in the streets have also developed
ideas of how to start a project on their own.

¢  They used to carry out house work, such is the case of women. Then, stemming from
their economic need they decided to put into practice their traditional skills (all
kind of handicrafts), or any kind of skills (cooking, trading home-grown vegetables),
or they have put into practice knowledge acquired in nonformal education courses
(knitting, sewing, etc.) doing occasional jobs.

*  People in the rural sector develop survival economic strategies around their every-
day activities and knowledge: agriculture and cattle become usually the axis of
their projects. Maize production continues to be, in many cases, a refuge to resort to
and one that provides a minimum required support. Land possession has truly a
great value for Mexican peasants.

IS THERE A SOLID ECONOMIC ALTERNATIVE?

Projects run by people rarely become a significant source of income
enabling them to meet their basic economic needs. Generally, projects are
only complementary supports. Even when running their projects, people
have to resort to occasional jobs, taking advantage of the crops, getting sup-
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port from other members of the family: sons and daughters with a minimum
age carry out minor jobs; wives and daughters who perform different kinds
of productive activities (selling fruit and vegetables, giving lessons, making
handicrafts, selling articles they have learned to make as a result of taking
part in nonformal education courses (Lustig, 1993; Tuiran, 1993).

In the beginning, projects generate expectations. Lack of training, experi-
ence, marketing, organization and financial problems, and planning are some
of the factors that make it difficult to generate enough income for the partic-
ipants. As a consequence, drop-out rates and frustration among the group are
high.This is the case of the shoe-makers where, as one participant expressed,
“Before getting into this I had at least money to eat”. Now they have to be
all day in the workshop and the payment, when they receive it, is not enough.
Their wives comment on how their husbands stay all day in the workshops,
the months go by and there is no payment despite time and work invested.

This means people had to abandon what they were doing before for the
sake of the project. When earnings are not enough it is difficult to keep hope-
ful, frustration comes and many drop out. These kinds of economic projects
do not have the potential to capitalize in the short term and so rarely become
more than temporary survival strategies. For those who stay, resorting occa-
sionally to other economic activity (usually doing day-jobs) becomes a must.

A COMMUNITY BASED PERSPECTIVE

One of the main conclusions drawn from the analysis is concerned with
participation, absent in many of the projects launched by marginalized
groups. This may explain why some projects are not at all successful.
Participation acts like a catalyzer of learning processes. It acts like a detona-
tor of new knowledge, new demands, a widening of horizons, the acquisition
of a new voice among marginalized groups. Within these contexts participa-
tion becomes one of the most urgent needs, even more than literacy or
basic education. When people have the opportunity to participate in some-
thing they believe and have interest, new skills and knowledge follow in a
trickling process. There is a need to realize that an adult is not only someone
who can be educated, but also someone who can transform himself by taking
part in the process of transforming social reality (Mufioz Izquierdo, 1994).

The relation established between the promoting institution and the peas-
ants is a basic component of the educational methodology. The relative
success of some programmes lies in the educational methodology, both in
terms of production and in terms of the effective learning that comes out of
this process. The organizational side is reinforced by institutions like SEDAC,
where social and economic outcomes may be explained by a strategy based
on two main elements:

1. the fact that there is an institution that has a key role providing assistance for organi-
zational and technical problems; and
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2. the fact that there is an educational model as the basis of every activity carried out by

the institution.

Community economic development cannot easily be achieved through the
strategy that is being used by government institutions (where the absence of
participation strategies constitutes a basic characteristic of the programmes).
Programmes do not promote participation, as the essential condition and
basis of community economic projects where people’s participation is con-
sidered as a sine qua non. Where there is no commitment on the part of an
institution, projects inevitably become isolated efforts doomed to failure with
benefits which in many cases usually do not extend beyond the individual
or the family. The objective pursued does not reach beyond the workshop
itself. There is no real further process of building on the achievements of the
workshops, either short or long term. The sphere of possibilities does not
transcend the micro-social level.

We must conclude then by considering that the importance of having com-
munity economic projects lies in the crucial role and potential this action has
in terms of reinforcing and building the sense of social identity among the
members of the community. The mere fact that such community based grass-
roots projects could exist has the unique quality of reversing the
marginalizing and social reproduction effects government-sponsored pro-
grammes usually have. As opposed to the projects sponsored by
PRONASOL, SEDAC’s work is concerned with strengthening the capacity
of communities through integrating projects within a wider social context: a
community based perspective.

DEALING WITH THE “OUTER” WORLD

When looking at many of the problems faced by rural communities it is
possible to observe a set of hidden knowledge (literacies?) that become
important in people’s everyday life and that have a strong link with peo-
ple’s survival strategies. We are referring basically to knowledge that is
located in the social-legal-organizational-political field, concerned with: what
is required to apply to introduce drinking water, how to get a credit, solving
technical problems, how to make arrangements to set up a sewing workshop;
what is needed to set up a nixtamal mill and where to apply, etc.

When thinking about the bakery project, it is important to note that it was
women who had to take care of dealing with building a place, an electricity
contract, taxes, accountability, etc. This entails a different world from the
one they were used to, basically when it comes to sort out problems they have
never faced because of their traditional isolation from worldly matters. Again
people learn through practice, knowledge which is precious to marginal com-
munities, a knowledge which arises from participation and which refers to a
literacy not to be found in formal schools but is a basic knowledge to sur-
vive in these environments. There are small but significant accomplishments
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that reinforce the participants’ learning process, motivation and involvement
within their projects. This new knowledge entails a step into the dominant
codes, a new open door that will facilitate dealing with the “outer” world.

In many cases participation matters more than specific knowledge, which
comes afterward sooner or later. Within this framework interaction between
people and the outside world should be highlighted when it comes to learn-
ing. It allows people to make a step forward to a more elaborated code, in
touch with a dominant code that offers access to the comprehension and
manipulation of social norms, to the construction of a hierarchy of material
and symbolic values, and to their manipulation and forms of realization
(Posner, 1987). This kind of literacy refers then to knowledge that allows peo-
ple to make arrangements so that a piece of land can be obtained or sorting
out provisions for an initial training so that the project can begin. Basically all
the projects described in this paper talk about this need which refers to a
literacy most useful to marginalized populations.

SEDAC’s work considers the acquisition of this knowledge an essential
part of the educational methodology. As opposed to other NGOs and gov-
ernment institutions, SEDAC’s work encourages people to be responsible
for their problems and duties. SEDAC’s work is conceived of as a companion
of processes, which entails providing groups tutorship but never taking
care of tasks. As an example, legal registration of the handicrafts coopera-
tive never was done because a previous NGO team had assumed the control
of this activity. After that, under the principles of a different methodology, a
committee was formed, applied for registration and got it after four months.
This process had an important educational outcome because it entailed vis-
its to Mexico City, talking to bureaucrats and filling applications. People, by
participating and not remaining aside, learn knowledge and skills they
would seldom get when they stay isolated from these processes.

A similar outcome was produced as a result of people’s participation in a
research aimed at finding out about handicrafts markets and ways of com-
mercializing. A visit to Mexico City was organized. A researcher and some
artisans went to different shops and to the Museum of Anthropology in order
to see their own handicrafts and look at the prices. This visit was an experi-
ence where people learned about markets where their products were being
sold. Following, this knowledge was discussed with other members of the
cooperative and put into practice.

PARTICIPATION, AN EMPOWERMENT PROCESS

What to do so that projects may have a real social and economic impact
in the life of the communities? What to do so that projects go beyond and
reach out for different forms of social and economic organization and partic-
ipation? It is difficult to add something to what has been said so many times.
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There is a need to take into account community proposals and see in
which way training courses can complement and support activities that are
carried out by the communities themselves. There is a need to have confi-
dence on what people undertake, respect their own ways of organization
and support precisely there where people need it to achieve their very par-
ticular goals. In this light an economic project has a different dimension
when it is linked to a wider social project.

Usefulness people see behind training is indeed a most fundamental ele-
ment to take into account when designing for-the-job training policies. The
fact that people feel that the skills and knowledge are being useful, feel that
they are learning, and putting into practice what they learn, are some of the
most motivating factors that help make the project successful and something
that reinforces people within their training process.

Besides usefulness, starting from what people really need and from their
main interests (be it making puppets as their neighbours, or setting up a
welding workshop) is something that moves people’s participation. As Vielle
(1994) points out: “the need for training is the first engine a priori, motivator
and mobilizer of adult education”.

People’s participation and involvement in the nature and orientation of
the projects becomes a must. Projects entail for people a means of participa-
tion, they contain the hope of participation (Rodriguez Trejo, 1994), the hope
for people of being able to participate in their own social, economic, cul-
tural, project, any kind, but with a very clear social orientation, as a code
that guides any activities undertaken. It is urgent to count on a participation
that makes viable people’s socialization within social, economic, cultural and
political exchange circuits in order to counteract the isolation of large sec-
tors of the population from dominant codes. In this light, community
participation for solving their own problems is much needed as a way to
counteract the lack of voice and power of these marginal sectors of the pop-
ulation.

Participation may be the key for a gradual exercise, even if slow, of a new
voice. Participation carries within itself an empowerment process within people,
to which it follows a qualification of the nature of people’s demands (D’
Emilio, 1994). In this light there is a need to revert the code into a more par-
ticipative and liberating one through people’s self-ways of participation and
forms of organization:

“social participation versus lack of power”
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THE “WONEN EN WERKEN” ASSOCIATION

From 1990, the unemployment rate in Belgium rose steadily to 16%. Since
1994, there has been a slight downward trend. This change has little or no
effect on a specific group of the unemployed: those with low levels of for-
mal education who have been active for a long time. Economic growth is
not producing new jobs for them or increasing their chance of finding a job.
The labour market is very demanding in Belgium. Greater mobility and flex-
ibility, and a whole heap of qualifications, are prerequisites. The number of
jobs for those with little education is declining with the spread of technol-
ogy in industry. Because of the large number of people who are unemployed
and the choice of candidates for a job, the best offers go to people with better
qualifications.

Various solutions are being sought. The authorities themselves are taking
measures such as reduced social security contributions for employers taking
on certain categories of worker, and encouragement of part-time working
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through financial incentives to employers. Such measures are now shifting
the problem from one group to another. Moreover, a number of training and
job creation initiatives for the long-term unemployed with low levels of for-
mal education are being made by public authorities and the private sector. As
long as they satisfy certain conditions, private organizations can receive sub-
sidies from the Belgian Government and European funds. In recent years,
an “alternative” range of jobs for the long-term unemployed has grown up in
Belgium: these are known as social economy projects. The particular charac-
teristic of these projects is that they set social alongside economic objectives.
Wonen en Werken (Living and Working) is one of these projects.

The non-profit making voluntary association Wornen en Werken is located in
the northwestern part of Leuven (Louvain). Leuven is a medium-sized town
30 km from Brussels. The town is a local centre and is known also for its uni-
versity. Its many social assistance institutions attract the poorest people from
surrounding villages. But the presence of students and the proximity to
Brussels, which is also capital of the European Union, has forced rents up
very high in recent years. This has had a disastrous effect, especially on the
poorest section of Leuven’s population. In Leuven also, the unemployment
rate rose in 1994 to 12%.

The northwest is one of the poorest areas of Leuven. Besides crumbling
buildings and slums, there is a heavy concentration of social housing. The
residents of the area are mostly poor Belgians and migrants. There is a short-
age of adequate housing at affordable rents. The area has many unemployed,
usually for structural reasons. Many of the local residents have low levels of
formal education and have not worked for a long time because of their lack of
training and of positive experience of work. This is often accompanied by a
lack of self-confidence and of social and personal skills. So there is nothing
surprising in there being little room for them in a demanding labour mar-
ket. Few jobs are suitable for their levels of qualification. Vocational training
is not enough in itself to “fit” them for the labour market.

For this reason, six years ago, social workers had the idea of attacking both
problems at once. Training for local residents with low levels of education
who had been unemployed for a long time was coupled with the renovation
of dilapidated housing. These buildings belonged to the Heuvelhof social
housing association and were lived in — after the renovation also — by peo-
ple on low incomes.

In 1988, the project finally took off, in collaboration between four associa-
tions. A dozen participants followed a training course, then lasting seven
months, in carpentry or building. These men and women with no qualifica-
tions or at most a low-level certificate, lacked the work experience and
attitudes that would have enabled them to operate satisfactorily in a work sit-
uation. Frequently, they came from families that had been poor for
generations. Almost all of them had accumulated psychological and social
problems such as drug-dependency, previous imprisonment, etc. Many of
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these problems were linked with a perception of a future that afforded no
prospects.

For the men, the training provided some access to the normal labour mar-
ket. But for the women, it had to be admitted that the training did not lead to
a traditional job. This was the result of problems with both integration and
adaptation. On the one hand, it is difficult for a woman to get into the con-
struction industry; on the other, the women who had followed the training
course had little flexibility and mobility. Above all, we saw that the period of
seven months was too short to solve their many problems, which were often
deeply rooted. After the training, many went back to their former lifestyle.

With the support of the Ministry of Labour in the Flemish Region, Wonen en
Werken decided to create specific structures for the women concerned. This is
how Mo-projecten, small mobile enterprises, came to be accepted as experi-
mental job creation schemes. They fell within the remit of social economy
projects. The first mobility project, Mo-project for short, was Mo-Rein, a car-
penter’s shop that was started in 1990. But not all women wanted to do a
“man’s job”. We looked for activities that were closer to their experience.
Hence, one after the other, Mo-Clean (a cleaning business) was started in April
1991, and Mo-Car (mobile car-cleaning) in September 1991, later transformed
into Mo-Deco (a painting and wallpapering business).

During this time, a special fund was created by the European Commumty
New Opportunities for Women (NOW). This fund gave particular support to
projects that encouraged women’s training and employment. Wonen en
Werken started a project that was approved by the European Community for
a period of two years, with a subsidy to cover the costs of training and child-
care in employment projects for women. Within the framework of NOW, the
Leren Ondernemen association (Learning Entrepreneurial Skills) was created.
This set out to train the participants in the Mo-projecten. Under the conditions
laid down in NOW, exchange at a European level was required. Leren
Ondernemen therefore established collaborative links with projects in Lille
(France) and Lisbon (Portugal).

The Mo-projecten still exist today but will soon have to take on partially the
status of “social workshop”. This is a Flemish Government experiment in the
fight against poverty and social exclusion.

An organization that is recognized as a social workshop will receive subsi-
dies to pay the wages of its workers. Remuneration of administrative staff,
and overheads (rent, materials, telephone, etc.) will have to be covered by the
turnover from the work done. It is recommended that there should be one
administrative staff member for every group of five participants. Moreover,
six training projects for men and women are running within Wonen en Werken:
carpentry, building, painting and wallpapering, electricity, dressmaking and
cookery. Despite the fact that in the training for men, the emphasis is on access
to the traditional labour market, we do not always succeed in getting our
participants into work.
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For this reason the association is obliged to launch job creation projects
for men too. At the present time, 12 workers are engaged in two construc-
tion projects. In all, some 60 people are working on the various training and
job creation projects. The administrative staff is comprised of the general
coordinator, the administrative unit, the commercial unit, the “project devel-
oper” and the person responsible for follow-up. Each team is accompanied
by an instructor and a tutor. The follow-up officer, whose job is to counsel
participants during their career at Wonen en Werken, works for all the projects.
He also plays an active part in movement into the traditional labour market,
and he looks for structural solutions to the factors that hinder work and help
poverty.

In what follows, we shall focus on the Mo-projecten. From October 1993 to
December 1994, an action research project subsidized by NOW was con-
ducted in these projects by the Department of Educational Social Work of
the Catholic University of Leuven. This analysed the training process that
was in operation and led to discussion of it in the association. We shall largely
use that research as the source for this study.

THE MO-PROJECTEN

Each Mo-project employs between four and nine women, most of whom
come from the local area. They are women with low levels of formal educa-
tion who did not complete their schooling, and are mostly single women with
children. Most have had many negative experiences in their past, with insti-
tutions or with their families. Hence, they have a negative self-image. Some
of them have difficulties in various domains: debt, dilapidated housing,
problems with their children’s education, relationship problems, difficulty
in arranging their household affairs, etc. Bad health and a weak constitution
are also typical of them. The complexity of their problems gives them little
chance in the labour market. They form a quite tightly knit group, in which
solidarity is thought important.

Most of the workers are under a “PRIME” contract (Regional Labour
Market Integration Projects), some for an indefinite period, others for one
year.! They are paid a minimum wage. At the same time, they are encouraged
to look for work in the traditional labour market. Some on basic income sup-
port also take part in training projects.

Here is a description of the various projects:

¢ Mo-Rein is a carpentry business employing five women. They make and repair fur-
niture, and produce and fit frames, doors, staircases, cupboards, etc.

*  Mo-Clean is a mobile cleaning team made up of nine women. In small groups, they
clean for a score of regular customers — offices and schools — in Leuven and
Brussels. The cleaning is done several times a week for larger clients. For smaller
customers, a few hours a week are enough. Each site has its set days and hours.
The work is always done by at least two and at most five women.



Structured Work and Integrated Learning 255

*  Mo-Deco is a painting and wallpapering enterprise employing four women. It is a
new direction for Mo-Car, a mobile car-washing business.

*  For two years, the Mo-projecten were complemented by a service project. This ran
with women in extreme poverty, for whom the move into mobile job creation pro-
jects was too great. The project prepared the way for a tailor-made individual
scheme of finding lasting employment. The project was closed because subsidies
were withdrawn.

¢ Inlate 1993 and early 1994, two new teams started up: cookery and dressmaking
training. These were established in response to requests by the women themselves
to match their experience.

All the teams follow the same plan. The women work five days a week,
from 8:30 to 16:30 hours; 70% of their time is devoted to work with each team
accompanied by an instructor. The remaining 30% is used for the training
given by a tutor. The tutors have a degree in social work or education and
look after two or three teams. Most of the tutors are linked officially to a Basic
Education Centre.?

The training is given in two practical and discussion meetings and in a
group meeting. The practical and discussion meetings — two half-days a
week — are largely functional and have a content that differs from team to
team, according to the nature of their work. In general, the meetings focus
on co-management of the small business or on improving the work done.
Essentially, they are about management training (estimates, invoices, key-
board skills and filing), technical skills (learning to build a staircase, for
example) and personal skills (learning to communicate with clients, exercises
in using the main rules of orthography, etc.). Sometimes, wider social issues
are also discussed.

In each team, half a day is reserved for the group meeting. This is carried
out in teams according to the following common pattern. The points on the
agenda are: planning work for the following week, recording the hours
worked in the preceding week, assessing the work done and the degree of
collaboration during the previous week, information (for example, on the
purchase of a new vacuum cleaner) and matters for discussion (for example,
how to arrange transport better to cleaning sites). The workers take it in turns
to chair and act as secretary to the meeting. Each team works with a system
of responsibilities. One person is responsible for the agenda, one for timing,
one for the conduct of the group meeting, one for maintaining the stock of
wood, and one for other materials.

Aims and Administration

The basic aim of these projects is to fight against impoverishment by
means of employment. Work is thus thought of as a way of attacking poverty
among women. Also, work is regarded as a means of giving women a
stronger say in many areas and of (re)integrating them into society. The first
and the most obvious aim is therefore to create suitable jobs which pay and
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are adapted to the needs of women with low levels of education who have
been unemployed for a long time. In view of the wider aim — the struggle
against poverty — the intention is to create innovations in various fields.

Complementary Support for Personal Development

The general aim is not only to emphasize improvement in technical com-
petence among the workers, but also the learning of personal and social
skills, such as self-confidence, communication, basic qualifications, collabo-
ration, independence, etc. As a project that fights against poverty, Wonen en
Werken has chosen to link technical qualifications to the acquisition of psy-
cho-social skills among participants. The overall aim is that this development
should have an effect on the situation at home. What is learned must help
to break the vicious circle of impoverishment.

Target Group Support

The association gives particular attention to the support and make-up of
the target group. Leren Ondernemen explicitly stresses work with women who
have been poor for generations. These women are usually the driving force of
their families. Frequently, they are left to deal with matters on their own
when their men can no longer cope with the (mental) pressure of poverty.
They are then forced to survive with their children in extremely difficult cir-
cumstances. Given their family situation, they can hardly fulfil the demands
for a high degree of availability and flexibility imposed by working. For a
clear understanding of the issue of impoverishment, it is necessary to begin
with them.

The Local Area Approach

The association stresses a local area approach. The intention is thereby to
reach the target group and to activate it. Contact is sought with existing social
networks. The project is also part of a larger aim of “developing the area” or
the “local economy”. In collaboration with other social organizations, the
association sets out to develop activities which will strengthen the area and
its inhabitants.

Associated Conditions

It is important to arrange suitable and well-thought out childcare. This pro-
vision has to enable the women to concentrate fully on their work and
training. It is run in collaboration with community work. There is a day
créche for the very young. There is also an after-school group for children
who are at primary school. On Wednesday afternoons and during the holi-
days, activities are arranged for children. A project to look after sick children
will start in collaboration with community work. Because of the lack of a
well-organized network to care for sick children, workers in fact regularly
stay at home when their children are ill.
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Secondarily, there is insistence on good working conditions. That is why
the choice was made voluntarily to work office hours so that the women can
be at home when their children are too. Care is also taken to use the best tech-
nical equipment, to look after staff well, etc. In this way, the women have
the maximum chance of learning.

THE CONCEPT OF TRAINING

Working with the target group requires a particular view of training and
an appropriate methodological approach. It is important not to let the peo-
ple involved drop out quickly. The following are the main principles of the
concept of training.

Personal and Occupational Skills

The basic objective of Leren Ondernemen is to fight against poverty. From
this point of view, it is important that participants should be able to develop
in a variety of work situations. Complex and varied work situations are delib-
erately selected, offering numerous learning opportunities. Optimum
learning possibilities exist when there is a good relationship between the
complexity of the task and the possibility of structuring it.

If a complex situation is well-structured, that is, in accordance with par-
ticipants’ experience, there are good opportunities of learning. In work
situations, skills of different types are needed. Many of these skills can be
acquired on the job itself, provided that the administration structures the
opportunities to learn in such a complex situation. In some cases, this struc-
turing requires time and space. That is why allowance has to be made for
planning exercises outside work in the strict sense. Learning on the job and
outside, concerns both technical skills and psycho-social skills. We thus
depart markedly from the traditional practice by which technique is acquired
on the job and psycho-social skills from outside work.

In our research, we developed a design in which the various qualifications
learned within Wonen en Werken have a place. All the skills that are possi-
ble to learn can be found in a design which is divided into four parts, formed
by two intersecting axes: personal (psycho-social) — versus occupational
(technical vocational), and diffuse versus operational.

On the vertical axis, the skills that are directly occupational are situated
at one pole, while the skills relating to psycho-social development are found
at the opposite pole. On the horizontal axis, at one pole we find operational
skills, and at the other, diffuse skills. By operational skills, we mean all the
qualifications that can be formulated in terms of unequivocal behaviour and
which are therefore measurable and teachable. By diffuse skills, we mean
the qualifications that cannot easily be described in operational terms and
which are also less easy to measure. These are qualifications that are not
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always completely “achieved” and which are continually evolving (in a pos-
itive or negative direction). Besides, depending on the circumstances, they
have a different content. Mastery of these skills is a prerequisite for acquiring

and using operational skills adequately.

personal
(psycho-social)

diffuse operational
(work attitudes)

occupational
(technical vocational)

SCHEME OF SKILLS IN FOUR PARTS

Hence we arrive at the following categories and definitions:

In the women's projects of Wonen en Werken, the training falls into four
areas. The combination of psycho-social and technical vocational skills is
what makes these projects original. They concern people who are vulnerable,

Operational occupational skills

Operational occupational skills are the qualifications needed to carry out the occu-
pation effectively. They are specific to each occupation and are easy to describe and
measure. Examples: knowing the characteristics of beechwood, how to paint a wall,
how to use a sewing machine quickly; and having an idea of a team’s income and
expenditure.

Diffuse occupational skills

Diffuse occupational skills are especially associated with the occupation, but are
not easy to describe, teach and measure. We could therefore call them “work atti-
tudes”. Examples: learning to make agreements and to keep them, being
persevering, being punctual, being able to carry out a task independently, respecting
materials and colleagues, and knowing how to receive and give criticism.

Operational personal skills

Operational personal skills are teachable, measurable qualifications which are
directly linked to the psycho-social aspects of participants. Examples: having basic
skills in mathematics, reading and writing, knowing how to use public equipment
and the documents associated with it, and having psycho-motor skills.

Diffuse personal skills

Diffuse personal skills are qualifications that it is difficult to make operational and to
measure that are directly linked to the psycho-social aspects of participants.
Examples: having self-confidence, being capable of thinking about oneself, and
being able to be autonomous.

(teachable, measurable qualifications)
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people who have previously missed the chance to learn in various fields. If
the intention is to give them new opportunities through employment, ways
have to be found of giving them the chance to learn in all fields. (See the
Schematic List of Skills at end of chapter, which follows such a scheme).

In this way, these projects are distinct from classic basic education and
from other vocational training. The latter specializes in one or two fields.
Basic education as practised in Basic Education Centres concentrates on oper-
ational personal skills, and sometimes diffuse personal skills. In Wonen en
Werken, those who collaborate in basic education depart from this traditional
system. The tutors structure the complex work situations in collaboration
with the instructors. They do so by developing instruments and plans and by
suggesting exercises and appropriate follow-up to what is learned. The tutors
not only intervene in the discussion and exercise meetings, but also in the
group meetings. From time to time, they take part in work on the job in order
to have an idea of the nature of the tasks and skills that are required and that
already exist.

Other more official vocational training such as that provided by VDAB
(the Flemish Work and Vocational Training Service) specializes essentially in
the field of occupational skills. But not all vocational skills are taken into
account. These are limited particularly to those which are necessary to carry
out a specific job. Hence, less attention is given, for example, to cooperation
and skills related to managing a small enterprise.

Key Skills

It is hoped that the participants will also apply their “general” skills, as
described above, to their home life. Work is in fact regarded as a stage in the
struggle against poverty. Many of these skills are necessary to escape from
the vicious circle of impoverishment and to improve their chances in society.
That is why we want to work on the acquisition of key skills, such as, atti-
tudes, views and capacities which are needed at work but are also the key to
dealing with tasks, problems and challenges in various contexts. These skills
are therefore of a general nature and are more or less independent of an occu-
pation or a particular situation.

The participants’ self-confidence is seen as a crucial key skill. Constant
attention is therefore given to transforming the self-image, which is often
negative, and to increasing the workers’ self-confidence. In fact, we start from
the idea that this skill is a precondition for acquiring other skills and for
breaking the vicious circle of impoverishment. Other key skills are “know-
ing how to communicate”, “knowing how to collaborate with others”, “being
independent”, “being motivated”, etc. These are qualifications found espe-
cially in the domain of diffuse personal skills.
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Functional Training

In order to cover the whole range of skills, Wonen en Werken starts from the
functional needs of the job. All the skills are learned in an integrated manner.
In other words, work is the doorway to acquiring different skills. The choice
of this functional approach is justified by the preference and previous (nega-
tive) learning experiences of the participants, as well as by the needs of the
occupation.

We start from the idea that all work contacts are a dimension of learning. In
other words, on the basis of the work situation, vocational skills and more
personal skills are learned. Besides learning the skills required to complete
the specific tasks of the occupation (carpentry, cleaning, etc.), basic skills such
as arithmetic and writing are used. This is done while learning to carry out
specific administrative tasks such as drafting estimates and invoices. There is
also work, for example, on communication, in which participants contact
clients; on collaboration, in which they are given joint tasks on the job; and on
responsibility, in which they are responsible for a site.

Participation

The instructors and tutors set out to make the women play a large part.
They do not want to take all the decisions themselves, and they thereby
expect an increase in involvement in work and an improvement in partici-
pants’ self-image. Moreover, they start from the idea that it is the participants
themselves who best know what their needs, inadequacies and intentions
are. Participation can thus improve the quality of planning. The administra-
tion also believes that participation provides training opportunities, by
making it possible to acquire skills in different domains.

This model has a differing content in the various teams. The following is
an example of the participation model as it is practised in one of the teams:

At Mo-Clean, the staff and the workers plan the following week together. During the
group meeting, the women put on paper who will clean where. They take part in decid-
ing on contracts and new clients. What's more, each woman is responsible for one or more
sites. This means that she keeps in touch with the client, takes charge of the other women,
is responsible for the materials and products on the site, and assesses the work. During
the exercise and discussion meetings, a lot of attention is given to the collective manage-
ment of the small cleaning business. In this way, the women keep a joint account of the
results of the previous year, and work out the hours worked each month, the products
used, etc. This gives the women an overview of the management of the enterprise and
its future development. One of the workers also makes up the books each day. Another
woman makes a note of everyone’s times present and absent, etc. The workers also take
part in decisions on the buying of new products and machinery.

Participation takes place within a definite specific structure and takes
account of participants’ potential. The danger is thereby averted that partici-
pation might lead to chaos or an absence of structure.
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Training Centred on the Group

Skills are worked on while on the job, as well as being learned and prac-
tised during meetings formally devoted to exercises and discussion. To this
end, training is centred on the group. The weekly group meetings are also a
part of the training. Work and collaboration during the previous week are
assessed, plans for the following week are drawn up, decisions are taken
and problems aired.

Tailor-Made Training

Training thus takes place principally in the group. At the same time, con-
siderable attention is given to differences in level between participants. Tasks
are allocated which match the level and pace of each one, and account is
taken of the weakest when explanations are given.

In order to give workers the chance to share responsibility for their work,
methods that are suitable for the target group are developed. By means of
clear plans, all the tasks are placed within their reach. In the cleaning team,
plans are used which describe the work at each site and provide a list of the
materials to be found there. In Mo-Rein, guidelines have been worked out
for giving clear estimates. In Mo-Deco, a practical formula is used to calcu-
late the quantity of paint needed for a given surface.

Communication and Interaction

An earlier survey at Wonen en Werken showed that training cannot be con-
fined to the specific times when technical and personal skills are learned.
Training is implicit in all the activities and processes. We link training with
the overall process of communications and relationships that take place
within the projects, both on the job and outside work.

We also regard communication as the basis of the whole training process. We
start from the idea that people learn from each other in formal and informal
activities. That presupposes that training is a responsibility of both the tutor
and the instructor. In communication, the dialogue between the participants
and the tutors and instructors is vital. Both the participants and the tutors
and instructors are in principle open to each other’s ideas. Both sides learn
from this. Good interaction has the characteristics of a communication in
which the solving of problems and the performing of tasks are seen as col-
lective responsibilities, in which everyone has the necessary information,
others are allowed to express criticism, and everyone clearly states his or
her principles, underlying values and norms when decisions are taken that
affect others.

Learning by Thinking about Oneself

Finally, the training process also contains an element of thinking about one-
self. In order to make training deeper, it is necessary to learn to think about
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oneself. The tutors and instructors, and the participants consider how they
should act and how they can carry out tasks in the most effective way. They
ask themselves, for example, how to cut a plank as straight as possible.
Starting from actual situations, events, actions, tasks and disagreements in
the project, they also ask themselves questions about how they react to a col-
league, and to their own situation of poverty. These questions derive from
actual work situations. It is not easy for tutors and instructors to meet the
challenge of starting these discussions.

POINTS REQUIRING ATTENTION

In implementing this concept of training, one runs into a number of prob-
lems. Tensions are inevitable. It is necessary, in fact, to take into account the
participants, tutors and instructors, the locality where the project is running,
the outside world, etc. The following are the main problems.

Necessary Support

The organizers soon reached the conclusion that they needed to be pru-
dent in formulating the aim of being a “viable” business. The choice of target
group imposes certain limits. It is reckoned that permanent state support in
the form of subventions to cover participants’ wages will remain necessary
for the management of the enterprise.

At certain times, a choice has in fact to be made in a project between the
interest of the participants and that of the project. Should one choose to
emphasize a participant’s learning process, or should one stick to the value of
the product delivered? This happens, for example, when a participant finds it
difficult to meet the norms of quality and productivity. The choice is not easy.
On the one hand, quality is important for the project and to the customer.
On the other hand, the woman'’s self-confidence is improved greatly by the
fact of her participation in the project. It is important to find the right bal-
ance between the two interests.

The Dilemma Over Worker Participation

Participation is not always easily accomplished. In practice, we encounter
quite a number of dilemmas. First of all, it is not always easy for tutors and
instructors to surrender the “power” to make decisions on their own. This is
especially difficult when they wish to defend particular interests. Sometimes
one feels so responsible for something or someone (for example, a client)
that one does not want to run the slightest risk. When tutors or instructors
decide for themselves, they are more sure of the outcome.

Secondly, it is seen that work without participation is sometimes more
effective. The question may in fact be asked whether the participants are
equipped to make a sensible contribution through their participation. It takes
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time and energy to enable them to do so. At the same time, such participation
provides the participants with learning opportunities.
The following example will illustrate this dilemma:
In team X, in the first few years, the woman who was in charge for the week — always a
different worker — maintained the contacts with clients. This worker therefore had a
large say in accepting and planning jobs. When the new instructor arrived, things
changed. She took back this responsibility. She was thus sure that jobs were properly
accepted. Because of the pressure of time, the instructor often carried out a number of
tasks herself, such as telephoning a supplier or clients about late payment.

When the participants arrive later on the traditional labour market, the
transition will be a rude shock. Suddenly they will need to adapt to a sys-
tem in which participation is not always permitted or required. And lastly,
not all participants are always capable of participating. Some of them do not
manage to do so. Here we run up against the limits of some participants’
potential. Others prefer to carry out orders. Finding the right balance
between management and support is important in these cases.

Tensions between Individuals and the Group

The differences in level between participants cause a dilemma for tutors and
instructors who are designing a technical or general training programme:
should it be suited to the weakest and give the stronger ones less chance of
learning, or should it be addressed primarily to the “better” ones? Each pro-
posal reduces the possibility of learning for one of the two groups. Creativity
and flexibility are two key words in this case. And this presupposes good
guidance for the tutors and instructors.

The Importance of Practical Conditions
for Working and Learning

A year ago, during the cleaning team’s discussion and exercise meetings, twelve of us were
sitting around a table one metre long by a metre and a half wide. Under such conditions,
the women had to make notes of hours of work, to use calculators and to write invoices.
It is hardly surprising that everybody became a bit aggressive. To get to the cupboards
where the administrative documents were filed, you had to go right through the build-
ing. When it was fitted out, later, we were able to move into a larger and pleasanter office.

This example illustrates the necessity of sufficient space and facilities for
discussion and exercise meetings, for working meetings and work itself. Poor
practical conditions stand in the way of involvement, people cannot manage
to work, and it is not beneficial for the acquisition of skills.

The Need for a Global Approach

Among this group of people, unemployment is not the only problem. The
disadvantaged are faced with a host of problems in different areas: housing,
health, relationships, etc. Tutors and instructors therefore also give attention
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to these problems. Hence, participants are registered with the social housing
association. Childcare is taken care of through the ‘t Lampeke community
centre. The costs of childcare are covered.

Wonen en Werken deliberately chose not to provide individual help.
However, an eye has to be kept on these situations and problems in order to
identify them and, in agreement with the participants, actively to direct the
latter to competent agencies such as the housing association, community
workers, a social centre, social workers following up “families with multiple
problems” at home, etc.

The organizers believe that job creation for the disadvantaged does not
improve the structural nature of the issue of unemployment: there are still
systems that help to cause or keep up unemployment in society. However,
they are also seeking structural solutions to debt, health, employment, etc. It
is the role of the follow-up officer to run such projects in association with
third parties. Wonen en Werken is also a member of Leuven Sociaal, a group of
a score of organizations in the town. These are seeking better harmonization
among themselves in the fight against poverty. Moreover, the association
belongs to OVERALL, a regional group of private training and job creation
initiatives which defends the interests of the organizations and the long-
term unemployed.

It is only by collaborating with others that a job creation scheme can
achieve a global approach.

RESULTS

The results of Wonen en Werken should not be sought in the number of
women who have found work in the traditional labour market. The associa-
tion would like deliberately to create an alternative range of work, in which
these women might rather remain. Traditional employment is in fact only
achieved by a small percentage of the women. Those who succeed usually
find a job in cleaning or in hotels and catering, two sectors in which the hours
of work are very flexible and hence barely compatible with family life.

The wider aim of Wonen en Werken is the fight against poverty. In terms of
results, we find it more important to know whether there is a transfer from
work to the situation at home.

There is without doubt a transfer. Simply, we do not know if this comes
about in as straight a line as tutors and instructors had hoped. It is notice-
able that the women become stronger in many fields. We do not know to
what extent the participants also apply at home the skills that they have
acquired at work. We have some indications from conversations with tutors
and instructors, from interviews with participants and from observations.
Some examples are as follows.

Participants are readier to telephone official agencies, even from home.
When they have learned to read and write better at Leren Ondernemen, they
also use these skills at home. A member of the dressmaking team makes
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clothes at home for herself and her children. A participant in the cleaning
team reports that she cleans much more thoroughly at home. Another
woman says that she keeps her housekeeping in better order at home and
writes down her activities in a diary.

These are skills that can be applied to other situations with some adapta-
tion. They lie mainly among the operational skills (occupational and
personal). Moreover, there are more general skills needed in the project that
might also be used in everyday life, but are not immediately visible: inde-
pendence, collaboration, responsibility, communication, self-confidence,
logical thinking, etc. These are found rather among the diffuse skills (occu-
pational and personal). The woman in the following example does not
simply take home administrative skills but also a sense of responsibility and
support for others. This is only possible because her self-confidence has
increased through Leren en Ondernemen.

A woman recounts that she helps other women with housekeeping. Before, she always

had to ask advice somewhere. She chases members of her family to make sure that they

make their tax declarations on time. She has also found a system whereby she does not
forget to pay her bills. And she is trying to pass on her abilities to others.

These skills are probably the result of the whole process. The fact that the
women have a paid job and do not stay at home all day, have certain respon-
sibilities, and are part of a group, helps them to acquire these skills. In
Mo-Clean, the fact that they go to a “real” client also seems to be a significant
motivating and self-image factor. The participants themselves say: “My self-
confidence has grown thanks to the responsibility I was given here and
thanks to the confidence and friendship that are offered.”

CONCLUSION

Wonen en Werken was set up to fight against the impoverishment of
women with low levels of formal education who have been unemployed for
a long time. This it has done by establishing small businesses for local resi-
dents. These projects are part of the social economy, in which solidarity is
more important than profit; in which profit is not seen in terms of increased
capital but of increased jobs. Our current economic system provides employ-
ment if this leads to a return on capital. In a social economy, based on
solidarity, employment is not thought of as something to be minimalized
because of high costs (of social security) but as a value in itself. There is a
growing number of projects that follow these ideas in Belgium.

However, these projects, which fall between the “profit sector” and the
“non-profit sector”, remain socially marginal. They are also in need of a legal
framework: subsidies to compensate for lost returns to employers, and man-
agement support to stimulate economic development. The “social
workshop” experiment is a first step in this direction.
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Working provides workers with a wage at Wonen en Werken . The fact of
working in itself encourages women'’s integration into society. At the same
time, employment brings about a whole learning process. This is necessary
if the vicious circle of impoverishment is to be broken. An income alone is not
enough. We can call this process “literacy” in the widest sense of the term.
Such literacy not only includes occupational elements and technical voca-
tional skills, but also personal elements and development of identity. Key
skills are always considered important because of the transferability of what
is learned to other situations. If the learning process is to be deep-rooted, it
is also necessary to be able to think about oneself.

At Wonen en Werken, work provides the opportunity to set this literacy
process in action. The process also requires a different organizational cul-
ture. There is no question of regarding production as the most important
objective. A balance has to be sought between the product that must be deliv-
ered and the process experienced by the participants. Moreover, if the
learning process is really to grip participants, it needs to be distanced from a
strictly hierarchical structure. Worker participation is important for the qual-
ity of the product, but also most definitely for their learning.

The fight against impoverishment demands in fact a global approach. Job
creation schemes such as Wonen en Werken make a significant contribution
to this. They go to the limits of their organizational capacities, and there is
much to be done in many other fields: at school, at home, in the traditional
labour market, etc. Collaboration and dialogue with others is necessary if
the vicious circle of poverty is to be broken.

Notes

1. This refers to paid jobs with a prospect of returning to unemployment on benefit. The length
of time the job lasts depends on the age of the person concerned.

2. Flanders has fifteen Basic Education Centres. These are funded by the Ministry of Education.
They are responsible for providing adult education to those with little school education. Four
types of course are offered: mathematics, Dutch as mother tongue, Dutch as a second lan-
guage, and social skills.
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Diffuse personal skills
1. Self-confidence

2. Ability to be assertive and to defend one’s
interests in society

3. Ability to communicate with others

(listening, speaking, expressing one's thoughts,
knowing how and having the courage to give and accept
criticism)

4. Ability to think about oneself
(having knowledge, being prepared to think about
oneself, ability to act reflectively)

5. Ability to be independent and responsible
6. Ability to relotivize
7. Ability to think in the abstract

Diffuse occupational skills

1. Ability to collaborate
(loyalty to colleagues and employers, dialogue, learning
to draw conclusions and respedgreements)

2. Being motivated to work
(desire for self-improvement, involvement, showing
interest, perseverance)

3. Ability to be punctual
(respecting appointment times, keeping order)

4. Ability to carry out tasks independently

(taking initintives, working independently, accepting and
taking on responsibility, being able to plan work, taking
the initintive to use tools, efc.)

5. Ability to show respect
(respect for materials, oneself and others)

6. Ability to concentrate the mind
(being able to concentrate on work, knowing how to
acquire and use new information)

7. Occupational and geographical flexibility and
mobility

8. Ability to check performance
{(being able to assess one’s own woark, being able to
criticize and be eriticized, being able to use feedback)

Operational personal skills

1. Mastery of basic skills: mathematics, reading
and writing

2. Basic social knowledge

3. Knowledge of and ability to use public
documents and equipment

4. Psycho-motor capacities

5. General personal knowledge

Operational occupational skills
1. Knowledge of technology, materials and tools
of work

2. Knowledge of the oceupation itself

3. Occupational skills

4. Executive skills

(understanding tasks, being able to carry them out
effectively and quickly, knowing how to record
tasks completed)

5. Ability to give support

SCHEMATIC LIST OF SKILLS



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Economics with Humanity
Social Work and Basic
Education

Jean Stummer
Chambéry, France

THE CONTEXT

In the mid-1980s, some new ways of responding to social exclusion and
long-term unemployment were introduced in France by voluntary “inter-
mediate associations” and placement agencies. The first of these made people
who were having problems in finding a job available to community organi-
sations, private individuals and companies. The user paid for the service, and
the employees received wages. The second recruited people in similar situa-
tions and gave them paid employment for a maximum of two years in
businesses producing goods and services that were sold on the market.

In both cases, the aim was to put people with no access to “classic”
employment in touch with the labour market, by means of special terms of
employment and other conditions. Both these types of organization were
granted public funding to compensate for low productivity and the social
work element, chiefly by the Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Social
Affairs, with additional contributions that varied from situation to situation
from local or regional community agencies.

In this context, the Arche en Ciel (“Rainbow”) voluntary association arose
out of a meeting between a number of people who had been engaged in
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social work and shared the belief that contributing to job creation could be
at least as effective as treating the consequences of exclusion: that the offer
of a job brought status and social recognition as well as financial indepen-
dence.

Arche en Ciel was thus launched in 1986. It is a non-profit making associa-
tion, with the approved status of “intermediate association” whose aims, as
laid down in its statutes, are: first, to help to keep people who are registered
dependent and/or handicapped at home by means of aids to everyday liv-
ing, excluding medical and para-medical technical equipment, and secondly,
to employ women who cannot easily find a job to carry out the tasks
involved. The association is located in Chambéry, in the Savoie, a town of
100,000 inhabitants with quite high unemployment among women. We came
upon the idea because of the evident need for widespread home services
expressed by elderly people wanting more than anything else to go on liv-
ing in their own homes.

In France, help for dependent elderly people seems at first glance to be
well-organised and adequate. Medically, help is given by district nurses and
municipal care services. The user has a choice, and these services are paid
for by social security. In everyday life, the municipal and voluntary services,
which have been running since the 1950s, provide around one hour’s help
per day which is suitable for people who have lost some independence and
have close support from a spouse or family.

However, the increase in longevity and medical advances, together with
a growing desire to stay at home and the geographical dispersal of families,
had been creating new needs for over a decade. For people who were too
dependent to get by with only one hour a day, but not yet requiring hospi-
talization or placement in institutions (which they do not want), the system
had reached its limits.

Since existing services were no longer adequate, we stepped in to fill the
gap in everyday support, as a complement and not a competitor to those
services, with the intention of using this small supply of jobs to benefit
women who were excluded from the traditional employment market by
virtue of their age, their level of education or their personal problems. The
fact that we employ hardly any men does not arise from any ideological prin-
ciple on our part, but was forced on us by the inability of people who are
often of advanced age to accept that such support could be provided by men.

After rapid expansion within a few years, the association today provides
support to 400 elderly people per year, with the help of 200 employees. The
volume of activity corresponds to that of 80 full-time jobs per month, but
through part-time employment pays wages to some 120 persons per month.

Those receiving help pay the greater part of the cost, the remainder com-
ing from public funds. The services to the elderly account for over 70% of
the expenditure, the rest being divided between exemption from additional
wage costs for dependent persons and direct operational subventions made
by the state and local community agencies.
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WHY EMPLOYMENT?

In 1986 we thought (and we still think) that one of the best answers to
exclusion must be a paid job: an appropriate and suitably adapted job that
takes account of the difficulties of the people concerned, but a job all the
same, whenever possible.

The value of work as a force for integration is today still at the heart of
integration into society (this is not an expression of opinion for or against,
merely an observation). Thousands of women whom we have met state
clearly that they want to work, and work means autonomy and financial
independence. The net income from work is obviously not the same as that of
unemployment benefits and social security benefits, but from what those
who are excluded say themselves, it is simply a question of dignity.

Work is clearly not “the only answer” that merits consideration and appli-
cation, but it is the answer that we were able to give. These jobs have helped
women, who are often on their own and in precarious personal and material
circumstances, to finally stop worrying about their future (in so far they still
could), which they saw in terms of insoluble money problems, emptiness and
despair. By providing minimum material security, jobs have given many of
them some respite from their constant and fruitless struggle, in which all
their energy was expended in simply managing to survive.

We also hoped, as has been confirmed by experience, that such a stabi-
lization would lead them to ask questions about their skills and abilities,
and to find reassurance as to their capacity and desire to follow some form
of training.

WHAT SORT OF JOB, AND HOW TO FIND IT?

We began our work on the basis of several simple, and still valid, principles:

*  opposition to the idea of “nice little jobs” (everything possible should be done to
ensure that jobs are stable and worthwhile, and this is the case with help for depen-
dent people);

¢ no requirement in advance for technical vocational skills since the jobs offered con-
cern help with everyday life (cleaning, shopping, meals, company, outings, etc.);

e the most precise assessment possible of the real difficulties and capacities of those
seeking work; and

s aprogressive return to work (part-time to begin with) so that employees can once
again become used to the constraints and responsibilities of working.

In 1986, the notion of “nice little jobs”, relatively unqualified service jobs with
no security, was put forward as a possible way of alleviating rising unemploy-
ment. Providing caring jobs to people while trying to make them permanent,
“real jobs”, has often been a difficult challenge, but it has been faced.
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This demand for professionalism was first made of us by our clients: it is
indeed inconceivable that anyone would want to care for dependent people
without being certain of the quality of the service they were giving. The
demand for quality, together with a true employee status, also enabled us to
offer a moral contract to employees: a real job with a real wage in return for
an obligation to perform their service properly.

Coming as it often does after years of training courses, and training in an
occupation or in idleness, this sort of contract can swiftly turn people who
were previously only “job seekers” into “service providers”. And helping
people who are enfeebled and isolated by enabling them to go on living in
their own homes remains a gratifying and rewarding activity.

A priori, is a type of job that might be regarded as a “service job” carrying
out low-value domestic tasks and therefore restricted to women; in short, a
job as a “maid of all work”. But this is not so because:

e  itis not a case of carrying out tasks thought inferior and uninteresting in the place

of a consumer who could perfectly well do them but is willing to pay to escape

what is unpleasant or boring. It is doing what can no longer be done for want of
strength rather than want of will; and

¢ home helps are in demand as much for their human relationship as their material
value. Being there, being attentive, talking, listening, and putting an end to loneli-
ness by being the only person the subject speaks to in a long, empty day goes far
beyond the notion of a “domestic”.

All the same, we mean a job and not a religious calling. That is, achieving
the best possible balance between practical activity and affective input, which
might be defined as technical provision made with benevolent attention.

The main way of guaranteeing this quality has been the manner of recruit-
ing employees and supervising them in their work. From the outset, the
people employed were selected by clinical psychologists, who were asked not
to test or to exclude, but to assess the potential of a given person at a given
moment in her (or his) life, in order to find out her capacity for relationships,
ability to accept rules and working constraints, and the severity of her current
problems.

The approach chosen was not psychometry and did not consist of batter-
ies of tests to arrive at a total score of abilities and disabilities. What was
asked of the psychologists was to listen and to hear, to pick up the breaks and
fault lines in life histories, but also the determination, resilience and per-
sonal commitment. These interventions were more than simple interviews
and needed the professional tools and distance of psychology: being (no
doubt) extremely schematic and not placing oneself “in the position of the
other person”, not trying to “understand” her out of kindness, but assessing
the situation neutrally without making any affective or moral judgments, and
assessing her current state without anticipating the future.

It was perhaps a “cold”, “clinical” approach in the dehumanizing sense
of the term, but it was also a form of respect consisting in not forcing the
interlocutor into the role of “victim of exclusion” or of someone (culpably?)
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responsible for her situation, but in seeing her as a person at a given moment
of her life, neither a “victim” to be cared for, nor a “guilty party” to be
reformed. As it has been well put by the psychologist Sylvie Malan, who co-
founded the association with me, it was simply a matter of trying to find out
“... who is sitting opposite me today, without ever prejudging his or her
capacity to surprise me, both positively and negatively”.

From this type of assessment, the number of hours and degree of difficulty
of work, was matched as well as possible to a particular person at a specific
moment in life, in order to reduce to the minimum the risk of failure in the
first job. For example, a home help suffering serious depression would not be
offered a job with a significant weekly number of hours in the home of an
old person in a similar state of mind; on the other hand, someone with a
slightly aggressive personality would not be put in touch with an old lady
who was excessively manic and authoritarian.

Gradually, over the months, the hours of work and the degree of diffi-
culty increased, according to how each person developed. This was, of
course, not always an ideal path in a straight line. Sometimes there were peri-
ods of stagnation or regression. Failures could not be avoided but the
essential thing was not just to be satisfied with admitting them and excluding
the person in question, but instead, to try with that person to overcome them,
and here a good dose of determination was often necessary to combat the loss
of self-worth and the deep feeling of incapacity associated with years of
unemployment.

Recruitment was therefore not tied to specific characteristics, but the pro-
file of a home help might be that of a woman aged around forty, living alone
after a breakup with a husband in similar difficulties, and with too brief a
school education, few qualifications and little vocational experience. Personal
problems may be added to this, exacerbated by a life marked by rejection in
the hunt for a job, which has been extremely difficult for such women over
the last decade or more.

Whenever we could not employ someone, we tried where possible to find
a solution with other partners, and this was achieved in the large majority of
cases.

TRAINING

We met hundreds of people leaving training courses of many varying
types which they had not always — and that is the least that can be said —
chosen for themselves: training which did not always produce results that
matched the effort and resources that had been put in. This is quite obvious
under such circumstances.

[ am not putting training on trial, but merely the tendency to cry training
for lack of power to meet demands for employment. It is a response which
also offers the substantial advantage of removing those involved from the
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unemployment figures. In France, some years ago, it should be remembered
that the official solution to exclusion was to pronounce the magic formula
“training” while invoking the “economic upturn” which would unfailingly
come to solve everything. Reality has shown that things were not to be so
simple, indeed far from it.

For someone suffering long-term occupational exclusion (and hence par-
tial social exclusion), but still potentially wanting to find a job, the training
answer to the demand for employment is felt to be an “answer by default”
more than an opportunity worth seizing. Listening to what the people con-
cerned say, and looking at their experience, we have seen that for a certain
number, training was only an answer for want of anything better in this con-
text. In such a situation, how can people be persuaded to regard learning
some “knowledge” or other as anything but a second-rate occupational activ-
ity rather than as an investment which will bring personal rather than
practical returns?

Listening to the people whom we interviewed, we observed that for many
of them, their primary needs and demands, strongly expressed, were work
and material security. We therefore reversed the usual scheme of training
first, and starting a job second.

We started with employment, and could do so since the jobs we were able
to offer required no technical skills but human aptitudes, the ability to make
relationships, and a certain know-how (cleaning, shopping, preparing meals,
etc.). We were convinced that such potential was always there, either imme-
diately useable or in abeyance but renewable in the people concerned.

In the background, we were toying with the idea that home helps, when
confronted with a job that was not easy would, when all was said and done,
feel a need for training that they could immediately apply in their work
rather than “undergoing” training that they saw as “theoretical” because it
was disconnected from real applications. For the majority, this is what
happened.

THE TYPE OF TRAINING

During the association’s early years, we replied individually to each
employee who was wondering about some aspect of her work. We set imme-
diate availability as a rule of operation to resolve the difficulties encountered
by home helps. At the same time, we instituted short “training times” and
regular meetings of employees in small groups with one or the other of us,
simply to let them talk, ask questions aloud, and exchange queries and expe-
riences.

These meetings very quickly became an occasion for interchange, for fac-
ing problems, in which the “old hands” could give the “newcomers” the
benefit of their experience, a time when there was often meaningful discus-
sion of old age, proximity to death, loneliness, etc., a time for reassurance free
of judgment and criticism.
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The short training times, two half-days a month and always in small
groups, were then based on more exact topics (understanding old age, behav-
ioural problems, keeping a distance from the people helped, etc.) with the
assistance of specialists (doctors, geriatricians, psychiatrists, psychologists,
nurses, etc.). These visiting specialists came on a voluntary basis since the
association did not fall within a legal framework allowing it to benefit from
training funds.

Fortunately, we had a fund of interest and sympathy, and a circle of pro-
fessionals that was sufficiently wide to let them contribute in this manner,
outside any structured network. We were very pleasantly surprised, first by
the number of people who agreed to give their time, and secondly by the
level of attention that they inspired in the home helps, because of their com-
petence but also doubtless because they were not demanding payment for
their presence or their knowledge but were giving them for nothing.

We made no pretence of providing vocational training in the usual sense of
the term. We merely wanted the home helps to be able to do their work bet-
ter, with fewer worries, by bringing technical and psychological knowledge
to bear on their often pertinent uncertainties, so that they could internalize
this knowledge and apply it from day to day.

This constant “two-way street” between problems encountered, questions,
immediate implementation of answers, and outcomes, helped to convince
many of them that “learning” could be useful, sometimes even easy and plea-
surable, and above all, possible.

After a few years, such a system was no longer adequate and we succeeded
in finding our way around the administrative labyrinth of legal wording and
funding in order to organize vocational training leading to the home help
certificate (Certificat d’aptitude aux fonctions d’aide a domicile, CAFAD), a
national certificate validating a recognized vocational qualification.

By “bending” the wording with the benevolent and indispensable coop-
eration of one or two officers in the relevant authorities, we were able to keep
to the principle of training leading to a qualification while working. The
employees were paid part-time (at most half-time) and spent the other half-
time in training paid for by vocational training funds. This was a small heresy
in a country where the law permits either training or paid employment, but
not both together.

There was no question that these women, who would have to make the
efforts demanded by training, were being financially penalized, but it was
indispensable that they should keep up a part-time job for the sake of the
interaction between theory and practice, learning and application.

The training was arranged in two stages:

1. aperiod termed “pre-qualification” to update or strengthen basic knowledge: read-
ing, writing, comprehension and summary of written texts, personal expression, and
reassurance about their ability to learn. The pre-qualification was highly individu-
alized, giving each trainee the chance of personal support; and
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a qualification period based on the content of the national CAFAD programme; each
element of the programme was linked to the vocational practice of the trainees. The
whole training cycle lasted a little over a year and was successfully completed by
two groups of 20 or so persons each.

First positive observation: Only two trainees dropped out along the way,
and the final pass rate in the examination, which was validated by a regional
jury, was 100%.

Second and far less positive observation: This type of training could not
be repeated, in spite of the results obtained, for a whole set of reasons asso-
ciated with funding priorities and changes in the wording of legal provisions.

At the present time, we have been obliged to fall back on a minimum of
knowledge acquisition arranged in the form of half-days on specific topics,
however with the aid of paid professional experts, and keeping up payment
to the women who make the effort to attend. And the volume of activity still
corresponds roughly to 80 full-time equivalents.

Besides achieving the highest possible success rate in certificated voca-
tional training, and an improvement in the women’s material situation, these
jobs have above all enabled women of all ages (from 21 to 50 years) and with
low levels of education to realize what their potential is and to make use of it,
and to change both their perception of themselves and the views of them held
by others, by close family and friends, husbands and children.

Over these eight years, we have witnessed an evolution not easy to quan-
tify by means of conventional tools for evaluating learning. It is more a
personal evolution and an internalization of abilities than an accumulation of
knowledge.

For example, I remember a single woman of around 40 years of age, the
mother of two children, saying to me after four years of working in the asso-
ciation, that her children now derived greater pleasure from going to school
and were doing better there. She explained that they had suggested to her
one day, seeing her reading and writing at home as part of her training, that
they should “do their homework together”.

Listening to her, it was evident that she had acquired the habits and way of
thinking of intellectual work and, probably more importantly, a little satis-
faction and pleasure in learning. With respect to learning, when we began to
talk about training within the association, the remark that often recurred
was “So we're going back to school”. The tone in which this was said almost
always betrayed a mixture of the anxiety of recalling former difficulties at
school, of failure and of joy at remembering a time that had also had its
moments of happiness. And we know too that despite individual successes,
exclusion often generates exclusion.

SOME OBSERVATIONS

Despite the results obtained, there remain some questions largely associ-
ated with the excessive speed with which the association expanded. It has
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been almost impossible to involve the employees in the internal running of
the organization. They have two places on the board of management and
staff representatives, but the move from being a “collective “ to being a “busi-
ness” was too rapid to permit more direct participation in operations.
Limiting development would have meant limiting jobs, and this was a choice
we did not wish to make.

Eight years on, we face the problem of becoming an organization whose
voluntary nature does not guarantee paid employees a permanent job or the
same development possibilities as the public service sector, despite the
applicability of a collective agreement in Arche en Ciel that protects the rights
of home helps. In effect, we are providing a public service without the means
to do so.

Today, the association faces serious financial difficulties, in common with
many other placement agencies. Public funding is definitely being cut back
even though an activity of this kind undoubtedly creates material and human
benefits (although the latter may not be seen as an argument).

At this stage, there is a question mark over the durability of activities that
link jobs, social work and training. The following list is by no means exhaus-
tive, but here are some of the potential elements of a satisfactory answer:

¢ the least possible dependence on public funds, which are subject to the hazards

and fluctuations of political decisions, or a variety of sources so that the whole enter-
prise is not endangered by one withdrawal;

¢ demonstration and quantification of the economic and human benefits of what is
being done (we are without doubt never sufficiently convincing);

e  provision of services and products of highest possible quality;

s attentiveness to the speed of development, and perhaps the “breaking up” of a
large structure into several small units that can better involve the actors and retain
a capacity for flexibility and innovation;

*  acceptance of the permanent tension of being pulled between two conflicting prin-
ciples: the maintenance of high-quality service at reasonable cost in order not to
imperil the task, and the adoption of “rules of the game” which are most likely not
to exclude the “weakest performers”. And there may be a great temptation to go
for profitability (especially in the face of financial problems) and to select job seekers
from among the most “productive”, with the risk of being transformed into another
“exclusion machine”.

Stability is doubtless not attaible, and it may not be desirable, but it is
possible to come close to an unstable but dynamic equilibrium, like a
tightrope walker: will he fall off on the side of the excluded (thereby bringing
down the very thing that was there for them), or will he stay upright? In the
knowledge that the answer to social, occupational and cultural exclusion
depends on the political choices that we make, we have to ask whether we
are ready to make the investment, and at what level, so that we can inject
some humanity into economics. Have we not sufficient reason to fear that the
choice has already been made?
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This chapter is intended to be the testimony of the Chic Resto-pop,
which is offered through us as intermediaries to those who are concerned
about two major problems affecting industrial countries: rising unem-
ployment, including long-term unemployment, and persistent poverty.’
To quote the words of Pierre, one of the staff of the Resto, “Quebec faces
not only a jobs crisis, but also a transformation of work,” and in view of
this transformation we must “not only reaffirm the principle of citizen-
ship, but also guarantee citizens a basic income by recognizing the
existence and importance of a new type of work, socially useful work.”
The Resto-pop works to this end.

279
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THE CRISIS OF WORK:
A PROFOUND TRANSFORMATION OF
CANADIAN AND QUEBEC SOCIETY

The ills afflicting Canada and Quebec are essentially associated with the
recent transformation of the Canadian economy. Not only is the Canadian
industrial strategy of extracting natural resources and processing them to a
minimal degree no longer adequate, but the new economic orientation that is
being suggested, based on growth through the development of the manu-
facturing and service sectors with a high value-added factor, although
creating decent jobs, is only doing so for a small proportion of the active
population.

The new economy claims to be that of high value-added production, in
which both service and assembly line workers must demonstrate readiness,
tlexibility, mobility and a high level of productivity within a company.
Around a core of well-paid regular employees receiving significant social
benefits, a growing number of people who are less well paid hover on the
fringes, with no social security benefits and no permanent job status. These
occasional workers are a pool of resources available to private, public and
cooperative enterprises to expand or contract their operations in response to
the economic situation of the moment.

At the level of the state, the new economy dictates clear choices. In the face
of falling revenue, the state is obliged to reduce its expenditure, including
its wage and salary bill, and to review all the social security programmes that
have grown since the last war. In order to provide a firmer basis for the new
rules of the economic game, most developed countries, including Canada,
have opted for a neo-liberal strategy of supporting productivity and reducing
the wage element.? Changes have come about without the introduction of
any really valid policy of labour force development to address the thorny
problem of the socio-economic integration of marginalized people and
regions.

Hochelaga-Maisonneuve:
The Example of an Area Badly Hit by the New
Economy that is Organizing to Fend for Itself

The villages of Hochelaga and Maisonneuve were built by French
Canadian businessmen at the end of the 19th century. Shortly after they were
founded, the villages of Hochelaga (1883) and Maisonneuve (1918) were
incorporated into the City of Montreal.

Until 1950, the Hochelaga-Maisonneuve area was at the heart of the main
manufacturing activities of Montreal. It had a French Canadian working-
class population of 80,000 persons,® whose standard of living was rising
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thanks to the advantages of the Fordian social contract. Earlier ills were
diminishing. Unemployment was falling. Wages were rising. Epidemics had
been checked, and school attendance was slowly increasing.

After 1950, the first signs of economic downturn were felt in this old indus-
trial area. First, the number of people living in Hochelaga-Maisonneuve
stagnated, and then declined. The population fell from 82,000 in 1950 to
48,000 in 1991, a demographic decline which was attributable to the seduc-
tions of the newly developed suburbs of Montreal. Secondly, between 1960
and 1980, the relocation and closure of a large number of local businesses,
and the new requirements of the labour market in terms of vocational edu-
cation and job qualifications meant that the bases on which a significant
proportion of the local population had had access to permanent jobs
crumbled away.

The huge job losses, as the following narrative text suggests, led to wide-
spread poverty:

There are about 47,645 of us living in the Hochelaga-Maisonneuve area, but 40% of us
are living on the verge of poverty. There are many single-parent families here (46.3%). We
had problems at school, and reading and writing are sometimes difficult for a number of
us; more than 25% of young people don’t complete secondary education.

Several thousand jobs have disappeared around here in the last few years. We know a
lot of people who hide their poverty because they are ashamed. But nobody here likes the
decaying streets, the yelling and the arguments. Any more than we like the insecurity and
the difficulties that our families have to live with.*

THE GROWTH OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC INITIATIVES

While the exclusion of regions, businesses and individuals from the field
of production and consumption is exacerbated by economic changes and
the state’s new priorities, exclusion does not, however, mean that the regions
and people excluded give up. On the contrary, people are mobilizing and
there is a convergence on two major demands.

Over the last two hundred years, a social movement led by religious, and
latterly secular, organizations has grown up to fight for political rights (the
franchise and individual rights) and economic rights (rights at work: trade
unionism, and the right to work: job associations). Alongside the main
demands relating to political citizenship, there has also been a set of demands
focusing on the notion of economic citizenship.

Recently, over the last twenty years, demands relating to economic rights
have grown rapidly, largely through reinforcement of the claim to the right to
work. Social and geographical communities have in this way responded to
the state’s new priorities, demanding that their development become a col-
lective responsibility. Moves have been made in the broad socio-economic
arena of relaunching and revitalizing whole areas (older urban industrial dis-
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tricts) and integrating target communities (young people, cultural commu-
nities, older workers, etc.).

Between 1960 and 1990, these two movements led to the establishment of
a number of charitable, political and community associations in Hochelaga-
Maisonneuve, with the aim of helping marginalized people. The services
provided vary, ranging from gifts of food and clothing, and help with
housing, to support in finding a job or getting projects started, the provision
of information, health and educational services.

Hochelaga-Maisonneuve has the oldest community radio scheme in
Montreal, a popular history society that conducts guided tours of the area,
among other things, and a variety of people’s organizations grouped under
a community education umbrella organization. Within the groups that have
recently been established locally, we call particular attention to those which
address the problem of integrating people with no jobs into the economic
life of Hochelaga-Maisonneuve or Montreal. Among these community
groups are organizations working on two levels:

e organizations providing services to the local community or to the whole of Montreal,

including groups such as Joujouthéque (Toy Library) (1978), which lends out chil-
dren’s toys and opened a new repair workshop in 1993 under the name of Luciole;

Boulot vers... (Jobs for...) (1983), a placement agency for unemployed young people;
and the Chic Resto-pop (1994);

* planning/management and development organizations, including groups such as
the Montreal East Development Corporation (1985), a community economic devel-
opment body that looks at the planning and management of renewal projects in the
Hochelaga-Maisonneuve area.

THE CHIC RESTO-POP

The Chic Resto-pop is a community restaurant. It was established in 1984 by
twelve people receiving social security benefits. For the founder members, it
meant creating their own jobs while providing a service to the poor people
of Hochelaga-Maisonneuve.® The service consists of providing hot meals of
good quality at low prices. The organization’s goals are described as follows:

A large proportion of the families in Hochelaga-Maisonneuve are cut off from the labour

market, and shut out of local economic activity. This leads to anxiety, insecurity, isola-

tion and exclusion. We therefore aim to develop suitable jobs that will enable people to
rediscover their skills and self-confidence.® The Chic Resto-pop is a non-profit making

enterprise in which people train to work by providing their services to the population at
modest prices”

The restaurant provides three meals a day, including breakfast since
February 1994. Three years ago, a mobile canteen service was added: the
Pop mobile serves free meals to young children in disadvantaged local schools.
From 50 meals a day in 1984, the Chic Resto-pop was producing 250 in 1990,
and 900 today. Demand is still growing. The Pop mobile provides 350 dinners
a day in six local primary schools.
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The Chic Resto-pop is a non-profit making association. The funding of the
organization is split between income from public job creation schemes and
from the “school meals programme”,® income from sales (meals), grants and
donations. Donations usually take the form of foodstuffs and materials for
the organization’s basic activities and administration. In 1994, the operational
budget was a little under C$ 800,000.

The organization’s income enables it to employ 16 people full-time and to
accommodate a hundred worker/trainees. The core staff are supervised by
a manageress who reports to a governing board made up of community rep-
resentatives. The administrative support staff is composed of four people
(deputy manager, personnel officer, book-keeper and secretary/receptionist).
A further 11 people are permanently attached to the restaurant and the
mobile canteen. Two coordinators head the two restaurant work teams (the
7:30 to 15:30 team and the 11:00 to 19:30 team). The Pop mobile has no coordi-
nator, but a team leader. Each service in the restaurant has team leaders for
each main area of work, who look after the worker/trainees. The
worker /trainees are under “modified work” conditions, which means “paid”
work containing elements of employment training, job seeking, return-to-
study counselling and individual support.®

As Jacynthe, the manageress of the Resto points out, “the overall work in
the restaurant is divided into three main types of activity”. The first type is
administrative. This includes all the activities associated with the manage-
ment of the organization and staffing — core staff and worker/trainees —
with the production and purchasing of goods, with the selling of meals and
the maintenance and development of a network supplying essential
materials.*

The second concerns the operation of the business. This means managing
production: everything from requisitioning of supplies to processing (food
handling: sorting, cutting, storage) and including preparation of meals (cook-
ing, making up plates and setting them out in the cafeteria); sales to the adult
clientele; management of school meals (mobile canteen); maintenance of the
restaurant and cleaning of the whole unit.

The third type of activity, which is our main concern in this chapter, relates
to giving responsibility to worker/trainees and training them. This includes
looking after staff in various ways: from psychological support to individ-
ual help with literacy, from preparation for work to training while working,
and embracing training for specific operations such as participation in large
meetings, serving customers (credit,” and information sessions on particu-
lar topics such as social security benefits, for example). Literacy education is
provided by local literacy organizations. Academic education is provided in
partnership between the Resto and a school board in East Montreal.

It should be noted that individual training is provided for staff of the Pop
mobile. This is given by trainers from a popular education organization in East
Montreal, This training relates to a number of topics associated with
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supervisory work and caring for children of primary school age (the chil-
dren are looked after during the whole dinner hour by the staff of the Pop
mobile). The training topics are predetermined and varied, but are also
adapted to the individual needs of staff. If specific problems are encoun-
tered by worker /trainees of the Pop mobile, a training session addresses those
problems as a priority.

The Clienteles of the Chic Resto-pop
Producers

The Chic Resto-pop presently caters for 105 worker/trainees, and these are
continuously recruited. New people start work at the beginning of every
month while others leave part-way through and half complete a work and
training course varying in length from six to 15 months.

From the results of an internal study of the Resto conducted in 1993 among
219 worker/trainees, we can give the following sketch of its clientele. There
are almost equal numbers of men (48%) and women (52%). Their ages range
from 20 to 55 years: 31% are between 20 and 30, 36% between 30 and 40, and
33% between 40 and 55. Their level of education is very low: 26% had com-
pleted primary education, and 32% had completed secondary grade 1 or 2, so
that 58% have a level of education of secondary grade 2 or below; 27% had
completed secondary grade 3 or 4, so that 85% have a level of education of
secondary grade 4 or below; and 15% stated that they had completed sec-
ondary grade 5 and started or finished college education (see LEVEL OF
FORMAL EDUCATION AMONG WORKER/TRAINEES).

The work experience of the worker/trainees is both poor and extensive:
18% of the 196 persons who replied to this question said that they had
between nought and two years of experience on the labour market, and 28%
had between two and five years, so that 46% had five or fewer years of expe-
rience; 24% had between five and ten years; and finally, 30% had ten years
or more of experience, so that 54% of the worker/trainees had five years or
more of experience on the labour market (see EXPERIENCE OF WORK).

It is not therefore on account of a lack of knowledge of the labour market
that these people are excluded, but because of the new knowledge and skills
demanded by employers. And since the types of job which these people were
doing are no longer being created, a different sort of worker is given prefer-
ence. Finally, it should be pointed out that women are relatively
over-represented among those with five or fewer years of experience (56%
of women fall into this first group), while men are in the majority in the group
(64% of those with five or more years of experience).
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Because of the nature of the public scheme used, the worker/trainees must
be persons in receipt of social security benefits. The average length of time
in receipt of benefits varies from three to five years. In effect, 68% of the
worker /trainees have been receiving benefits for longer than two years. If the
length of time is compared as between men and women, it is seen that the
women have been receiving benefits for longer than the men.
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From a combination of data on work and length of time in receipt of social
security benefits, we can foresee in the long term a balancing of the differ-
ences encountered between men and women. Since older workers with few
qualifications or none at all are excluded from the primary labour market,
they will have to enter the secondary labour market — the so-called service
market, which is seasonal, part-time and irregular, poorly paid and non-
unionized — or to prolong their period in receipt of social security benefits, if
they are obliged to have recourse to such a programme of income security.
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The profile of the currency of social security benefits among women
clearly reflects the increasing difficulty of finding work as they become older
or less competitive in terms of level of education and vocational training.
With respect to both men and women, employers are currently favourably
placed because of the high level of unemployment, and they can therefore
raise their selection criteria in order to engage young adults rather than older
workers with few qualifications, poor qualifications or none at all.

Faced with these realities of the labour market, an organization such as the
Resto, setting out to increase the employability of its workers, cannot there-
fore limit its field of intervention simply to workplace job training. The
organization must also consider what it has to do to help trainees find a real
job when they finish their work training. In this respect, the Resto is interest-
ing because of its desire to improve the working conditions for
worker/trainees, including their status and the length and quality of their
work and training. Worker /trainees, as Pierre told us several times, “aren’t
regarded as trainees but as workers”. The organization is actively lobbying
the state for recognition of the trainees as workers. It is asking that the Resto
become the true employer and be given the sums necessary to grant its
worker/trainees decent wages.

To sum up the characteristics of the Resto’s clientele, it is made up of a var-
ied population, but with similarities in being excluded: low levels of
education, average work experience, long-term receipt of social security ben-
efits. We may then ask how this clientele behaves during training, and above
all, what happens to its members when their training is finished.

As a principal indicator of behaviour, we have data on the length of train-
ing for 152 people. These data indicate similar behaviour among men and
women. Two significant concentrations can be seen at the beginning and the
end of training. There is a strong tendency for people to leave the training in
the early months, but once they have got over this key period, few opt out
and the core remain in employment up to the maximum period (15 months).
This situation therefore reflects a strong drop-out rate at the beginning of
the training, a normal departure rate after the sixth month, and then a strong
retention rate after the ninth month (see LENGTH OF TRAINING IN
MONTHS).
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In percentage terms, 54% of worker/trainees leave before the sixth month,
and 46% after. Moreover, 41% leave during the first three months, which
shows how difficult they find it to integrate into a working environment.
With regard to skills acquisition, 50% of worker/trainees demonstrate that
they are able and willing to integrate into a working environment and to
remain in employment if the receiving environment offers the support they
need to enable them to integrate.

The second behavioural indicator of the difficulty of integration via train-
ing at the Chic Resto-pop concerns the reasons given for leaving. These can
be grouped into two categories: those reflecting integration problems in the
training environment, and those reflecting the difficulty of integrating once
training is completed (see REASONS FOR LEAVING).
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Out of 126 respondents (26 did not reply and 67 did not have to answer
as they were still undergoing training), 35 had completed their training, 11
had a job associated with the Chic Resto-pop, nine had left before the end of
training to take up a job, and three to return to study. This means that 58
people (46%) saw some amelioration in their situation as an outcome of their
training. On the other hand, 68 people (54%) had withdrawn from the process
part-way through for various reasons, without their withdrawal necessarily
leading to any betterment of their situation. For some people who left part-
way through, their case was referred to another organization, in order to help
them to deal with a problem such as drug abuse or alcoholism.

Resto staff'? attribute drop-out behaviour to serious problems of social
adaptation. In precise terms, they say that people cannot manage to return
to a thythm of responsibility, since working requires managing one’s time



290 ALPHA 9%

and the capacity to contain the stress associated with such management. This
implies arriving at work on time, not being absent, staying sober, accepting
the various tasks which are demanded of them, and getting on with the other
worker/trainees and team leaders. According to Manon, a trainee at the
Resto, when “someone hasn’t managed to deal with his or her drug prob-
lem, is totally absorbed in his family problems or is convinced that he is good
at nothing,” it is practically impossible to keep him on.

The staff think that the people who do remain in work training, and hence
in employment, and even wish to continue training after the 15th month, do
$0 because “worker/trainees want to acquire experience of working contin-
uously for more than a year”. It is very important to stress the term used: the
wish to go on working and to do so in a framework that will allow those people to
“reconstruct” their self-confidence, to perfect their basic skills and to acquire new or
specific vocational skills.

Consumers

Since 1992, the Chic Resto-pop has been conducting an annual survey in
order to gain a better knowledge of the people who use the restaurant.
Generally, the people who come are men, and usually alone. They have an
average age of 45 years and are receiving social security or unemployment
benefits. Lastly, they consume on average between four and six meals a week
(at mid-day or in the evening). It is, however, difficult to make an exact
statement because consumption habits vary enormously. Nonetheless, the
broad trend is that customers are in receipt of social security assistance and
are alone, hence poor and isolated.

In this context, as Jacynthe reminds us, “the restaurant is not only seen as
somewhere to get a cheap meal. It is also a place to make social contact, where
you are among people in a similar situation.” Mealtimes thus become times
to exchange views and information. People become aware of the social nature
and social origin of poverty. Information circulates, helping people to look
beyond their own individual situations and to depersonalize the issue of
poverty.

The main restaurant is sometimes used for other purposes: to distribute
community information and for cultural activities. Local groups are encour-
aged to present information about the services they offer. This has applied
particularly to the Committee to Help People on Social Benefits. The restau-
rant has also been used for performances mounted by Faites de la Musique
[Let’s Make Music] before that organization found its own premises.

Workplace Training at the Resto

The Resto enables individuals to acquire three types of training. The first
type concerns everything connected with the normal working environment.
People become responsible by having to be present at set times each day of
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the week and to carry out given tasks. Individuals must then relearn the
rhythm and requirements of work: assiduity, continuity, constancy and bal-
ancing working time against time with the family. They must also, as Pierre
expresses it, “learn once again to be in a situation where there is authority”.
In other words, “to accept being given orders and being under someone’s
authority. That is very difficult for people who reject or are rejected by
authority.”

The second type of training is vocational. In the course of the work train-
ing, each person must carry out all the work tasks found in the Resto. They are
thus obliged to work on welcoming customers, preparing the restaurant,
preparing and cutting up food, storing it, preparing meals and cleaning the
restaurant. They therefore have to learn the trade of large-scale cuisine, as
serving 900 meals a day is mass cooking.

In these types of training, learning takes place between equals. There is
no specialist trainer, simply someone responsible for training as a whole.
Worker/trainees are put in a work situation and are given the information
needed by the other workers and the team leader. The person in charge of a
team reserves time to advise worker/trainees and to give them particular
knowledge about how to behave and to do things. However, it should be
remembered that the philosophy of the Resto is rather to let knowledge pass
between equals, that is, between worker/trainees.

The third type of training is academic. It was achieved after lengthy pres-
sure on the Ministry of Social Security. This type of training gives 36 people
who want it the chance to extend their employment after the 15th month, up
to 36 months. This is possible on condition that the worker/trainee enrols in
a remedial education programme run by the Resto.

In such cases, with the help of the school board, the worker/trainees who
enrol are assessed by teachers to identify their true level of education. People
enrolled in the programme may then complete their basic literacy, and a pri-
mary or secondary education certificate. They do so at their own pace,
following a personal approach, while going on working. The course is thus
planned and adapted for each individual. The training process is organized
on the basis of learning books to be completed by level and subject matter.
The whole course is followed by grading tests on the basis of which the reten-
tion of knowledge can be checked, and a certificate recognized by the
Ministry of Education awarded.

For Pierre, any evaluation of this programme should not only look at the
performance of the worker/trainees. It should also be expanded to measure
the impact of the learning process on the children of such people. Pierre says
that: “It is certain that it will have an effect on the children, who will under-
stand the value of school learning from the simple fact that they see their
parents giving some importance to getting a certificate.” Thus, the pro-
gramme becomes a weapon in the fight against school drop-out (which is
very high in disadvantaged areas of Montreal: between 35 and 50%).
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Training at the Resto can be summed up in a few words: workplace occu-
pational training for all worker/trainees using “on the job” methods; and
for some of them, academic education provided by a public establishment
but given outside the institution and in an individualized manner. How can
such a comparatively simple approach be effective? The answer lies in a cen-
tral feature of the approach — team meetings — and a humanistic attitude: in
the words of Manon, “proving to people that they are capable of doing
things, of success, and that they have the right to make mistakes”.

During team meetings and the general meeting for all workers, which take
place once a week, and sector meetings once or twice a month, workers raise
anything they like about their work or the organization. Everyone is open to
criticism: “not only do they have to talk about the problems they have, but
also to listen to others talking about the problems they may be making for the
team or the organization”.

For Pierre, the team meeting is the time to speak out. Information is freely
exchanged. Worker/trainees “have to relearn how to use their right to speak,
to reaffirm themselves, to be criticized, and to understand that criticism does-
n’t mean that they’re no good, simply that something’s gone wrong and can
be put right. So meetings are places to learn and especially to appreciate the
value of what'’s being done.”

Besides this first feature, there is the evaluation of worker/trainees.
Evaluation is done using a grid to measure technical knowledge of various
tasks (knowing how to do things) and the personal skills required at the
workplace (knowing how to behave). The evaluation form is filled in by the
person in question, while another form is completed by the team leader and
the training supervisor. A meeting enables both parties to “compare their per-
ceptions, to talk about them and to arrive at a consensus on what is all right
and what can be improved”.

The humanistic attitude that we noted at the Resto creates this atmosphere,
which enables the worker/trainees, who have been “rejected by the system”
that accused them of not being competitive on the labour market, to achieve
high productivity. This humanistic attitude is made up of a number of ele-
ments including listening, comparing, dialoguing, and being responsibile,
open and democratic. The obvious continuing struggle to equip the organi-
zation so that it can provide such a framework makes the worker/trainees
feel confident.

The Impact of the Resto-pop

The impact of the Resto-pop’s activities can be measured on at least two lev-
els. The first is individual; the second is collective and concerns the whole
Hochelaga-Maisonneuve community.

At the individual level, as is confirmed by Manon, a trainee worker at the
Resto, the work training has a real impact. Worker/trainees are obliged to
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“test their will to go through with it”. If this is strong enough, then they can
complete the first three months of work training. After this time, the Resto
can provide all the tools needed for a return to the labour market.

The most difficult aspect of an approach which gives them control is to
“enable people to find the will to go through with it. The first steps are crucial
and are linked to the decision to begin a process that will allow us to change
the way we live. This will is within everyone’s reach” regardless of the degree
of personal difficulty, and “it is enough to awaken the will for it to take
effect”. On the other hand, “not everyone takes the difficult decision to
awaken their will, and to draw on it every day to climb one or two steps
towards autonomy and independence”. This choice is not easy because “the
starting point is that we’ve been destroyed by someone close to us, by drugs,
by drink, or by a tragic event that we couldn’t come to terms with”.

For Manon, the road “towards autonomy is built of the various things
[the Resto forces us] to learn”. “Force” in the sense of being confronted with
a production situation in which “[we have to] deliver the goods, and to do
so adequately without always having the tools that are needed”. Autonomy
is therefore achieved through this ability to find oneself and, through the help
of other workers, to find the solution to the many problems of everyday life.

Manon is in charge of the mobile canteen. She is proud of being a worker
with a regular wage in an organization that she respects, as it has respected
her needs and her rights, while giving her the confidence she needed to
regain responsibility for herself, and her place as a citizen.

At the collective level, the Resto brings a significant number of benefits. The
tirst is that is provides a high-quality service at low prices to a population
that needs it.

The second relates to the management of the Resto. The people who work
there are local and have shown, in the words of Annie, “that marginalized
people can be more than clients of community organizations; that they can
also be effective workers and managers”. At the present time, the manageress
of the Resto only has a certificate of secondary education, and only one person
with a university education — a worker-priest by origin — works for the
organization.

The third benefit relates to the organization’s ability to make the state
reconsider its way of thinking about how to deal with people on social secu-
rity benefits. This is a constant battle, in which the Resto has had — and still
has — to struggle to stay true to the key principle of its work: enabling people
to come off social security and become full-time workers. In this respect, the Resto
has shown that long-term social security recipients are capable of working
and producing high-quality goods and services if the working environment
provided for them has the necessary flexibility and is suited to their situation.



294 ALPHA 96

FAITES DE LA MUSIQUE (LET’S MAKE MUSIC):
A BENEFICIAL OFFSHOOT OF THE RESTO

In 1989, the Resto was approached by a producer of documentaries from
the National Film Board of Canada. She wanted to make a film about an inno-
vative experiment in popular employment. The suggestion of making a film
was accepted by Annie, then manageress at the Resto, and the idea of mak-
ing a film took shape.

The film that resulted from this partnership between the Resto and the NFB
was an interesting concept.' It was not restricted to a visual description of
what a popular restaurant is, covering conventional themes from the out-
side such as its history, way of operating and results. Rather, it became a sort
of cultural happening in and through the making of a documentary film.
Hence, there is a musical motif running through the document, in which the
worker/trainees speak through song in order to explain their experiences.
The whole work was made with volunteer musicians and worker/trainees
from the Resto. The songs were written and sung by people at the Resto.

This experience allowed Annie to explore a new area of work, that of cul-
ture as a means of integrating unemployed people. “There was always music
at the Resto,” she told us, “if someone wrote a song, it was therapeutic, and
singing it gave people a sense of their own worth.”

As a follow-up to this experience, the Resto decided to launch a major cul-
tural activity in 1992, the Festival of Music. More than 350 artists from the
immediate locality, from Montreal, Quebec and Europe appeared over four
days on six stages erected in the area. The event was a success, but too large
in the eyes of the Resto, which thought it had “started with a small idea and
given birth to an elephant”.

Assessment of the festival after the event led to the conclusion that it was
important to invest in culture as a means of integrating people into work,
but it was decided to do this on a small scale and on the basis of a cultural
organization. Faites de la Musique (FDM, Let’s Make Music) was therefore
born out of the ashes of the festival. Its purpose was to work on “developing
employability and creating jobs in show business, all in the interests of the
local community”.

In line with the Resto’s past experience, it was decided that FDM would
work with an adult clientele. The choice was made not to be associated with
training supported by social programmes. Participants are therefore not paid
during their work training. The training course can accommodate 20 people
a year." Once the training is completed, participants join a bank of resource
persons who can take part in the production of activities paid for by FDM
under contracts which the organization wins or out of services which it pro-
vides to the local population. These contracts and services cover both the
production of shows, some of which are sponsored, holiday entertainments,
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various courses which are offered, singing (an introduction for local young
children), an adult choir and song-writing workshops.

The way of working at FDM is different from that of the Resto. The rules
are stricter, particularly those concerning attendance, attitudes and respon-
sibilities. The training is more exacting since it results in a personal (solo)
performance, which is the first part of the course and leads to a collective per-
formance (a show), which is the second part. “The requirements of the labour
market are reproduced in a certain way, by demanding that people get
involved so that they create a place for themselves in the cultural sector: you
not only have to think about your show, to mount it and get rid of the hitches,
but you also have to sell it and live off it.” FDM thus helps people to realize
themselves in different dimensions. Unlike that at the Resto, the training aims
more at developing independent work and personal entrepreneurship than
at work as a paid employee in a business; “they’re forced to become inde-
pendent”.

Besides the technical aspect of the training — voice training, stage pres-
ence, musical training, etc. — FDM also aims at emphasising “the artist’s
social role, his responsibility as designer and maker of judgments, the impor-
tance of what he thinks and experiences. They also try to make the artist
aware that he is addressing a public and must respect them. People are
encouraged to put some substance into what they produce, and above all
they make us produce ourselves before an audience, and they make the audi-
ence react to the show, so that there’s a dialogue between audience and artist.
So it’s two-way education: the artists explains what he means, and the audi-
ence answers in a different way by saying “That’s good’, ‘I like that’.

The target clientele of FDM is different from that of the Resto because it is
for people who already have some knowledge and skill and intend to work
in a specific sector, that of culture. Existing skills that are still active can be
built on, strengthened, stimulated and guided. The Resto is rather for a clien-
tele whose skills are inactive or have been destroyed over the years.

CONCLUSION

What are the lessons to be learned from the experience of the Resto and
FDM?

First, these organizations represent new forms of solidarity. Double soli-
darity, since individuals are helped not only through the production of
services for the community — food services and cultural services — but also
through the production of services by the community of Hochelaga-
Maisonneuve, and more particularly by people belonging to the very large
group represented by those on the margins of the modern Montreal economy.
It is a solidarity that enables individuals to escape from isolation, to recon-
struct a network of people who will help them, and to rediscover hope.
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Second, the Resto and FDM clearly illustrate what we mean by a “socially
useful economy”: an economy which, in its community form, aims at giving
people with no job the status of workers producing goods or services that
are socially useful; an economy based on solidarity with a community ori-
entation which brings a certain type of democracy to social institutions in
the way in which it makes claims on the state and runs projects such as the
Resto.

Can such projects be linked to the North American community economic
development movements and the European local development movement?*®
Without doubt, both organizations arise out of a desire to initiate develop-
ment from the bottom up by attacking the problem of integrating marginalized
individuals into employment. Moreover, in the process, account is taken of
the needs and interests of a community, while the human dimension is
respected: by listening, helping one another, working at the right pace, fol-
lowing-up, and giving people responsibilities and a feeling of self-worth.
These become key elements in a social approach to dealing with development
on the human scale.

Nonetheless, a note of caution is called for. Development on the human
scale can only be achieved if the individuals and communities that partici-
pate are moving towards a better quality of life. Otherwise, they are treading
water, indulging in occupational therapy, managing poverty with no tomor-
row. Hence, it is important to evaluate, and for the organization, to reflect
on what it is doing. The Resto displays a surprising capacity for thinking
through what it is doing. Both through the internal surveys that it has carried
out, and through the conditions that it has succeeded in imposing on the state
for the “management of poverty”, the Resto shows that it is well aware of
the dangers of such management, and distances itself from its corporate
action in order to be highly critical and pragmatic.

Third, we may speak of a new form of social struggle, a struggle that starts
in the field of politics but moves into that of economics. As we have seen,
the worker/trainees of the Resto and FDM are paid little or nothing for their
part in a project that enhances their employability. They make a personal
investment that may be termed “economic militancy”. On the other hand,
there is one drawback to their militancy. The worker/trainees experience
the Resto without really becoming involved in the everyday struggle that is
needed by members of the organization to ensure its survival. This level of
involvement only applies to the permanent employees and affects principally
a small core of leaders. There is therefore little transfer of economic mili-
tancy into other forms of political and social militancy.

Fourth, projects such as the Resto and FDM take into account new social
practices. This can be seen at several levels, and here we refer only to that of
the educational approach. The staff have had to be innovative in the way they
work with the worker/trainees. This innovation was not spontaneous but
was built through effort, failure, reflection, experimentation and success.
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There is therefore a place for transfer and replication of such projects. The
success of the Resto and FDM is not cultural, in the sense of qualities that are
intrinsic to an environment or to individuals. It is essentially the product of
a community that has given itself a set of defensive and offensive tools to
meet a socio-economic crisis situation on its territory. Apathy has not been
allowed to build up in Hochelaga-Maisonneuve, and has rapidly been dissi-
pated by the leaders’ desire to provide marginalized people with possibilities
for social action that, to a greater or lesser extent, offer an alternative.

Hence there is one important lesson to be learned: Hochelaga-
Maisonneuve, as an urban area that has lost its liveliness, shows that social
action cannot be confined only to defensive forms of struggle, to protecting
social advantages by maintaining the means of redistributing wealth through
social transfer programmes. A community also needs the chance and the
responsibility to launch offensive social action by investing in the mecha-
nisms that create production and wealth. The development of an area
through the creation of businesses is not a process limited to those with cap-
ital or to the state, but is also a matter for the community.

Fifth and last, the Resfo and FDM reflect very real problems: funding dif-
ficulties, only partial state recognition obtained after a struggle, and no
progress in integrating worker/trainees into the primary labour market. This
brings us to the issue of integrating such projects into the formal economy.
For the Resto, the struggle is one of winning recognized worker status for
the organization’s trainees. As far as the state and the private sector are con-
cerned, they are satisfied to see a portion of the active population
compartmentalized into losing qualified worker status “for life”.

While the tension seen in the Resto’s raison d’étre is kept up, it is also the
source of potential confrontation between the parties. Unless there is a real
chance for recognition of genuine worker status for the employees of such
organizations, and an opening-up of the labour market to accept and keep
people who are trying to integrate in “decent jobs”, there is a risk that the
compromise that has been historically achieved with organizations such as
the Resto will break down, giving way to more alternative forms of integra-
tion that are more out of touch with the dominant economy and polity.

The Resto and FDM are therefore sending an important message to Quebec
society, that of the need to reconsider our social contract so that the princi-
ple of whole citizenship becomes a real possibility. This new social contract
might admit that these organizations provide our society with new perspec-
tives, those of the social usefulness of work and the necessary full recognition
of worker status for the employees of such organizations.
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Notes

1.

12.
13.

14.

15.

We give here the following definition of unemployment: a person who is able and willing to
work but is without work.

Germany is an exception. Germany’s realignment of politics there is reflected less in deregu-
lation than in revised forms of regulation.

Hochelaga-Maisonneuve is part of the arrondissement of Hochelaga-Maisonneuve/Mercier. In
1991, this had a population of 130,000. The total average income in the arrondissement was
C$19,838, while the average for Quebec was C$ 22,391. The percentage of households
with a low income was 30%. If we were to take the area of Hochelaga-Maisonneuve alone
as the statistical basis, the above figures would be lower for income and higher for households
on low income.

Description of the Chic Resto-pop entitled Hochelaga-Maisonneuve, Montreal, 1994, p. 1.

They wished “neither to be volunteers providing charity or voluntary workers for the
Association for the Defence of Social Rights, nor to spend our time in demos or occupations
to raise the level of benefits”. They wanted “to get off welfare and earn a wage”. Statements col-
lected in Favreau, “Local community development” in Favreau and Doucet, Théorie et
pratiques en organisation communautaire, Quebec, Presses de I’UniversitE du Québec,
1992, p. 87.

The Chic Resto-pop, ibid., p. 2.

Company rules, p. 1.

Known as the Pagé Plan, from the name of the Minister of Education who started the scheme
to counter undernourishment of children in schools.

Trainees benefit from a public development and employability programme, Expérience de tra-
vail (EXTRA, Work Experience). In Quebec, recipients of social security benefits are divided
into two categories: those able and those unable to work. Those who are able are obliged to
enrol and take part in employability development programmes such as EXTRA.

Donations take the form of food, dry goods and cleaning materials. The main donors are fruit
and vegetable merchants {6 out of 14 major donors). These are followed by donations of cakes
and biscuits (3), meat (2), groceries and cleaning materials (2) and pasta and sauce (1).

Customers are given a credit margin of five meals. In 1993, a loss of C$ 7000 was associated
with bad debts from this credit service.

The vast majority of non-trainee workers at the Resto are women.

Au Chic Resto-pop was produced by Tahani Rached, from the National Film Board, in 1990.
It is a short film lasting 90 minutes.

Out of the 20 people who enrol, 13 or 14 complete the training course and join the cultural
network based on FDM.

See Fontan and Tremblay, Développement Economique local: la thEorie, la pratique, les
expériences, Presses de I"Université du Québec, Montreal, 1994; and Shragge, Community
Economic Development, in Search of Empowerment, Black Rose Books, Montreal, 1993,
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FIVE THESES

The following analysis follows from a few theoretical and methodologi-
cal theses that need to be clarified. These theses respect the current state of
scientific discourse and the current state of social reality in general and Czech
reality in particular. The concepts of structuralism and neostructuralism are
the general theoretical and methodological framework of the following
analysis. I draw other theses from the discourse on modern and postmodern
pedagogy (and social science).

The first thesis states the existence of two paradigms of the current peda-
gogy and social science discourse — the paradigm of modernism and the
paradigm of postmodernism. From this thesis another notion follows — that of
a different status of our problem in modernism and postmodernism but also
the idea of a different status of our problem in the discourse of modern style
science and postmodern discourse’.

The second thesis states the existence of two paradigmatically different
sources of literacy strategies: A modern centred source (which is the total of
official sciences and institutions represented especially by the state and legal-
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ized market) and postmodern de-centred sources (which means pluralisti-
cally scattered alternative knowledge, skills and institutions represented
especially by non-state and non-legalized market and exchange relation-
ships). Another notion follows from this thesis, that of the different effect and
different functions of the official centrist literacy and alternative literacy
(and the creation of their strategies®

The third thesis states the possibility of transforming cultural values into eco-
nomic values and the possibility of transforming cultural functions into economic
functions. Another notion follows from this thesis, that of the possibility of
transforming a cultural value called literacy into an economic value called
work (or profit). The same holds for the strategy of literacy. This strategy,
which is a cultural (educational) value in origin, may become an economic
strategy (strategy of work)®.

The fourth thesis states the existence of an alternative way of transforming
cultural values into economic values. This way was named “ bricolage” by
C. Lévi-Strauss. Another idea follows from this thesis — the idea of, from
the modern point of view, marginal, but from the postmodern point of view,
essential — sources of literacy as well as work®*.

The fifth thesis states the existence of a new communication environment
connected with the four theses stated above, environment of mass communica-
tion. In this environment, two types of mass communication are essential,
television and the press. Another idea follows from this thesis, that of the pos-
sibility of combining alternative ways of transforming cultural values into
economic values (bricolage) with mass communication (television).

As far as the contents of the fourth thesis is concerned, I must note that I
consider it absolutely essential. I also consider the conclusions to which the
analyses lead me, to be the picture of the very effective functioning of the “
bricolage — mass medium” combination that seems paradoxical at first sight.
Furthermore, the fourth thesis has its own fate in structuralistic (C. Lévi-
Strauss) and neostructuralistic (J. Derrida) discussions. This fate offers two
possible solutions to one problem, not mutually transferable and therefore
much more effective.

Before I start applying these theoretical and methodological theses to spe-
cific research material, I must explain my understanding of literacy, which
in the context of this particular project (literacy and work) requires a certain
shift of accent, for instance, in comparison with the approach that I explained
in the framework of the ALPHA 94 project.

LITERACY

Literacy is a word which, in its Greek form, refers to grammé (line, letter).
Grammar is then a concept which indicates the structurally functional order of
a language system. Linguistic competence, which is revealed by linguistic
performance, assumes the mastering (though intuitive) of grammar®. The
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Latin equivalent of “grammar”, litteratura, connotes this experience less
obviously. This why I chose the Greek word.

The use of methods, principles and results of linguistic researches in the
field of other social sciences and sciences about man has brought such indis-
putable implications that today we speak about a paradigmatic turn of these
sciences to language and communication® . So far, pedagogical sciences seem to
be the least affected by this turn. Nevertheless, the problem called literacy,
or in some cases the problem called creation of literacy strategies calls for the
use of results and methods of linguistic research. If J. Habermas could have
successfully applied the basic concepts and procedures of Noam Chomsky'’s
theories (linguistic competence,performance) to the whole field of social inter-
actions (in the form of communicative competence, social = communicative
interaction), it is possible to apply this procedure effectively even here, in lit-
eracy research.

Therefore, I understand the process of achieving literacy as a process of acquiring
certain cultural competence, which in the particular community already exists
or becomes a reality. This process of acquiring competence (analogically, the
process of acquiring linguistic competence) is a process of acquiring certain
grammar, in other words, the structurally functional order of particular ideas,
values, standards and skills. Only one thing bears witness to successful
acquiring or acquisition of this particular cultural competence: accepted (and
therefore successful) cultural performance. It is not a scholastic examination of
knowledge, but rather a practical performance, for instance in the cultural
market.

Therefore, in connection with the topic of our project (literacy and work),
it holds that the process of acquiring literacy is a process of acquiring competence to
transform the cultural estates (functions, standards and values) into economic
estates (functions, standards and values). .

What estates, what acquisition, which contents of competence, etc.? These
are other questions that do not relate to this formal definition. Whether they
are officially centrist (see thesis 2) or not, whether they depend on mass com-
munication (see thesis 5) or not, this is a matter of a particular inductive
research. What [ insist on a priori and what acts as a “deductive theorem” in the
text, is: First of all, literacy does not relate to reading and writing, nor does
grammar/litteratura relate to reading and writing. Literacy is primarily con-
nected with the acquisition of “socially effective communicative competence”,
which may be interpreted as competence based on mastering the particular gram-
mars of social performance or work creation.

Both social performance (offer, work, communication, etc.) and the per-
formance of work creation (art, work, etc.} have their own grammar. Modern
society and modern culture have “colonized” these grammars, and on the
basis of modern pedagogical sciences and practices, they have reduced them
to industrially manageable simple “recipes” of education. Many problems
hidden behind the concept of “literacy and work” are due to modernization
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and colonization processes of industrialism, and there is a question whether
modern society and its industrialized and “colonized” pedagogy can solve
these problems.

In an effort to avoid theorization on this topic, I just state that I am skepti-
cal about these modern, official pedagogical concepts and particularly in
connection with the question of work mobilization and strategy. I turn to alter-
native sources of pedagogical thinking and alternative sources of literacy.
This means that the main interest of my research has focused on what are,
from the modern point of view, marginal sources of literacy, and therefore
also on marginal types of acquiring the grammar of social performance (in
this particular case on the transformation of the cultural into the economic)
and the grammar of work creation (in this particular case, work in its eco-
nomic meaning of the word).

Focusing on marginal and alternative sources of literacy and ways of
acquiring literacy has required differentiating between paradigmatically differ-
ent ways of acquiring the particular grammars as premises of acquiring the
particular competence or literacies. I have referred to the first way as bricolage
(see thesis 4), the second way, modern centrist, as science.

Therefore, I can conclude my introductory notes by stating: the objective of
my research in the framework of the ALPHA 96 project, Literacy and Work was
to survey the particular work creation, distribution and acquisition of alternative
grammars of social performance and work creation, and also the creation, distrib-
ution and acquisition of alternative strategies of literacy which lead to
transforming cultural estates into economic estates.

THE RESEARCH ON RECEPTAR

The activities of a complex institution called Receptdr, (Book of Prescriptions)
were the field and material of the whole research. In the Czech Republic (then
still Czechoslovakia), this institution started in 1987 as a special TV program
for hobby-viewers. Gradually it changed into a more complex organism that
included the television program, a periodic magazine, Klub Receptir (Receptir
Club) (which united its fans) with R-Noviny (bulletin of the Club), Nadace
Klubu Recept-re (Foundation of Receptir Club), a book edition and a series of
activities (Dny Receptdre, Days of Receptire) done in various locations and
regions.

This institution functioned from the beginning also as an educational
institution, but its educationat efforts were rather implicit and oriented on a
phenomenon called hobby. The break in this institution’s activities came after
the political changes in 1989, and it s connected with the foundation of the
Nadace Klubu Receptire (Foundation of Receptdr Club) which in its status in
1992 drafted principles for the educational level strategy of its activities. Since
then, the educational activities of Receptar are explicit, controlled, an
programmed, and they are not only hobby-oriented. Furthermore, these activ-
ities are multi-medial, not just unimedial as they were in the beginning.



An Alternative Literacy and Work 305

These two things, self-confident educational strategy and multimediality,
are the formal causes of the Receptér survey in the framework of the ALPHA
96 project. Nevertheless, the more important fact is the content cause of this
survey and this is the use, distribution and reproduction of alternative liter-
acy strategies and alternative literacies, for which bricolage is the most
suitable name. Before we start with the theoretical explanation of this phe-
nomenon and its further surveying in the Receptar case, I will draft the basic
characteristics of this multimedial cultural institution, which substantially
functions as a mediator of alternative ways of acquiring various cultural
competences.

general public  communities f ’ individuals organizations
Receptar
general public  communities ’ f individuals organizations

There is a mutual communication between an unspecified public, local
communities, various individuals, hobby organizations, etc., on one side, and
Receptdr on the other. It is directed mostly one-way (toward Receptdr), and its
purpose is mass exchange of selected information. This information has a con-
textually pre-defined character; it is bricolage of both kinds (see Derrida’s
interpretation of Levi-Strauss’s concept below). Information selection is done
by the TV program creators, magazine publishers, edition publishers, Klub
Receptare activists and organizers of Dny Receptare and exhibitions of
Receptar. This process can be simply drawn as follows:

information input
{correspondence, telephone conversation)

TV program ™ Receptar ?(')gk """""""""" Reéceéptar [ 'Days of Réceptar’
Receptar magazine edition club and its | and exhibitions
Foundation
main field special fields of activities
.......................................................................... Il
“TVprogram | Receptar |77 Book T Receptar | Days of Receptar’
Receptar magazine edition club and its | and exhibitions
Foundation
¥ ¥ _ 4 4 ¥

(literacie structures, projects, strategies)
information output
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Information input is defined by a few hundred of letters per month and
hundreds of telephone messages: the Receptar institution owns permanent
telephone numbers and answering machines in all the larger towns of the
Czech Republic.

Information selection is carried out by a team of employees. After this,
they transmit the messages, which in most cases means original know-how
connected with hobbies, improvement of housing conditions, enterprising
and do-it-yourself activities, in the original meaning of the term, to one of the
outputs (TV program, magazine, edition, etc.).

Information output has the concrete form of a TV program, magazine, book
or paperback of the edition, and it is mass distributed back to the source from
which it originated, to the unspecified mass of recipients (readers, viewers,
etc.).

Considering the time of Receptar broadcasting (seven years), we can use
the term “audience”, because the mass of recipients has stabilized since then.
We are talking about approximately one million viewers per week, and
approximately 200 000 readers per month. If we take into consideration the
fact that in the Czech Republic, there are approximately 10 million people, it
is a multimedial institution with an extraordinary effect. The Receptar audi-
ence is then its own source of information flowing into this multimedial institution,
and it is also, of course, the recipient of selected information. The scheme below
describes the function and importance of Receptar as a mediator and data-
base. The scheme compares the character and range of communication
without mass media and with mass media:

Community 1 (Cq) Community 2 (Cy)
individuals (C;) . individuals (C,)
\4) - 4
individuals (C;) =» individuals (C5)
L 7y
Recepta\r

\4 )

Community n (C,)

individuals (C,,)

\4)

individuals (C,)
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There is intensive direct communication between communities C1 and C2,
but (for instance thanks to the large geographical distance) there cannot be
communication between communities Cq and C;, or C and C,,. Therefore,
Receptéar undoubtedly connects people who would never meet without its
mediation.

Because of this, there is a permanent informal group of approximately one
million adults, which includes the “hard core” of particularly active individ-
uals, and then the remaining part of more or less passive members of the
audience. This “hard core” represents a group of people who often on a reg-
ular basis mail their ideas, thoughts, know-how, etc., or who realize selected
ideas and information distributed by Receptar. As the sociological probing
in the field revealed, these people form approximately 10-15% of the Receptar
audience.

So far, I can conclude the following:

The Receptir audience, which is approximately one million people, acti-
vates every week a minimum of 150-200 thousand adults, and these people
enter the process of exchanging alternative (and also other) information,
the objective of which is a cultural mobilization.

By “cultural mobilization” I mean any form of activity the purpose of
which is either a passive acquisition of a new grammar of social performance
or work creation, or straightforward implementation of possibilities provided
by this grammar. Therefore, what matters is either acquiring another element
of cultural competence, or its practical implementation. It is not difficult to
replace the terms “social performance”, “work creation” and “cultural com-
petence element” by words that will characterize our project, for instance,
“work offer,” “working skills” or “know how ...".

Cultural mobilization performed by Receptar (or its various components)
is among other things based on an exchange of really alternative ways, ideas,
thoughts or know-how, for which the most appropriate name seems to be
bricolage. This is not only because this word is even in its Czech form
(kutilstvi*) the most frequently used expression in the texts of television
programme Receptar, Receptar magazine and even this institution’s book
edition; but also because there are, from the point of view of cultural anthro-
pology and also of andragogy theories, important methodological and
heuristic connotations that need to be referred to.

Now, one little note: I will use the bricolage term with two meanings:
partly in its narrow meaning, when this term really closely describes inter-
est activities and hobbies (in Czech: konicky); and partly, in its wider,
theoretical meaning, when this term describes a rationality type, a type of
intellectual approach toward reality, a special type of cultural competence.
In the second meaning of the word, my understanding of bricolage is iden-
tical with alternative education, and also with the alternative way of life
(alternative considering dominant types and ways, that is, considering mod-
ern industrial and consumer types and ways). However, in this second
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meaning of the word, we are getting into fairly complex theoretical and
methodological problems.

“BRICOLAGE”

An introductory word to these problems is the word bricolage. Lévi-Strauss
introduces this word when he needs to explain the difference between myth-
ical thinking and modern scientific thinking. He writes:

There still exists among ourselves an activity which on the technical plane gives us quite

a good understanding of what a science we prefer to call “prior” rather than “primi-

tive”, could have been on the plane of speculation. This is what is commonly called

“bricolage” in French. In its old sense the verb “bricoler”applied to ball games and bil-

liards, to hunting, shooting and riding. It was however always used with reference to

some extraneous movement: a ball rebounding, a dog straying or a horse swerving from

its direct course to avoid an obstacle. And in our own time the “bricoleur” is still someone

who works with his hands and uses devious means compared to those of a craftsman’ .

Here, for further purposes, we can emphasize the following characteristics
of bricolage: extraneous movement and game and means not of a craftsman.

But the classic goes on with his characterizations: it is typical for bricolage
that “it expresses itself by means of a heterogeneous repertoire which, even if
extensive, is nevertheless limited. It has to use this repertoire, however, what-
ever the task in hand because it has nothing else at its disposal®.” Let’s note
here limited repertoire and unlimited tasks.

“The “bricoleur” is adept at performing a large number of diverse tasks,
but, unlike the engineer, he does not subordinate each to the availability of
raw materials and tools conceived and procured for the purpose of the project.
His universe of instruments is closed and the rules of his game are always to
make do with “whatever is at hand”, that is to say with a finite set of tools and
materials and is also heterogeneous because what it bears no relation to the
current project, or indeed to any particular project, but is the contingent result
of all the occasions there have been to renew or enrich the stock or maintain
it with the remains of previous constructions or destructions. The set of the
bricoleur’s means cannot therefore be defined in terms of a project .... It is to
be defined only by its potential use... , the elements are collected or retained
on the principle that “they may always come in handy ... °. Here we can
emphasize: instrumentality and means, may always come in handy.

In these metaphors which will soon begin to function as concepts of
heuristic power, there is an evident contrast between an engineer and a
bricoleur or the contrast between science and myth or science and non-science.
Lévi-Strauss admits that the person thinking/creating this way lives his exis-
tence on the very edge of modern industrial society, whose basic mode of
thinking is the mode of “engineer” thinking, or the thinking that produces its
instruments according to a project, hence over and over again, for special
functions. '
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All the noted features of bricolage — deflection, play, means of a non-pro-
fessional, limited means, unlimited tasks — can be understood as a task of
the imaginary Receptar project. The characteristics of instrumentality and any-
thing can be used for everything can then be understood as a “defining” of
methods that can be used by those who want to implement the imaginary
project of Receptar.

This means that the individual participants in the game called Receptar
use alternative discourse creation as their program. In this game, “alterna-
tive” means the same as “drawing from a limited world of instruments that
is always within reach”. At the same time, the alternative creation of these
discourses is a performance (see Chomsky), which reveals the cultural com-
petence that masters the grammar/literacy of the particular community. The
Receptar objectives are to provoke, identify and distribute this performance. To
understand this activity, we need to stress some other differences between the
normally perceived project of literacy and the project, permanently set by the
Receptar, which will bring to life various alternative ways of educational
activities “from the bottom”.

Even now it would be possible for us to ask which side science and scien-
tific rationality belong to, and we may as well answer to the engineer’s side,
not the bricoleur’s one. But the answer is not at all as simple as it may appear
at first glance. For the classicist himself adds that “the difference is therefore
less absolute than it might appear”. It remains a real one, however, in that the
engineer is always trying to make his way out of and go beyond the con-
straints imposed by a particular state of civilization while the “bricoleur” by
inclination or necessity always remains within them. This is another way of
saying that the engineer works by means of concepts and the “bricoleur” by
means of signs'®.” A basic means for the engineer to get beyond the limits of
a given set (of knowledge, methods etc.) is then called a concept, and a basic
means for the bricoleur to reorganize a set (of knowledge, methods etc.) is on
the contrary called a sign™

Again we can emphasize here that the basic working instrument of brico-
lage is a sign and the basic working instrument of the engineer is a concept.

If we accept a structuralist semiotic alphabet we will add that under con-
cept we must understand here a special meaning of a sign, for example even the
meaning of the same sign used by the bricoleur, but the bricoleur is not on
the contrary bound to any special meaning of this sign, and gives the sign a
meaning freely according to the intention of the restructuring of the set.

Lévi-Strauss says that the difference between a scientist and a bricoleur
is defined in a relative way, and introduces another structural contrast
between the structure and the event besides the already introduced pairs engi-
neer/ bricoleur and concept/sign: “We have already distinguished the scientist
and the “bricoleur” by the inverse functions which they assign to events and
structures as ends and means, the scientist creating events (changing the
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world) by means of structures and the “bricoleur” creating structures by
means of events'2.”

Again we stress the bricoleur reorganizes, restructures, recontextualizes
and the scientist organizes, structures and contextualizes.

Meanwhile innovations of two kinds come into existence: Discovery (by re-
grouping things which have already existed) and Invention (from what has
been thought up). The ladder of structuralist contrasts which Lévi-Strauss
has been climbing up towards his goal is not ready yet. There is one more
thing missing: A connection of science or bricolage with a syntagmatic or par-
adigmatic way of treating signs and meanings. For this, Lévi-Strauss needs
the expressions play and ritual or play and system, which are rather problem-
atic. It is said that “competitive games should flourish in our industrial
societies”, whereas “rites and myths, on the other hand, like “bricolage”...
take to pieces and reconstruct sets of events ... and use them as so many inde-
structible pieces for structural patterns in which they serve alternatively as
ends or means'”. Consequently, anything assumes any function in bricolage (or a
sign assumes whatever meaning according to circumstances, purposes, context etc.),
any instrument can become an object, or any object can become an instrument.

It is the status of play which is debatable. Does Lévi-Strauss link it unam-
biguously to science or bricolage? It seems that the conception of play here is
not the conception of completely open play (Wittgenstein’s type) but (as it is
justified by Lévi-Strauss’ comments on the relation between symmetry and
asymmetry in a game) of a priori conditional play. But such play should rather
be linked to bricolage. This confusion was what Derrida took up later on.
Before I proceed to his comments I will try to sum up as clearly as possible
Lévi-Strauss’ opinions of the differences between systematically functioning
scientific reason on the one hand and so-called bricolage on the other:

sciences: bricolage

— straightness — divergence

~— specialization — non-specialization

— unlimitation of instrument — limitation of instruments

— anything has a unique function — anything can be for anything

— concept as instrument — sign as instrument

— creation through realization of project —  creation through re-construction
— inventive innovation — discovery innovation

— discovery innovation — inventive innovation

— system? — play

— play? — ritual
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The task of the Receptar project is at first sight lead by the basic working
instrument to which Lévi Strauss refers as a sign. Further, I will show, with
J. Derrida’s help, that a different approach is possible. For now, I will not go
any deeper.

The educational project of Receptar unequivocally invites us to reorganize,
restructure and re-contextualize either the known grammars of various skills,
or to create new grammars which can be centred around the given sign. This
will become even clearer when we use semiotics once again.

Eco emphasizes that a sign, sign function and sign production are in fact
only three different names of one phenomenon; Lyotard says the same when
he characterizes the relation of creation rules and the creation of a postmod-
ern thinker'*. In this respect, there is a difference between the grammar of a
bricoleurs’ performance and the grammar of an engineers’ performance:

a)  bricoleur, rules of performance develop together with the performance, in most cases
they are not set in advance; while

b)  engineer, in most cases, the rules are set in advance and the engineer follows them.
They are set by the concept.

In other words, bricoleur creates a new grammar by a new context, and the
task and the universe of meanings that are connected with the sign as an instru-
ment are his only lead. An engineer creates a new grammar in a similar way,
but unlike a bricoleur is the universe of meanings that are connected with the
concept much more limited in his work, and at the same time, he carries oblig-
atory rules of his activity /system. Bricoleur is not limited by anything, only by
his imagination and the complex of meanings of the sign: therefore, he acts as
an “interpreter of the old and the now originating” tradition, because a mean-
ing is just a “cultural unit”*®. In summary: the systematic engineer creates
by the concept and given rules; bricoler the player creates by the task, and
meanwhile, he or she creates the rules of a new way of handling the
sign/instrument.

The Receptar way is mostly a bricoleur’s way. Originally and in most
cases, it is characterized by terms stated in the right column of the scheme
stated above. These terms also define the alternative discourse of adult education
in a particular community. By interaction with Receptar, this discourse trans-
forms into an alternative educational project entering the mass exchange of
further/similar / projects. We can define this project by the following scheme:
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A Problem
of an individual in a community or
of a community

¥

Mobilisation
of pre-defined sign/instruments and
pre-defined grammars/literacies

¥

Creation
of a new grammer/literacy around  according to to principles:
old signs/instruments

) divergence

or non-specialization
limitation of means

C | Use } anything can be for anything
- sign as instrument
of old grammar/literacy in a new creation through
context J re-construction play
Summary

of such a project and results that it can imply

V¢

D | Communication with Receptar

A&

E Mass distribution

—— | of such a project and results that in can imply

A4

G | Reaction: _
—| practical implementation or discussion and completion
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MASS BRICOLAGE

The whole above stated scheme describes an action for which I can only
offer a paradoxical name mass bricolage'®. This is not just a matter of creation
of an educational project by a discourse of a particular limited community (by
a creation of new grammars/literacies on a basis of old signs/instruments
or by re-contextualizing of old grammars/literacies according to new tasks),
but also a matter of creating a number of further tasks and projects by
Receptar itself.

This will cause a reaction in the field of various different communities
and their contexts. By this, a wide field opens to further activities, mobiliza-
tions, new contexts and innovations. We can refer to this field as a field of
mass — bricolage that creates numbers of new projects of literacy. This is not
a matter of official formal projects of literacy, but a matter of the results of
real discourses of particular communities and individuals into which
Receptar enters as a complex multimedial mass functioning institution
with an excellent information feedback.

It is clear that the most relevant actions happen in part C of the scheme.
These actions, that lead into a “summary” as an alternative project of literacy,
are described very accurately in the TV program of Receptar as well as in its
periodic magazine or further texts. Its content analysis has unequivocally
proved the character of the projects as projects based on a bricolage. For
instance, the semantic formulas of these texts are profiled by the expression
“bricolage” (kutilstv’) in most cases, and they are structured according to
functions that define bricolage: The suggested texts’ key word is “napad
(idea)”, and it is immediately followed by the word “kutil (handyman)” (or
derived words). The structure of semantic formulas in projects according to
a function “new use of an old instrument” or “new use of a thing or material”
is absolutely essential; without respect to their oscillation in specific editions
of the magazine or the TV program it is possible to state that the appearance
of semantic formulas structured this way is more than 50%". Besides that: the
semantic portrait of bricoleur him or herself is primarily built from activities of
searching for innovations of all kinds until “the bricoleur finds peace”, that is,
until there still are things to reorganize and re-contextualize'®.

Bricolage is, in the strictest sense of the word, always inventive crossing
the border of a given set of pieces of knowledge because it is always the
restructuring and reorganization of given meanings in the same way as it is
the restructuring and reorganization of events. And considering the fact that
bricolage means (at least temporal) denial of the orientation and centrality
of learning, scientific rationality appears to be partly the interplay and partly
the sequence of system-conceptual or system-structural way of learning and
bricolage.

The radicalization of the structuralist comment on the problems of brico-
lage begins with the question concerning the legitimacy of this difference: Is
this contrast (engineer, bricoleur) logically justifiable?
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Its legitimacy is not possible in terms of the structuralist thinking: for if we
admit this contrast, we will admit at the same time both a certain origin and
center of our logical arguments and the orientation of our theoretical work
according to this center and conceptual and other nomenclature grouped
around it. The structuralist step towards its postposition, that is, towards
poststructuralist conception of intertextuality, does not allow such admission
of centrality and orientation. A labyrinth (Borges, Eco) or an encyclopedia (Eco,
Borges) of intertextual play (Derrida) does not have its logical origin or logi-
cal center. The play of mutual acts of differentiation which gives rise to the
very possibility of the existence of text as text, and, consequently, any learn-
ing (which is only the reading of texts of the world) of a signal nature, cannot
prove any fixed point with the exception of the points which can be conven-
tionally agreed on. The idea of a text which is independent of such
intertextual play is absurd. This is why Derrida can note:

If one calls bricolage the necessity of borrowing one’s concepts from the text of heritage

which is more or less coherent or ruined, it must be said that every discourse is bricoleur.

The engineer, whom Lévi-Strauss opposes to the bricoleur, should be the one to construct

the totality of his language, syntax and lexicon. In this sense the engineer is a myth. A sub-
ject who supposedly would be the absolute origin of his own discourse and supposedly

s

would construct it “out of nothing”, “out of whole cloth”, would be the creator of the
verb, the verb itself. The notion of the engineer who supposedly breaks with all forms of
bricolage is therefore a theological idea, and since Lévi-Strauss tells us elsewhere that
bricolage is mythopoethic, the odds are that the engineer is a myth produced by the
bricoleur. As soon as we cease to believe in such an engineer and in a discourse which
breaks with the received historical discourse, and as soon as we admit that every finite
discourse is bound by a certain bricolage and that the engineer and the scientist are also
species of bricoleurs, then the very idea of bricolage is menaced and the difference in
which it took on its meaning breaks down®’.

It is possible to come to such a conclusion through the connection between,
for example, Kuhn's conception of scientific knowledge and the conception
of Lévi-Strauss as well as the connection between Lévi-Strauss’ conception
and Derrida’s of intertextual differentiation.

Structuralist arguments are much more forcible though. According to
Derrida,

...in effect, what appears most fascinating is this critical search for a new status of dis-

course is the stated abandonment of all reference to a center, to a subject, to a privileged
reference, to an origin, or to absolute archia®.

The process of creating alternative strategies of literacies, as well as the
process of creating alternative lieracies, is in Receptar really de-centred in
the above mentioned meaning: the whole active complex called Receptar
has no center. There is only a number of newly beginning bricolage, which
in a number of cases leads to the formulation of the grammars of cultural com-
petencies. The competency of enforcing cultural competence on the job market
belongs to grammars/ literacies as well, and the act of entering the job market
cannot bear bricolage as the basic procedure. On the contrary, the bricoleur
suddenly has to accept the rules of industrialism and tap his or her brico-
lage to the industrial system®'.
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Receptar as mass-media institution is to be the main mediator of this act,
or the main helper, in some cases. This seems to disqualify the status of brico-
lage as the alternative creating the alternative literacies. Does it possibly
mean that the heuristically strong concept of bricolage suddenly appears to
be a methodological mistake? Not at all, only the whole problem requires a
couple of other methodological notes, thanks to which the image of bricolage
and bricoleur as alternatives of literacies will be justified.

TWO INTERPRETATIONS

The absence of center which consequently means also the absence of ori-
entation of knowledge is, in my view, a condition for essentially creative
rational work as the core of scientific knowledge which can, under certain
conditions, result in the change of paradigm and an epoch-making cultural
event (and Kuhn and those studying the problems of scientific rationality
are not concerned about anything of less importance). I emphasize the condi-
tion so that there will not be a misunderstanding: it is not possible to shift
the whole problem to one side, for example, to the side of bricolage. For both
logical and practical reasons it is necessary to admit the existence of both of
them. As for the logical reasons, Derrida has made a note the benefit of which
has not been taken yet and may be dramatic from the point of view of the
social sciences and the humanities:

There are thus two interpretations of interpretation, of structure, of sign, of play. The

one seeks to decipher, dreams of deciphering a truth or an origin which escapes play

and the order of the sign, and which lives the necessity of interpretation as an exile. The
other, which is no longer turned toward the origin, affirms play and tries to pass beyond
man and humanism, the name of man being the name of that being who, throughout the

history of metaphysics or of ontotheology — in other words, throughout his entire history
— has dreamed of full presence, the reassuring foundation, the origin and the end of

play®.

In light of these formulations even the very problem of the engineer and
the bricoleur, the scientist and the non-scientist, appears different. This dif-
ference between the types of learner and also the difference between the
types of rationality can be obtained only within one of the two mentioned
types of interpretation and semiosphere in general — that one which believes
in the center and in the orientation of the process of learning. Lévi-Strauss
admitted this type of interpretation and did not abandon it: this is why
Derrida has addressed a “rebuke” to him concerning the ethics of nostalgia,
the nostalgia for the old times of cognitive (ontotheological) certainties of
paradigmatic cultural type.

Even if we admit the play with the expression bricolage, then it holds true,
even in the perspective of the presented Derrida’s comments on the two
modes of interpretation, that it is bricolage and not “engineering science” that
is non-centred and non-oriented, that it is a play with signs or a play with concepts.
But the word play cannot be opposed to the word system or ritual (as Lévi-
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Strauss did), and this is why there is a question mark in the middle of the
last two lines of the above presented chart (it would now be added to all of
the lines, for the given scheme is valid only within the range of archaic inter-
pretation but not within the range of an-archaic interpretation).

I have said that “for both logical and practical reasons it is necessary to
admit the existence of both of them”. In this sense Derrida concludes:

There are more than enough indications today to suggest we might perceive that these

two interpretations of interpretation — which are absolutely irreconcilable even if we live

them simultaneously and reconcile them in an obscure economy — together share the
field which we call, in such a problematic fashion, the social sciences™.

Yes, an obscure economy of coexistence of various types of rationality in
one cognitive model: this is, in my opinion, an heuristically better view of the
problems of scientific rationality than — nowadays probably well explored
— the problem of paradigms. Therefore I can (in connection with bricolage)
emphasize again that in terms of the identical institutionally welded cogni-
tive process we face the matter of archaic interpretation of the world and
non-archaic interpretation of the world, both of them take their place within
the identical paradigm.

All it needs 1s freedom for its games of re-structuring and reorganization
of whatever by whatever. It is a sign of belonging to the an-archaic interpre-
tation of the world, though. Here, rationality becomes a creator of much
higher degree of freedom (creation) than is true for the archaic type.

But I have already stated that both are valid, and I will dwell on it. From
this it is clear that both Lévi-Strauss and Derrida are substitutes: the first for
the first one, the second for the second one — together they represent the
both. Receptar is interested in both: bricolage and the system of solving vari-
ous problems. It does so regularly and it also mixes up together both of those
ways consciously, and again on the basis of bricolage or on the basis of sys-
tematic “engineering” literacy. In this cultural complex together with
Lévi-Strauss we recognize bricolage and educational systematics as two
antipoles; in Receptar together with Derrida we recognize bricolage and sys-
tematics as “the coexistence of various in one” in that obscure economy?*.
Does it mean then that our theses of alternative character of bricolage, and
that one of bricolage as the alternative creation of literacies and as alterna-
tive creation of strategies of literacies, are being cancelled by that finding?

I associate the expression of “alternative” with a certain understanding of
“rationality”; alternative rationality (compare Lévi-Strauss/ founded brico-
lage, and went from bricolage; official systematic rationality founded official
strategies of literacy and official education connected with the system of
industrialism). What is “rationality” however? What meanings are associated

7]

with the expressions of “literacy”, “alternative”, etc.?
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A THIRD INTERPRETATION

Derrida pointed to two possibilities of interpreting interpretation, one of
which was neglected by Lévi Strauss, and in a way he emancipated official and
alternative literacies and strategies of literacy. One can go even further, and
another possibility can be offered, which is anchored in pragmatic readings
of Derrida’s commentaries:

The line between “rationality” and something else was traditionally drawn to merge
approximately with the line between derivation and imagination. We are said to be ratio-
nal as long as we keep logical space which is given in the beginning of research and as
long as our conviction we hold in the end of the research can be supported by arguments
referring to those ones we held in the beginning. ... Being pragmatists we must protest
against the two traditional methodological questions .... :"What context belongs to this
subject?” and “What is the input we are providing to the context?” All the subjects are
always contextualized for us. All of them are carrying their own contexts just as Rieman'’s
space is carrying axioms with it. It is not possible to take a subject from its old context and
examine it just itself to find out which new context could be appropriate for it?>.”

In such a situation any bricoleur behaves as the creator of an original con-
text of the problem and original instrumental solution, which — always in a
relatively new wa — connects with a particular instrument/sign.

Indeed, bricolage is the fate of a thinking person, it means not dogmati-
cally but freely thinking person, and a certain part of it, limited by a certain
type of recontextualization as bricolage, is the work of the scientist/engineer.
The pragmatically conceived recontextualization really is, in this perspective,
bricolage of a kind. But it is also late Wittgenstein's Sprachspiel which always
contains enough space for a prospective bricoleur. For it will always be true
that it is necessary to manage with what this or that author has “at home”,
with what he has “at hand”.

We are acquiring then three heuristically strong instruments applicable to
the analysis of Recept-r. However, we also acquire three methodologically
effective instruments, with the help of which Receptar itself can be created!

First instrument — bricolage as literacy strategy and literacy, which is the
opposite of the systematic (engineer, scientist) creating literacy and literacy
strategy; the starting point is the concept of C. Lévi-Strauss;

Second instrument — bricolage/system as parallel, complementary and “in
obscure economy” co-existing strategy of literacy and literacy; the starting
point is J.Derrida’s concept of double interpretation of interpretation, revis-
ing and deconstructing Lévi-Strauss’ conception;

Third instrument — bricolage as literacy strategy and literacy, which is not
opposed to the systematic (engineer) approach and does not respect even
Derrida’s conception. It is a complete bricolage excluding a different possibil-
ity of literacy strategy, but the possibility is founded on the always-
previously-give contextualization/recontextualization of the object/
sign, or on the always-newly-arising grammar of the bricoleur; the starting
point is R.Rorty’s conception or J.F. Lyotard’s conception, revising both
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conceptions, that is, C. Levi-Strauss’s or J. Derrida’s ones. I emphasize that all
three types of approaches towards searching for those grammars/literacies
are present on the side of a communicating audience of Receptar and on the
side of Receptar as a modern institution. They are present here consciously.
They are self-confident ways of creating alternative literacy strategies and
they are self-confident ways of alternative creating literacies.

Unfortunately, the scope of this work does not allow me to adjoin a rich
appendix describing basic cases of those three ways of creating literacy strate-
gies which led towards both: creating jobs and producing new goods. At the
same time those two matters — creating jobs and producing good — com-
prise one of the functions of all those three approaches, in which bricolage
has the sovereign position. I can refer here to the results of my own research*®
and state that those three types of transforming cultural values /bricolage and
results of bricolage/into economic values today mean hundreds of proven jobs
and dozens of new production procedures and new commodities at the official market
of work force and commodities. They also mean thousands of jobs and thou-
sands of new production procedures and new commodities as an alternative
market of work force and commodities which is traditionally well developed
in the Czech Republic.

It is logical: alternative types of literacies and alternative types of literacy
strategies create alternative type of market, and vice versa. In this we can
see the alphabet of structuralism and neostructuralism and their theories
concerning discourse and intertextuality. These alternatives are not — as I
tried to prove theoretically — in complete opposition, and they cannot be
excluded from the “official” creation of literacy strategies connected with
work problems.

* Ok F

Research in the framework of ALPHA 96 — Literacy and Work in the Czech
Republic was meant to prove highly effective at connecting alternative ways
of production and reproduction of literacy and literacy strategies based on
bricolage with mass-media moderation respecting and methodically using
bricolage. The subject of this research was the mass-media complex of the
Receptar institutions, which enables especially the exchange of those alter-
native approaches towards solving various problems, work included. The
practical results of the effect of Receptar at the work force and commodity
market are extraordinary, and they are worthy of attention from people deal-
ing with adult education problems and those dealing with unemployment
problems, requalification and the strategies of entering an adult work force
market and commodity market.

What is especially important to emphasize: three ways of production and
reproduction of literacies and literary strategies realized in the framework
of communication through Receptir must be considered the creation of a
particular educational project, and at the same time also the realization of
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such a project, and other transferable environment with a similar struc-
ture of modern industrialism and (postymodern culture. I think that this
way of helping through the use of alternative ways of thinking and creating
in the mass-media is still not used in a way the current social problems
require®. In this respect the Czech Receptar can serve as an example and
data-basis of particular literacy strategies for educators.
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BASIC EDUCATION
TOWARDS SELF-RELIANCE &
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

Jean-Paul Hautecoeur

Literacy education refers implicitly to a hierarchy in the forms of know-
edge transmission... In many countries, populations which have been
newly educated lose other forms of knowledge or wisdom and are inca-
pable of producing or working; they have lost their capacity for sharp
observation and accuracy in the perception and expression of the world;
they have lost a culture of tolerance and social interaction...; they have
lost a sense of global ecological balance, and the place of the human being
in this global balance _ thereby, putting numerous countries in a situa-
tion of ‘paradoxical darkbackwardnes. ...Would it be appropriate to
reconsider our definition of literacy, by returning to the source of the var-

ious forms of wisdom in the world?
UNESCO. Consideration of the Results of the Deliberations of the Ad Hoc Forum of Reflection,
Executive Board, Paris, 142Ex37, 8 October 1993, p. 11.

”Since I've been unemployed, I look younger than my age...”
LES FRERES BROZEUR, Les fréres Brozeur vous font une fleur,
CD, Samarkand AL007, Bruxelles, 1994.
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COMMON PRINCIPLES

On top of the documents accumulated over two years lies a copy of the
journal Transversales science/culture, open at the page bearing the “Charter of
transdisciplinarity”." It is as if that charter had been one of the principles of
our method of working, even though it was never discussed or collectively
endorsed. I shall quote two paragraphs relating directly to education and
the economy, the common ground of our research:

Education cannot give priority to abstraction in knowledge. It must teach contextualiza-

tion, globalization and the creation of concrete reality. Transdisciplinary education

re-evaluates the role of intuition, imagination and bodily sensitivity in the transmission of
knowledge.

The development of a transdisciplinary economy is based on the premise that the econ-
omy must serve mankind, and not the other way round.

Alberto Melo, quoted in the chapter by Jalia Carolino, gives the following
version of the aims of education in relation to the economy: “People go where
the money is: we have to try rather to do the opposite, to make money go
where the people are.” Furthermore, in a seminar which brought them
together, the researchers summed up their positions with regard to work. The
following examples clearly demonstrate the commonality of humanist and
civic values, which are a long way from reliance on economic principles:

o

¢ Some work is invisible. It is not even named as work. Invisible work such as child-
bearing or “motherwork” are not even recognized or valued as work;

e work must be socially useful and environmentally friendly;”
» gelf-esteem issues are as important as economic ones;

e “real life” experience in the community is important for developing alternative
economies;

* work has to have a financial / practical end but it should be more oriented to improv-
ing the quality of life; it should help people cope in an unfriendly environment; it
should recognize cultural community values; and it should make traditional values
accessible to economic benefits;

¢ work should ‘open our memories to find our traditions again’.”?

Our approach to research into what people do to survive did not divide
education from work, the economy from culture, work from life, or life from
our research questions and our own thinking processes. We set out to break
with current training, research and working practices which bring about sep-
aration by means of regulations and the creation of homogeneous categories,
in the interests of order, technical efficiency and profitability.

If it can be encapsulated in one idea, our project consisted in restoring
broken links, uncovering them where they were hidden, and inventing them
where there were none. We created value where none was recognized, or
where it had been devalued or discarded as obsolete. We found means to give
it currency, we established relationships, channels of mutual help, we gave
it recognition and tried to live by it.
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It was a cultural project concerned with the economy of what is useful,
in which work was seen above all as a vital act of participation in new mar-
ket relationships.

This was the starting point for our research team’s exploration of a num-
ber of paths which were already marked out by researchers locally. The aim
of our action research approach was to put the discussion in context, to find
concrete answers to the questions asked, and to make links with other groups
in differing circumstances in a spirit of cooperation and in pursuit of a com-
mon purpose: namely, to help people to survive in the short term, while
strengthening their communities’ will, ability and power to express choices;
to choose their own way and to follow it for the long term.. And all this in
the face of the world hegemony of the market economy and people’s previ-
ous experiences of education, attempts to get a job, and exclusion from the
ranks of the privileged.

Before coming to the questions asked, to an assessment of the overall
results obtained and the education experienced at a local level, we should
re-examine what we set out to do, and should evaluate whether we achieved
it.

FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS
ABOUT THE RESEARCH

We shall consider how the authors and activities were selected; why some
regions are under-represented, and others totally missing; whether the
papers included are in some way partial (in either sense); and on what
premises they are based. But such questions show traces of objectivism and
mechanical thinking about the construction of knowledge. I cannot help con-
sidering what Mechthild Hart wrote: that what is at stake is nothing less than the
creation and preservation of life, on a small scale admittedly, but with far-reaching
repercussions.

North America is in fact strongly represented in this volume, while
Northern Europe is absent (although the question of education and work
has been addressed there for many years with clear-cut results), Central and
Eastern Europe are under-represented, and other regions which are regarded
as belonging to the North are also regrettably absent. (The geopolitical South
is not covered by the research programme on Literacy Strategies, which aims
at cooperation between East and West.) However, a research team cannot be
set up in the same way as participation in the general conferences of
UNESCO, or with the same level of funding. It happens empirically, hap-
hazardly, constrained by realism and subjectivism, as well as by its stated
theoretical aims.

Empirically, because one project is being launched while another is fin-
ishing, and each follows on from earlier projects. Some members are selected
by co-option using a pool of information and known networks. Hence there
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is an obvious danger of creating a charmed circle, but this is also an advan-
tage in terms of members’ commitment and quality of work. Some members
are selected haphazardly, through fortunate encounters either in person or
“on paper”. This does not break the circle, it widens it. Realism means con-
sidering the cost of communication and transport, time zones, the different
methods and difficulties of communication (equipment, languages, cultural
and political differences), and the lack of support staff. This accounts for the
absence of countries in the southern hemisphere, the Far East and Russia
and some of Eastern Europe. Subjectivity comes in because collaboration is
voluntary: the unspoken factors of enjoyment, sympathy and sapientia play
a large part.

As for the theoretical, ideological and methodological orientations which
have some influence on the selection of member schemes, the guidelines are:

*  transdisciplinarity and a bias in favour of transversality rather than discipline-based,
technocratic and corporatist segmentation;

¢  arelatively unusual experimental field rather than a conventional programme;

*  action research organically linked to local action and actors, and hence also close in
principle to community solidarity, a socio-political approach and common sense or
everyday knowledge;

*  use of local prejudices, such as keeping away from the “major powers”, appreciation
of cultural traditions and minority cultures, however denatured;

¢ apolitical preference for alternatives rather then the mainstream, and a libertarian
ethos in the face of the determinism of the markets in goods, ideas and people; and

¢ no group adherence to “politically correct” modes of expression, but observance of
a code of good diplomatic relationships in international exchanges.

All this may give an account of the composition of the research team and
the publication, but it does not justify some imbalances, in particular, the
poor representation of researchers in post-totalitarian countries in spite of our
good intentions and the energy invested (there were numerous defections).
The obvious result is that Western semantics, history and references pre-
dominate in the questions which bring us together, and that there is little
chance for other questions which are posed differently, however urgent and
important they may be. Here is one example among many:

In Russia, there is the threat of an violent and disorganized social explosion, with unfore-

seeable consequences. The cause will not be growth but absolute impoverishment. It must

be said that 1 per cent of the population manages all right, while 99 per cent face the ques-

tion of survival and hence of exclusion. Russia is presently experiencing a state of anomy,

the former social relationships have disintegrated without new relationships based on the
market economy taking their place... While the spirit of enterprise was prohibited under
the old regime, a whole clandestine network of all manner of goods was well established.

This previously forbidden system has become the model, but it remains closely linked to

criminality... Hence, criminality is not, as in France, a quest for a different status, “the last

chance to get ahead”, as it is sometimes called, but something quite different

It should not take us by surprise that illiteracy issues, among others, are
not directly addressed by the authors from Central Europe, while they have
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long been the object of great national concern and strategic funding in the
West. “The problem” of illiteracy and “low levels of qualification” is not a sine
qua non of developed societies or a normal corollary of “progress” but a
social, ideological and political phenomenon created in the context of
entrenched unemployment, growing long-term unemployment and systemic
social exclusion. “Rich people no longer need poor people”, Pierre Calame
says abruptly.*

That can easily be rationalized to mean that eviction from society is the
fault of illiteracy, that there is a clear break between good and bad levels,
and that the last chance - more mythical than real — is education. Such argu-
ments are taken up with conviction by education and training agencies
which, as far as I know, have few equivalents in post-totalitarian Europe. (But
where they do exist, they often borrow the same arguments uncritically and
expect them to have the same effect: does that imply historical naivety or
colonialism?)

Here is a typical example of such a victorious argument, put forward by a
national basic education resources centre:

Companies that have invested in a training programme for basic skills benefit from lower

wastage, lower internal recruitment, reduced leaving and turn-over rates and higher pro-

duction. Workers who have benefited from the programme are surer of themselves, more
inclined to apply for promotion, and carry out their tasks more effectively and exactly.

Companies wishing to develop or to reach certified levels of quality believe that the
improvement of basic skills is of crucial importance.®

A possible solution to the partiality of our analyses might be to share the
coordination of ALPHA projects between two partners in East and West, with
consequent exchanges. The best solution would doubtless be to run them
from Central Europe!

There is another imbalance, that between educational associations acting
as intermediaries and what canonical institutions (universities and institutes)
say on the one hand, and what first-hand actors in local income-generating
initiatives say on the other. The words of the latter are only transcribed
directly in two chapters, plentifully by Wendy Desbrisay, and episodically by
Mechthild Hart. Our “cooperative” work is almost exclusively carried out
between peers, in contrast to the model of basic education as dialogue, which
is both our method and our ultimate aim.

This situation obviously leads to a class ethnocentricity at the expense of
the “locals”, the grass-roots subjects of whom we claim to be the spokes-
men, interpreters, ethnologists and sometimes even the saviours. If we read
Desbrisay, Bocs, Chourin and others, it is not certain that the grass-roots part-
ners are of the same mind as the “benefactors”, which certainly confirms
what Wendy Desbrisay writes:

Although at the beginning staff and students were equally hopeful and enthusiastic, as a
group we probably did not have a commonly-understood vision. Even when we began
the project, the staff hoped ALSO WORK would become a workers’ co-op, while the
students probably just wanted jobs...
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I believe that there is a serious class gap between helping professionals and those who
come, willingly or coerced, for their help. I see this as a crucial challenge in helping people
get power in their lives. This culture/language gap makes it hard to discuss what we
really want, what we believe, how we see things.

The cultural gap threatens to compromise some fundamental points in our
argument about economic solidarity projects, community education, alter-
native working practices, etc. We have seen that the aims of venturing into
education in an environment which is inimical to it, and more generally in sit-
uations of poverty, could be to escape from that environment, either
individually or, preferably, with one’s family. The longer-term aim of
strengthening “community” links and resistance to dismemberment is likely
to be shared only by those who intervene from outside. These issues were
taken up by the researchers at the first seminar:

The intentions of researchers were often different from those of participants. Researchers

were often looking at a community development process that questioned the hierarchi-

cal structure of work. The intentions of the participants were often to escape from the

bottom of the hierarchy (“to become the boss”) but not necessarily to challenge it.
Researchers often assume that social change is the goal of participants.®

Another example of the standardization of what we say shows how dis-
torted our view of transdisciplinarity is: the physical monotony of our style
of expressing ourselves, with honourable exceptions (Semenescu, B"cs,
Gowen, Hart, Desbrisay), but lacking narrative passages, imagery and reve-
lations of people’s inner thoughts, even distant echoes of the humanities. The
charmed circle keeps to its disciplinary background, which is so rarely trans-
gressed. A different picture appears on the front cover, and that is all. (And
that is an original, designed separately in accordance with the guidelines
given to all the authors. This might be a call to subversion in the next issue
of ALPHA!)

Nevertheless, the concern for diversity in writing was expressed in the
seminar to which we just referred:

The use of personal stories or narratives that are ‘down-to-earth and full of meaning’

can make documentation inclusive as opposed to academic. Can narrative play a role in
the documentation of your project?”

Let us hold over the question for the next research team, and leave fur-
ther textual commentary to the critics. Instead, let us turn to the initial
research questions in order to assess the answers that were obtained, and
examine the premises underlying those questions.

PREMISES

The research centred on the following questions:

1. What economic initiatives do grass-roots organizations use in order to find local
solutions to the problems of poverty?

2. How does vernacular basic education (ordinary knowledge and know-how) serve
such initiatives? What new skills are needed to make the initiatives viable and
durable?
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3. What types of work organization provide the structure for these initiatives? On the
basis of what priorities, values and projects? Is it possible to see in them the emer-
gence of new or alternative forms of socioeconomic education outside the “market
approach”?

4.  What is the place and role of cooperation between educators and intermediate orga-
nizations, and how can they usefully approach such cooperation, in combating
poverty, social exclusion and resistance against the degrading conditions of unreg-
ulated employment?

Either the first question was naive, or the research was poorly oriented.
The fact is that almost without exception we followed up intermediate orga-
nizations which aimed to create education and training, a social economy or
opportunities to enter society through employment, rather than grass-roots
income-generating organizations {(except in Mexico and Quebec). The infor-
mation gathered on basic education and the evaluation of activities is
therefore at second hand, as has already been pointed out with reference to
the fundamental questions about the research.

In ALPHA 96, the organizations represented fall into three types:

1. research institutions,

2. organizations associated with local action, and
3. support organizations, either non-governmental or public.

Their aims vary. Most operate in the mixed field of work and education
and training, pursuing objectives of action research and innovation in the
social, economic and educational arenas. Some operate particularly in rural
areas, with the aim of regional development and revival of the land (Portugal
and Hungary). Others have broader aims of social change through popular
education, changes in the way of life, and cultural and political action
(Chicago, Toronto, Romania and Hungarian Gypsies). The latter have largely
economic objectives: either through experimentation with a different
approach known as the social economy (Belgium, France and Quebec), or
through the encouragement of entrepreneurship using traditional methods,
in the context of societies said to be “in transition” (the Czech and Slovak
Republics).

Interventionist organizations are also distinguished by the people with
whom they work: relatively well-integrated groups or organic communities
(families, villages, urban areas); individuals and more or less unintegrated
(“excluded”) groups; sociological minorities (women, Gypsies, blacks,
autochthonous communities, immigrants); target social environments (urban
leaders, enterprises); or undifferentiated mass populations (the audience of
a national TV channel). Most of these organizations are variously supported
by the state, but only two are public agencies (Czech TV and the Romanian
Institute of Education).

Let us see how the different standpoints of the organizations with regard
to combating poverty are expressed in what they say about the key topics
such as the crisis in basic education. Which are the recurrent topics on which
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they agree, and on which do they disagree?

THE CRISES

On the issue of “the crisis”, there is a clear distinction between East and
West, and different points of view are expressed among the authors from
Central and Eastern Europe.

In the West, the crisis is principally economuic, its epicentre being employ-
ment. It manifests itself in the scarcity of jobs, in the devaluing and
undervaluing of paid work (the term “end of the waged society” is heard),
in the abandonment of the right to work, and in the deregulation and nor-
malization of casual, even underground employment. Long-term
unemployment is becoming entrenched, and one work replacement scheme
follows another. It is rare to hear of a return to work. The commonplace
upshot of the crisis is the growth of poverty, in both extent and intensity.

The crisis has affected the old social mechanisms of compensating for
inequality: in the work environment through the loss of trade union power
and the end of the old forms of legitimacy (seniority, skill and representa-
tion), and outside work through the erosion of social advantages, and
especially through the gradual withdrawal of the state from what are called
“passive” social programmes. Public programmes to cope with unemploy-
ment through training, employability and work experience have proved to
have little effect in returning the “beneficiaries” to lasting employment. The
liberal policies of most states favour encouragement to work and training
on the job rather than interventionist measures to share work, to regulate
the market and to create jobs which are of service to the public. These policies
have the general effect of reinforcing the gap between the active and inac-
tive populations.

Above all, the crisis of work has shattered a whole set of images and cul-
tural practices that were thought immutable: the right to work, social and
occupational advancement, the relationship between education and social
position, a number of privileges associated with age (for both old and
young), recognized criteria of competence at work, craft traditions, familiar-
ity with the world of tools, production and communication techniques, etc.
At school, while “the level is rising”, drop-out rates and the “level of despon-
dency” are also on the increase. The gap is growing between those with
qualifications and those without, for whom training no longer offers the hope
of mobility, only the confirmation of their low classification.®

Some of the authors nonetheless recall that not all the “problems” are
attributable to the crisis, notably the long-standing exclusion barriers of
racism, sexism, ageism and social position. The crisis in paid employment
disguises the question of the hidden, unrecognized work of women as moth-
ers, which is also a constant form of resistance against destructive forces in
environments of extreme poverty.
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While the economic crisis affects wages and prices everywhere, especially
those of manual work and raw materials respectively, traditional multiple
activities in the non-monetary economy are becoming reactivated in very dif-
ferent forms, particularly in the economic role of women. Illiteracy and low
levels of education have relatively little to do with practical initiative, orga-
nization and quality of work outside the primary market, and even in some
enterprises.

In the West, then, there is a crisis of post-industrial societies which Adela
Rogojinaru rightly calls a crisis of discontinuity of the capitalist system: we
are said to have reached, or indeed already to have passed, a limit to the
productionist model in which destruction exceeds production, in which there
is a vain search for the anthropological purpose of work, and market
processes impair rather than strengthen social ties.”

In the post-totalitarian societies, the crisis is seen differently as a crisis of
history, compounded by the effects of the globalization of the economy and
of the internal transition to the market economy. Totalitarian regimes are said
to have “betrayed modernity” by subjecting the whole social organism and
even private consciousness to ruthless and systematic backwardness.

The former regimes created a cultural void and destroyed traditional ways
of life, reducing the population to a state of withdrawal into passivity and
ignorance of public affairs. According to Daniela Semenescu, people can be
described as illiterate, rendered cuiturally and psychologically apathetic;
according to the Hungarian team, people can be described as shorn of pos-
sessions and responsibilities and kept collectively in an employee state of
mind; according to Adela Rogojinaru, people can be described as perverted
by collectivist centralization and the dissolution of traditional values.
According to Attila Bocs, the Gypsy minority, which was relatively inte-
grated, albeit by acculturation and assimilation under the former regime, is
today dramatically excluded from the most fundamental rights and benefits
and reduced to “catastrophic” survival conditions.

The crisis is also perceived as a profound moral, cultural and social break-
down. It appears difficult to maintain the energy invested in reconstruction
because of economic uncertainty and institutional poverty, and even of the
survival of centralized authority.

This picture holds true for Romania and, to a lesser extent, for Hungary.
The points of view of the Czech and Slovak authors are considerably differ-
ent. (Unfortunately, those of our collaborators in Albania, Bulgaria, Estonia
and Ukraine remain more or less unknown.) According to Stanislav Hubik
and Emilia Fulkov4, the former regimes did not destroy popular culture,
which was transmitted by traditional means that were tolerated and even
supported by the political elites and some institutions such as the cultural
centres. Alongside the centralist structures, and indeed because of the state of
impoverishment in which they kept most people, parallel, semi-clandestine
economic structures developed, networks of commerce and solidarity which
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became the seeds of new micro-organizations in the civil society. This inher-
itance is now a model for the postmodern venture so dear to Hubik, which
1s a cross between the liberalism of the market, institutional centralism and
the semi-clandestine “third way”, which is the background to the successful
Receptar experiment. (In the preceding ALPHA 94, Balipap argued in a sim-
ilar vein.)*

Two more examples, drawn from the Fondation pour le progres de I’homme
during a seminar on exclusion, confirm this different view of the crises in East
and West:

[In Czechoslovakia} until 1989 it was forbidden to be unemployed. But at a time of finan-

cial hardship and absolute political oppression, it has to be realized that society was quite

homogeneous and marginalization almost non-existent thanks to the existence of numer-
ous sorts of cooperation, notably within families. When marginalization appeared, it
could not be regarded as a consequence of economic growth, which is more or less zero in

my country. Up till now, people had little, but that little was guaranteed for ever.
Nowadays, nothing is guaranteed any longer. (Jan Keller)

[In Hungary] in its own way, totalitarianism guaranteed cohesion, by implementing
very conservative policies based on exaggerated nationalism. Today, crime is rising, life
expectancy is declining in Eastern European countries, especially among men, the birth
rate is low and the death rate high: all these problems are directly linked to the collapse of
social ties and traditional values. (Janos Ladanyi)"

It is to be expected that questions of education will be treated very differ-
ently in post-totalitarian countries, at least basic education, which is all too
often associated in the West with social movements such as the fight against
illiteracy, and with social policies to deal with unemployment and get peo-
ple into work.

KEY TOPICS

On what topics is there agreement between the authors, irrespective of
their geographical location and organizational position?

The major topic is probably that of the community. Although this has sev-
eral different meanings, according to who is writing and how it is used, there
is common ground which is both utopian and traditional. And between these
is the mythic: the disarray of modernity and present-day breakdown.

The community is seen as the antidote to the central, collectivist or bureau-
cratic state, which may be parasitical or impotent. The state only offers a
limited field in which it is possible to function democratically and to exer-
cise citizenship on a human scale. The community possesses a cultural depth,
typified by history lived on known ground, and by a common memory and
a sense of belonging, of identity. It is also, in a more “virtual” sense, a dense
network of communications and exchanges, not organized from a centre but
built up of interindividual, intercultural and voluntary projects which share
a set of ethical rules, or a similar opposition to the predominant codes of
interaction.
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The community is also an organic social formation which harks back to
the clan, to ritualized relationships and links of obligatory solidarity; or it may
be a contractual formation, having artificial organizations and being made
up of groups with explicitly common interests and goals. It relates either to a
non-monetary and multi-faceted type of traditional economy, or to a proposed
economy of the “third type” which strictly obeys neither the laws of the mar-
ket nor the model of socialist planning, nor the “DIY” (do-it-yourself) informal
economy, but becomes established in the interstices between all of those and
thereby creates value, which it redistributes more fairly. Some authors refer
to an economic model dubbed CED or “Community Economic
Development”.

Cutting across the theme of the community and that of work, there appears
in almost every author’s text an ethical slant which could be called humanism,
if that term is not too hackneyed. The pragmatic moral standpoint adopted
in the economic initiatives and the action research is expressed by such terms
as “quality of life”, the value of utility, autonomy between individuals and sol-
idarity or cooperation, embedding action in either traditional or present-day
culture, horizontal communication and democratic interchange, individual
dignity, etc. Virtues of citizenship are given as the basis of a moral code for a
future community life, and an ethical social contract as an alternative to the
erosion of spirituality and morals — denounced with one voice — that is to
be found among both former and present regimes, which are dominated by
the politics of planetary economic destruction and near criminality.

Is this predominance of social ethics simply a feature of the universalist ten-
dency of reform-minded educationist? Or, on a wider scale, is it that of a
cross-cultural postmodernism based on communications and no longer on
confrontation (the class struggle, relationships of strength, the dominant and
the dominated), which is libertarian in its deconstructed disorder, and in
which is seen a “natural” modus vivendi — a “real life” — while former orders
arise once more in disturbing forms?

The two interpretations are complementary and not exclusive, as Stanislav
Hubik would say, and the mixture of the two gives rise to a third: what we call
basic education could well be a mixture of action research, urban movements,
new, sensitive and more spontaneous relationships instead of hierarchies,
technical and technocratic colonization and new religions.

In the conclusion to the report of the seminars, David Greig quotes a text by
Gustavo Esteva which transposes the part utopian, part realist imagery of
our discussions on the topics raised to a district of Mexico City (Tepito):

Tepito has been transformed into an economic success. But the soul and substance of the

community is not in sales and profits, it is a weave of social relations — a way of living, a

way of being, of talking, of dancing, of loving and dreaming. The economy is constantly

subordinated to the cultural currents of the barrio and strictly limited to the areas and con-
ditions where it has a proscribed function... It would be criminal to fall into the trap of

idealizing the conditions these communities suffer, exposed as they are to economic
exploitation, cultural aggression, social discrimination, and political subordination... But
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the sociocultural substance that Tepito symbolizes and illustrates...form of direct
community governance [and] its convivial lifestyle also defines a moral and political
substance that...gives room to alternative ways of urban existence that deserve serious
consideration.*?

Another topic on which most authors concur is the global approach to
problems and action, a methodological preference already indicated when-
ever transdisciplinarity is mentioned. Besides being a style of research, it is
a shared view of the world that aims to cross borders and divisions in order
to reunite, to make links, and to work on relationships and communications
rather than on separate precepts: intercommunication instead of isolated lit-
eracy teaching.

Such a view applies as much to income-generating as to educational activ-
ities, being based on a general economy of social transactions known to
anthropologists under the name of “total social phenomenon” (M. Mauss).
The very notion of work (to which we add the attribute “cooperative” when
referring to our own), is understood as a vital activity in the biological sense,
an original condition of monetary exchange, an archetype of the creation of
value and its re-creation in a threatening environment. The work done by
mothers, recalled by Mechthild Hart, notes that once the violent sexual union
is accomplished and separation follows, it may embrace the desire for conti-
nuity in the face of the forces of destruction. '

The global approach can still be seen in the following extract from our
seminar discussions: “In the dominant structure of work, life and work are
seen as separate. Dignity and cultural identity result when work and life are
combined.” The concept of a DIY economy which enabled us to distinguish
scientific method and canonical knowledge from muddling through and
popular knowledge, and school education from vernacular education, arises
out of an unsegmented approach that sees possible relationships between
disparate elements, and impromptu associations favouring creativity rather
than reproduction. A final example is the global vision of Attila Bécs, who
considers all age groups and the entire community in his attempt to link cul-
tural history to the difficult conditions of survival which undermine it.

Instead of pretending that all the authors reached agreement also on the
proposed direction for basic education, which appeared to be achieved at
the outset of the research, we shall have to examine the texts. In this case,
the different contexts and institutions to which the authors belong may be the
reason why there is a wide spectrum of direction and action.

BASIC EDUCATION

“Go where the people are”, Alberto Melo said, perhaps as the final stage
for researchers who know where they do not want to go, but not yet where
they are going. (The first stage might be experimentation; the second, decon-
struction and criticism, with all the arrogance and isolation of science; and the
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third a clean break and a new, more human, encounter with...people.) It is a
long road. I cannot resist seeing what Michel Serres has to say:
The weak and the simple, the poor and the illiterate, the whole gentle crowd who are so
despised by the learned, regarded by them as nothing but the object of their studies, those
who are excluded from canonical knowledge, often focused on black holes, doubtless

because they are not blinded or overwhelmed by them, or maybe because they are
intrigued by them in the way that the sun delights philosophers.'

An encounter with the weak and simple — for such a meeting to become
feasible, we need subjectively to remove the distance between us and objec-
tively to recognize ourselves as illiterate, “focused on black holes”. A journey
into oneself, into one’s own history, is a precondition for recognizing what we
have in common and what we could do together. The book is not closed in
advance.

That is the intersubjective sense of the “basic” in what we mean by basic
education, a common ground of what we have called horizontal exchanges.
It implies a mental transformation, a search for value where there is supposed
to be none, and an approach quite opposite to that of educators who,
impelled either by the system or their own convictions, reinforce the distance
between themselves and their public by confirming right at the beginning the
verdict of their “clients’”” incompetence. This “basis” obviously is real; it has
its own history, which has been distorted and discarded. Those who chroni-
cle the business world describe the surplus work force which is to be
eliminated from successful companies as facing “extinction”. Together with
that superfluous “human capital” goes their capital of knowledge and disre-
garded know-how, which is also to be eliminated. That is what the experts
usually mean by “illiteracy”: de-activated actors, whose knowledge and
experience are declared to be obsolete.

The cultural capital which is devalued in the current skills market is the
inheritance of basic education: the skills proper to a group in its own context
of life and work, which individuals transmit by private means and improve
or impoverish when the context changes. They do so through the ordinary,
misunderstood practices of transmitting knowledge, the division of work
between the experienced and the novice or between men and women,
through learning situations, the tools used with a greater or lesser degree of
ritual, and through pragmatic solutions to problems which make consider-
able allowance for imagination and creativity, and hence often break the
rules.

In the complex, intercultural and shifting reality that is characteristic of the
postmodern, basic education becomes more of a mixture of what is inher-
ited and what is newly constructed, with greater fluidity and variety than it
used to have, a cross between ready-made goods, ephemeral messages from
the media and traditional formulae: it is a “patchwork”. Moreover, it is not
uncommon for education to be corrupted, with fractured memory, associa-
tions, sense and solidity, as many reports have testified. This cannot be
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ignored, but neither should it be assumed to be universal (see the description
of the Tepito area).

In the implementation of local income-generating projects, such ordinary
skills and the relationships that they can create are of key importance - that
was our strong assumption. “Poverty”, Enrique Pieck writes, “generates its
own conditions for survival”, meaning principally that all resources are mobi-
lized and play a part, especially those thought to be lacking (ingenuity, useful
knowledge, etc.). Sheryl Gowen shows convincingly that everyday know-how
could, successfully and far less stressfully, rival the post-industrial organiza-
tion of work that aims at total quality by shedding workers. For his part,
Stanislav Hublk demonstrates that popular recipes can be put to work with
ingenuity by a national mass communications company, thereby creating
exponential numbers of services, goods, jobs and relationships.

DISTORTIONS

The opposite of DIY (do-it-yourself) patchworks is exogenous, institu-
tional basic education, which is centrally defined (by the state, universities
and schools) and imposed on the “periphery” by education and training
agencies aiming at entry into employment, or in fact at standardization. In
normal times, the two types of education can coexist without being mutu-
ally exclusive, can even intermingle and borrow each other’s methods. This
can jeopardize the pre-eminence of legitimate knowledge, as Roger Sue
remarks:

Learned knowledge then frequently runs up against the composite knowledge of the

public. Ordinary, everyday knowledge. ... Education gradually shifts from merely democ-

ratizing knowledge to constructing ‘democratic knowledge’ that is more closely linked

to what the actors have learnt and do. The nature of knowledge itself becomes a matter for

negotiation between the actors. This is doubtless a more efficient method of education

and access to real knowledge. It is an exciting task, but daunting to educators who have
thus lost their points of reference and their certainties.**

In our seminars, we spoke about the dichotomy and opposition between
the two types of knowledge — in fact, between social groups arranged by
occupation, and so-called informal or shapeless groupings. Legitimate
knowledge seeks to expunge vernacular practices, which cannot be accom-
modated in the spirit of the system; in traditional DIY and transmission there
is a mistrust of institutions.

Marginalized communities use of a traditional approach of bricolage/transmission _
which is not the same thing as official literacy or education — often results in alienation
from formal or official education systems. Indeed, again and again, researchers com-
mented not only on how a process of bricolage/transmission achieved positive results
in their projects but on how such a traditional and community-affirming approach was
tacitly or actively discouraged or suppressed by official literacy initiatives and policies.
It seems that despite the “success” of traditional and indigenous bricolage /transmission
approaches, there is a reluctance or even hostility to such an approach on the part of
official literacy providers. Where is this reluctance or hostility coming from?'
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The dichotomy becomes acute in crisis situations, when financial problems
and unemployment are likely to be blamed on illiteracy, at least in the West,
and the solution is likely to be seen in literacy and regulation basic education,
which becomes restricting, or simply compulsory, for the people termed
“beneficiaries”. When such programmes are implemented with the moral
conviction that typifies literacy campaigns, and when the atmosphere of cri-
sis is such that half the adult population are designated illiterate (see the
monograph by J. P. Hautecoeur), there is a danger of a mass offensive to
restore order, both in ideology and, of course, in certain strategic sectors
such as schools and subsidiary institutions and associations.

That leads, as has been seen, to a return to rigour in schools and in lan-
guage, selection and exclusion in the labour force, a reinforcement of law and
order in the face of criminality, marginality, indeed cultural differences, and
so on. In the ruling classes and the integrated middle classes, crisis and exclu-
sion are perceived above all as a dangerous threat to stability. People are
afraid. First of all, action is needed in the field of morals, of (hierarchical)
morality and imagery: less attention to real work than to the value of work.
Such offensives are distilled into education policy, with reform agencies set-
ting guidelines for institutions and the civil society and gradually replacing
the earlier so-called “passive” social programmes. These are said to have
encouraged dependence on public support, to have discouraged work,
impoverished the state and undermined morality.

In these routine present-day happenings can be seen an insidious form of
exclusion by consensus, resulting from the arrangements made for the social
treatment of unemployment and implemented by the professional staff
involved. It consists above all of persuading the “weak and simple” that
they are so through ignorance and that they can do nothing better than learn
the tune before joining in the song. Here is how Matéo Alaluf reports on
such a process of self-categorization within a broader strategy of rejection
and restoration of order:

In order to benefit from some schemes... individuals have to develop behaviour which
allows their situation to be recognized initially as one of unemployment, then as long-
term, and finally as low educational achievement. Similarly, the policies which are
implemented help to create groups which correspond to them. The state creates the
norms and criteria, and hence the self-categorizing behaviour by individuals who see
themselves, and gain recognition, as long-term unemployed.'®

We can face a problem with national programmes in our search for the evi-
dence and applications of vernacular basic education if our collaborators
come from such non-autonomous training agencies; if education defines its
own public for purposes of management and control, rather than going to
people on their own ground. “Learners” are likely to show the classic marks
of exclusion: illiteracy and low levels of education, lack of skills, and espe-
cially psychological blocks, inability to adapt to different situations, a
negative self-image, alcoholism, etc. These perceptions stress the individual,
as recruitment and classification would also have done. The observation
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environment is the course location and the group of students, not their places
of origin, their living and working environments, whether or not they were
illicit or not recognized as such.

The “learners” have little basic education, but long experience of difficulty,
failure, suffering and negativism. While andragogical theory confirms that
one should build on people’s learning and experience, theirs are so unstruc-
tured and they are so lacking in aptitude that some sort of work, group or
project therapy appears called for. The real actors are not reached, nor the
projects and initiatives which they are, it seems, capable of designing and
running.

In this discussion (which did not go far enough in our seminars), the posi-
tions typically adopted by the authors were of several kinds:

¢ Individuals and groups are encountered in the environments to which they belong,

and are relatively well integrated, despite what may be extremely violent conflicts;
working skills are seen as effective and solid, and using them as a base, it is possi-

ble to reinforce the ability to act, to consolidate the organization and transform their
lives, etc. (Gowen, Hart, Pieck, Carolino, Garcia and Fulkova).

* In Romania and Hungary, traditions have been abolished from history and vernac-
ular knowledge from memory. Individuals and groups are deprived and
impoverished, but the renewal of history has created the potential to act, to choose,
to start businesses and to sort through the ruins (Semenescu, Bécs, Balipap, Kov-cs
and Makolt).

*  Some authors are far removed from local action or so taken up with theory and
methodology that they forget the actors and the everyday scene (Hautecoeur,
Rogojinaru, Hubik, even Stummer, Smyers-Wildemeersch and Ahern, who is closer
to the ground).

¢ Others, closer to action and work training, in daily contact with learners, students
and student workers, focus on the shortages, the difficulties and stigmas (Desbrisay,
Fontan and Shragge, Chourin). However, Wendy Desbrisay lets some actors speak
quite fully, and they only partly confirm the picture of neglect which would have
been the reason for their being selected.

This problematic aspect of basic education has only concerned what we
have termed the cultural heritage, the existing cultural capital, and the skills
and experience acquired. We now have to ask what capital, what added
value, what new forms of education and training have been added during the
experiment and may prove decisive for the results of the activities and the
lives of the individuals and communities involved.

INTERCULTURAL ISSUES

What gaps in vernacular education lead to inadequate performance in
the income-generating initiatives, or even to inability to join an enterprise?
These gaps are observed by the researchers and other outsiders, and are not
expressed according to the way in which the “actors” perceive them. They are
remedied in accordance with the aims and models of the intermediate asso-
ciations, and not always in ways which the actors might have intended (the
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actors not in fact really “acting” if they are only students). But it seems that
the actors do not always have the desire, the ability or the support to be
expected from family and friends to change the circumstances in which they
have to act, which may remain obscure.

The upshot, as we have seen, is conflict, dependency, failure, drop-out,
many short-term and tiny experiments, but also some more solid activities
and joint action by the actors and the outside professionals to change mod-
els and practices, the local environment and conditions through strengthened
communication, etc.

These major intercultural issues, concerning the conditions under which
grass-roots and intermediate organizations can cooperate, will remain unre-
solved as a result of our research. The authors give answers which differ
greatly according to their points of view, ideologies and utopian visions, the
environments in which they work, their institutional allegiances and, above
all, the “reasons” for their work. These fall schematically into three types:

1. Pragmatic: close to popular cultures, local and regional traditions, to the “everyday
world” of urban areas and villages such as Tepito, to poverty certainly, but also to
the subtetfuges used by the poor to get by, and to a harmonious coexistence which
other, artificial communities cannot recreate. Work, whether “small jobs”, clandes-
tine work, second-hand dealing or contraband, or simply services, has no separate
category, status or particular moral value, nor yet an “educational objective”. It is
rather a series of laborious activities intermingled with play, sorrow and pleasure,
thieving and giving, profit and loss, learning, of course, and skilled work. This small
world has its own teachers and trainers who can protect livelihoods, and even attain
“total quality” and excellence! Why do outside educators become involved? To
unlearn and make new links: an experimental “job” of communication or civic engi-
neering.

2. Normative: I shall be briefer, as many clues have already been given. This relates to
the usual round of institutionalized training, which can only lead to schooling, to
recognized skills, and thence to work in the primary labour market: at worst to
“social and occupational reintegration”, that is, to conventional admission to train-
ing and recognition of incompetence. These are the good reasons given by managers
and executives, and are merely rationalizations. Most reports throw doubt on
whether such schemes relate to reality, even if certain authors still give them some
credence. They can give “participants” a sense of belonging, and that is one of the
main aims of such provision.

3. Alternative: it has been observed that the market now excludes numerous strata of
workers and would-be entrants, and that it only works for a minority, contrary to the
neoliberal creed which has already been termed the “single way of thinking”. There
have also been many experiments with unconventional economics, which have cre-
ated jobs, value, goods and useful services and some monetary added value, but
which above all recreate relationships on a human scale and the preconditions for
reproducing the primary resources, both natural and spiritual, that are indispens-
able for life.

This is the bare minimum. Under a more generous economic system, that
which preceded neocapitalist destruction and still hovers on the edge of it,
there would also be an “element of devilry”, the creation of excess energy
which is the source of sumptuary expenditure and pleasure.

Present-day society, Georges Bataille wrote 50 years ago, is a vast fraud, in which this
truth of riches turns deceitfully to misery. The luxury and the deep “potlatch” of our
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times both amount to wretchedness, which matches the wretchedness that is spreading
scornfully over the earth. Genuine luxury means complete scorn for riches, the sombre
indifference of those who refuse work and lead lives that are both splendid but quite
ruinous, and a silent reproach to the laborious lie of riches."”

This element of devilry can still be found in older communities in which
the arts, festivals and sacred images consumed more energy than was pro-
duced by subsistence economies. In some present-day cultural research there
is a major movement in favour of such creative sources, which are rapidly
being dried up by mass tourism (through the arts, new participatory ethnog-
raphy, etc.). In most of the alternative economies that we have encountered,
in the attempted reforms and the toying with utopia, this element is miss-
ing. It may be on account of excessive concern with morality, or it may be
merely obliterated by the dreadful spectacle of neocapitalist consumer ethics,
or yet again be destroyed by the obsession with technology, methods, proce-
dures and structures. Other causes are possible. It is a significant topic which
is left quite unexplored in our research.

In ALPHA 96, the ongoing alternative activities are based on either the
community economy model (in English, and with a strong emphasis on
independence) or the social economy and solidarity (in French, and with a
strong emphasis on the state), or possibly on a mixed economy, “a hybrid mix
between a non-monetary economy and the market and non-market
economies”.'®

Although there is a danger of alienation, and even misunderstanding,
between the “advisers” and the participants in these enterprises, this is not
due to the effects of exclusion, but to the difficulties of experimental testing,
for which some people are relatively well-prepared and ready, while others
are less well-prepared and hence remain sceptical and cautious. I recall the
remark of the Hungarian team about such pragmatism: “the people of
Jaszszentlaszl6 found it easier to reject the establishment of model farms at
the suggestion of outside experts than the implementation of their own
ideas”.

EDUCATION AND TRAINING

The gaps observed during our work in vernacular basic education and in
deprived individuals can be summed up in the following points:

*  common psychological problems (a poor self-image, lack of confidence, loss of will,
stress) and interpersonal problems (team work);

*  obvious shortfalls in vocational and technical skills due to lack of experience and
information, and to want of educational and training opportunities, especially in the
fields of organization and management;

¢ some difficulty in communicating using multiple transcultural codes in certain sit-
uations of formal, hierarchical, written communication;

*  areturn to subordination and obedience instead of initiative and leadership, refusal
to take initiatives and responsibilities in situations demanding individual or shared
decision-making;
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s  difficulties in thinking and acting cooperatively and as a community, which are
regarded as a lack of democratic culture;

*  aconsciousness marked by myth and mysticism, with no ability to distance oneself
through critical analysis and no vision of structural relationships and the potential
for change;

¢ impoverished human and capital resources, information and relationships, due to
isolation;

¢ low levels of school education, absence of recognized qualifications, relegation to
low status, no social or even civil integration, and marks of disassociation such as
tattoos and other signs of a “visible minority”; and

¢ an unstable environment which is destructive rather than supportive.

Educational organizations attempt to improve what they judge to be inad-
equate performance, and to remedy the gaps in resources by a variety of
measures called by several authors “new basic education”, but also by coun-
selling, advice, help, support, community development, popular education,
the provision of real work in enterprises, etc. To this end, they try essentially:

s to strengthen self-esteem, a “key skill” in the view of Wonen en Werken, and to
improve the quality of interpersonal relationships in the group projects;

¢ toimprove occupational performance by providing working situations and training
services;

¢ to stimulate communications with the world outside, to introduce people to new
communication techniques and jargon, and to clarify the codes and procedures of
contemporary communication;

*  to accept management responsibilities, to take part in business meetings, to take
decisions and manage a worksite team;

s to establish active relationships with the local area and community, to receive and
provide services, especially for mothers and children, and to take part in events
that strengthen solidarity such as strikes, meetings and festivals;

. to let people analyze and evaluate, individually or collectively, their own actions,
family situations, outside information and memories, particularly through the use of
discussion groups, enquiry, action research, and protest;

s to facilitate the local economy, investment and access to grants, to create organi-
zational infrastructures, resource centres, databases and links between people and
the mass media;

¢  tointervene in ensuring that people’s status and rights are recognized, and to
make long-term investments in schooling, vocational qualifications and career plan-
ning so that policies and programmes can be changed;

¢ to improve and change difficult and intolerable environmental conditions and
ways of life, to help people to discover their forgotten or unknown heritage, to
revive certain traditions, to open links with community networks, etc.

If one had to summarize some of the principles of the andragogical
approaches recommended by the authors, the following might result:

1. Toseek to discover how individuals and groups work in their own contexts and cul-
tural categories: their basic education, their own evaluations and ways of
transmitting knowledge. That means: being available, unlearning, meeting and mix-
ing with the available resources, and pooling projects, skills and goals, while
keeping to one’s own overall purpose — a large measure of freedom.
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To seek to discover how individuals and groups work in their own contexts and cul-
tural categories: their basic education, their own evaluations and ways of
transmitting knowledge. That means: being available, unlearning, meeting and mix-
ing with the available resources, and pooling projects, skills and goals, while
keeping to one’s own overall purpose — a large measure of freedom.

To proceed primarily through action, actual projects based on participants’ desires,
needs, solidarity, skills and beliefs. To undertake real work leading to real, living
results. To go directly to what is urgent.

To “learn the hard way”, as it is called in ALSO WORKS, from mistakes, from expe-
rience and one’s peers, and to respond to the need to observe, understand,
communicate, try out, rectify and decide; to use a situational methodology of self-
learning in interaction, interlearning or “mutual self-learning”.

Such Spartan strength is not given to all, not available everywhere, and not easily
mobilized. Internal strength - attentiveness, confidence and will - can be reinforced
by an environment which encourages potential, by being present, by helping one
another, and by regularity. This vital principle runs through all the others.

In the present deep crisis in our history, it is of decisive importance for the success of
local enterprises to build networks of community solidarity, and links between these
networks. Community organization is learnt through participating in organizations,
through providing services and exchanging them between organizations.

However, a culture of democracy is also acquired by other ways of perceiving and
thinking than current practice: by critical teaching or a deconstructivist method
that aims to identify objectively the systemic obstacles to communication (sex, class,
age, race) and the relationships of power that underlie what is happening, and to
analyze the changes that come about through cooperative and community experi-
ments.

Education and training are not only a process that is endogenous to an individual,
a group or a community; they also presuppose openness to outside contacts: a global
communications strategy, without which local experience can remain isolated and
futile. “Global” means that it can be understood by the main actors in the partner-
ship, but also that it embraces different orders of technology and policy, and both the
short and the long term, including memories of the past.

From this point of view of transdisciplinary action, a fetishist role of “trainer” is
incompatible with the expected versatility of the actors and the outside workers
involved. In the functional division of labour, there may be complex permutations
between persons, roles and functions, between action, research, education, train-
ing, execution, decision-making, etc. Since the aims of any activity are complex,
experimental and manifold, there can be no single, universal arrangement.

The conclusions to be drawn from these principles must remain problematic and
uncertain. There is a tension and an imbalance, as has been indicated by several
authors who have chosen the alternative rather than the norm, the vague and
peripheral rather than the black hole at the centre, and democratic exchange, nego-
tiation and ad hoc agreements rather than the laws of the market or the courts. It is
surely those designated in any given contract who own the project, the meaning
of the activity, and the definition of its aims. That, I believe, is what is meant by
self-reliance.
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RESULTS

In broader terms, what are the results of these activities that share in com-
bating poverty and social exclusion?

In economic terms, if these initiatives are evaluated by market criteria,
the results are patchy: few jobs created, uncompetitive products and services,
questionable productivity, considerable losses, infrequent durability, still
unstable working conditions, and in some cases little difference from moon-
lighting. Nonetheless, some enterprises with a firm organizational base do
show remarkable results, in productivity, number of jobs created, quality and
strength of training for a parallel service sector. In Central and Eastern
Europe, a number of activities are creating a new competitive market sector
for their products, with a potential for commercial expansion.

In terms of the fight against long-term unemployment, of real employa-
bility and entry into the primary labour market, it has to be admitted that
no progress has been made. Worse, the chance of escaping is in most cases
reduced. Even when there have been long-term aims of a return to education,
of vocational qualifications and “career planning”, people finish up without
ajob, in debt and with a temporary job that does not even take them off social
security (Patricia Ahern). At the Chic Resto-pop and the Arche en Ciel, which
can in many ways be seen as success stories, people are disillusioned.

Unless there is a real chance of recognition of genuine worker status for the employees

of such organizations, and an opening-up of the labour market to accept and keep peo-

ple who are trying to integrate in ‘decent jobs’, there is a risk that the compromise that has

been historically achieved with organizations... will break down, giving way to more

alternative forms of integration that are more out of touch with the dominant economy
and polity. (Jean-Marc Fontan and Eric Shragge)

Eight years on, we face the problem of becoming an organization whose voluntary nature

does not guarantee paid employees a permanent job or the same development possibili-

ties as the public service sector, despite the applicability of a collective agreement in Arche

en Ciel that protects the rights of home helps. (Jean Stummer)

However, if these activities are considered in the light of their own objec-
tives — surviving, working differently, raising the quality of life — then there
are many encouraging results. Most people have gained in dignity, even if
many of them still depend on social security and training and employment
agencies. Many women have broadened their horizons, widening the circle of
their contacts while avoiding losing their local roots. Child-minding and edu-
cational services for children, as well as modified working hours, will from
now on be regarded as normal working conditions.

Participation is almost everywhere improved, strengthening both the indi-
vidual and the group ethos of self-determination and solidarity. Productive
work is in every case accompanied by qualitative work— research, educa-
tion, training and interpersonal communication — which creates added
spiritual and cultural value that is highly regarded, useful and transferable.
Domestic and craft traditions have been reintroduced into everyday life, with
a new potential for additional income, local work, social recognition, etc.
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In the short and medium term, on a small scale and the personal level, in
those projects which require few new skills and have modest ambitions, there
are visible and lasting changes, and satisfaction is expressed. Where the aims
are more remote from participants’ customary life style, “years of work were
not sufficient” (Wendy Desbrisay). The “spontaneous comments” of partners
reported by Jorge Garcfa Orgales carry a similar message, as do the
conclusions of Attila Bocs and Adela Rogojinaru.

It is obvious that alternative networks and fields of work are growing up,
less dependent on the free market and on state programmes, in a quest for
durable solutions to the crises of work, of the welfare state and of neocapi-
talist destruction. The aim of such organizations is not to offer a faint hope
of finding a job and becoming integrated (“vocationalized learning”), but
rather to open up areas of useful work where neither the market nor public
services operate (personal care services, restoration of the cultural heritage,
environmental management and maintenance, sorting of waste, cooperative
building, etc.); to gain entry into the open market and reduce the clandes-
tine labour market through a community economy in which cultural links set
the limits of free exchange and regularize employment; and to create new
local and regional solidarity by widening collective participation (voluntary
work, information agencies and festivals) in order to coordinate local devel-
opment and make use of all resources.”

Many organizations in the civil society, and occupational organizations,
are working to this end, frequently in a state of tension, as we have noted.
While the institutional environment is not propitious for the widening of
such activities beyond the level of experiments, and conventional politics
are largely opposed to them, contacts are being made with the aims of chang-
ing public programmes and opening them more directly to citizens’
organizations, and of gaining recognition for the public utility of many of
these spontaneous initiatives, which are in turn becoming increasingly struc-
tured and are acquiring legitimacy.

This sector of work, which has developed both within public programmes
and outside them, is looking for a stable, independent place somewhere
between the public sector and the deregulated market, and for state support
— for the promotional allocation of which no proper model has been found,
nor usually the political rationale. The next ALPHA project will set out to
examine the links between local basic education activities and the institu-
tional environments that affect how they develop.
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CONCLUSION

Jean-Paul Hautecoeur

Most of the authors met at a final seminar in spring 1995 in Slovakia, to
sum up collectively the cooperative research that we had done at a distance.
In conclusion, I shall attempt to give a faithful summary of that meeting.

Basic education and work must be understood and implemented in accor-
dance with the cultures and living conditions of the persons concerned. Their
aim is to improve the quality of life.

Grass-roots and intermediate organizations which run independent eco-
nomic, social and cultural projects are often in competition, divided and
isolated, or they are dependent on government structures. It is therefore neces-
sary to bring these organizations together in a fraternal organizational network
that goes further than organic grouping. Priorities for development are:

s creation of a network structure for these organizations,

¢ development of a theoretical basis for practice, and of common strategies for pro-
viding information, claiming rights and planning activities, and

*  coordinated representation, participation and negotiation in relations with govern-

mental organizations and NGOs.

Financial support from the state is indispensable at the initial stage and in the
subsequent stages of developing alternative enterprises. It is legitimate because
such enterprises provide public services which are not (or are only partly) the
responsibility of public agencies, because they have an experiment al function,
and because they create jobs which are not, or are only partly, self-financing.
New regulations governing these sectors of activity are called for to guarantee
them a legal existence, a sufficient degree of autonomy outside the market econ-
omy, a margin of possible freedom of movement outside segmented
institutional sectors, and a safety net for people on temporary contracts.

At the local level, it is recommended that the authorities and intermedi-
ate bodies should be made more aware of, and better informed about
collective enterprises doing useful public work, and should become more
involved in their activities.
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As regards cultural projects to revive traditional occupations and to
increase appreciation of the historical heritage, specific support from public
authorities is recommended for non-competitive and non-profit making
enterprises.

It is suggested that plain language should be used in communications
between public bodies and experts, on the one hand, and grass-roots organi-
zations on the other.

In order to improve participatory action research, local partners expect
researchers to be better acquainted with the issues of community develop-
ment and parallel economies, to be able to suggest how the various parties
can participate, and to propose specific contracts.

The following research topics are suggested:

* the formalization of vernacular basic education, the transmission of knowledge on
a larger scale, and its transferability,

e the systematization of the methods of local and community development, based on
local organizations” own knowledge and strategies,

. communication and dissemination of such information in networks, and

*  methods of evaluating projects.
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