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ABSTRACT

The task of this thesis is to dispute conceptually and empirically the often-made
division between economy and culture. This view attributes an instrumental logic to econ-
omy, and a non-instrumental logic to culture. It is then supposed that such logics remain
separate and distinct. Drawing from an alternative cultural approach, I argue that this dis-
tinction is erroneous because it assumes that the economic action is characterized by a
unique logic of action, economic rationality. This narrow and highly controversial view of
e<':onomic arena is then used to establish an analytiéal boundary between economy and cul-

ture.

To empirically challenge such a thesis, I look at a group of Argentinean firms join-
ing a project entitled ‘Economy of communion’, launched in 1991 by the Focolare Move-
ment. First, I examine the social practices of this movement throughout its history. I suggest
that the Focolare Movement became a social movement when it started challenging the sep-
aration between secular and spiritual practices, and the hegemony of rationality embodied
by the ‘homo-economicus’ in the economic sphere. Second, I consider the relation between
the project and culture by examining how and why entrepreneurs have re-defined the cul-
ture of giving in the process of running their firms. Finally, I suggest that firms joining the
economy of communion testify to another logic of action in the economic domain besides
instrumental rationality. I argue that many of the entrepreneurs’ actions are neither defined
nor exclusively determined by the accomplishment of economic results. Furthermore,
entrepieneurs illustrate how cultural aspects, particularly spiritual beliefs, shape the under-

standing of the firm, as well as its economic strategies.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Ten years ago, Chiara Lubich- the founder and current president of the Focolare
Movement- launched a project entitled ‘Econorﬁy of Communion’ or ‘Economy of Shar-
ing’1 during her trip to Brazil. The Focolare Movement? is a Catholic lay movement which
started in Italy in1943. It is currently composed of approximately 110,000 members who
have a strong attachment to the movement. In addition, about 2 million people participate

in the movement in different ways, particularly in social activities carried out by FM.

The extreme social contrasts in Brazil, and the fact that many members of the move-
ment have difficulties covering their basic needs, are the strongest factors motivating the
EC. By and large, the project consists of setting up enterprises with profit objectives. How-
ever, the goal is to share these profits, which are divided into three parts: the first is uséd to
help those in need, particularly those members of the movement with economic problems;
the second is to develop the structures needed to spread the culture that gives life to the
project; and the third goes to the growth of each individual company (Aratjo, 1998). Cur-
rently, there are }60 enterprises adhering to the project in Latin America, its greatest diffu-

sion being found in Brazil and Argentina.

In July of 1999 I had the opportunity of participating in a meeting about the EC held

in Argentina, which was open to people interested in the project. On this occasion, I was

1. From now on EC.
2. From now on FM,



particularly moved by some of the stories shared by entrepreneurs joining the project.
These people spoke about how they had implemented the sharing of profits in their firms.
Nonetheless, they did not conceive sharing profits as the exclusive fcatl‘lre defining the EC.
They also mentioned aspects of the firms’ everyday lives, such as the relationships con-
structed with employees, supplier firms, clients, and rival firms. The culture of giving
seemed to shape and perméate all actions taken up by the firm. While listening‘tg some of
these entrepreneurs,I I realized that EC was more than the entrepreneurs’ decision to share

profits: these firms were actually demonstrating the existence of a relationship between the

culture of giving and the EC.

The entrepreneurs’ stories motivated my inquiry in that they gave me the idea that
the culture of giving not only shapes economic strategies of the firms, but also introduces
into the economic structure a different way of understanding action and practice. I was par-
ticularly curious about the entrepreneurs’ conception of the culture of giving within their
firms, as well as how cultufe influences economic processes taken up by firms. I was also
deeply interested in exploring the difficulties and challenges experienced by entrepreneurs

in introducing this culture within their firms.

Traditional tools within economic geography are inadequate for understanding these
issues because the discip'line presumes a distinction between culture and economy. My
questioﬁ therefore is: How suitable is it to establish a distinction between economy and cul-
ture based on the assumption that the former has an instrumental logic, and the later a non-
instrumental one? I argue that firms adhering to EC delineate another logic of action within
economics. By empirically identifying that logic, I suggest that the distinction between cul-

ture and economy is artificial.



The thesis is divided into seven chapters. Chapter 1 serves as the introductory chap-
ter by outlining the issues to be discussed in the thesis, previous research on the Economy
of Communion, and the methodology used in this research. »In chapter 2, I delineate the
main elements of the theoretical approach that is applied.in the thesis by contrasting two
theoretical frameworks: the orthodox vs. the cultural approach. I suggest that the cultural
approach challenges the traditional dualism between economic and non- economic actions
by pointing to the operation of other sort of rationalities in the economic arena. This theo-
retical debate is important to my thesis‘ because my empirical research follows one of the
ideas proposed by the cultural account: the existence of different rationalities within eco-
nomic domain, besides instrumental logic. This idea motivated me to think that the entre-
preneurs involved in the EC could be enacting a different logic of action from instrumental

rationality.

In chapter 3, I focus on the FM and its development in Argentina. Following Esco-
bar’s conceptualization of social movements, I argue that the FM became a social move-
ment only after it launched the EC. My research suggests that with this project the FM
redefined the boundaries between economy and culture by challenging the separation
between private and public domains of action, as well as the existence of a unique logic of
action in the economic arena. I combine the social movements approach with the theoretical
debate within economic geography because the former provides the framework to analyze
how the FM challenges dominant notions in orthodox economics. This chapter also records

how this originally Italian movement spread to Argentina and initiated EC.

In chapter 4, I introduce the entrepreneurs interviewed by outlining some common

characteristics of Argentinean firms joining the EC. I sort out the firms by taking into




account the period in which they started adhering to the EC. The chapter also outlines the

economic context in which the firms interviewed are embedded.

In chapter 5, I turn my attention to the firm and culture by exploring two questions:
How is the culture of giving defined by the FM, and by the entrepreneurs joining the
project? And how is it re-defined in the day-to-day practices required to run the firms? I
argue that despite employing similar terms to define the culture of giving, entrepreneurs
challenge and re-define the initial concept of the culture of giving. I attémpt to answer what

this re-definition suggests about their project and how it fits the cultural politics of the

movement.

In chapter 6 I look at how entrepreneurs define their logic of action and envisage it
in relation to other rationalities. Although the predominant approach in business appear to
follow homo-economicus, as theorized in orthodox economics, in real life, as in academia,
this versioh of reality is challenged by, amongst other things, alternative rationalities. I
argue that the entrepreneurs interviewed are performing and defining another sort of ratio-
nality: the rationality of communion. I suggest, thus, that the EC evinces the existence of
other sort of rationalities not considered by standard economic approaches. Finally, in
chapter 7, I indicate some of the shortcomings of my work, as well as some points that may

be ‘of interest for further research.

1.1 Literature review
The EC has been studied since 1993 with a growing interest in different fields that

include economics, philosophy, psychology, and education. The mainstream studies
emphasize on the religious foundations of the EC, and its construction of a new concept of

economy. Although the question of the relationship between culture and economy is at
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stake, empirical and theoretical research has remained sketchy. In this section, I will
address particularly those studies that raise the question of the relation between economy

and culture, by looking directly at the enterprises adhering to EC.

Research by Gullo Colozzi (1997), Fregni (1997), Paolo (1998), and Gimenez
Recepcion (1998) explore the relationship between economy and culture by assuming from
the outset that it is possible to identify the culture of a company. Gullo Colozzi (1997) and
Paolo (1997) define the firm’s culture as all dimensions constructed on personal and col-
lective values, as well as the norms of behavior within the firm. Fregni (1997) and Gullo
Colozzi (1997) suggest that the success of a firm depends on its culture. Yet, neither Fregni
nor Gullo Colozzi explore which aspects of the culture of giving provide a ‘strong cultural

identity’, and which therefore determine the success of the firms adhering to EC.

The studies reviewed mainly analyze the firm’s culture through models of organiza-
tion of the firm. The culture of giving is conceived as the culture of the firms adhering to
the EC (Fregni: 1997; Gimenez Recepcion: 1998). Gullo Colozzi (1997) suggests that join-
ing the EC had positive effects on the firm, identified by employees’ deeper attachment to
the firm, and an improvement in the firm’s internal relations. A similar idea has been raised
by Fregni (1997), and Paolo (1998), both of whom applied the same semi-structured inter-

views with entrepreneurs joining the project mainly in Italy.

Gimenez Recepcion (1998) analyzes three firms adhering to the EC in the Philip-
pines, and suggests that the EC challenges the assumption that economy is isolated from
other dimensions of social life. Although the relationship between culture and economy is
not fully explored, Gimenez Recepcion suggests that Christian values are changing eco-

nomic practices within the firm. Furthermore, he argues that profitability and efficiency are



maximized when motivated by Christian values. Therefore, Gimenez Recepcion stresses
how important it is for firms that their employees share the ‘culture of giving’. However,
some interesting issues related to the shaping in the culture of giving remain excluded from
-Gimenez Recepcion’s inquiry such as an analysis of how employees are shaped by this cul-
ture, and the processes of negotiation between co-exi‘sting) cultures within the firm. The cul-
ture of giving is simply taken as a given within the firm by these researchers. To my
knowledge, there are no studies that explore how entrepreneurs understand the culture of
giving nor how they re-define it within the firm. It is to these two tasks that my thesis is

directed.

1.2 Methodology

In order to explore how the EC is practiced within firms and how it changed over
time, I interviewed the lead entrepreneurs of firms joining EC. I used in-depth interviews
as a technique to collect data. This technique has been recently used in contemporary eco-
nomic geography precisely to understand issues of culture within economy (Schoenberger:
1991,1997; McDowell: 1997).3 In-depth interviews are constructed around open-ended
questions without a standard format, and attempt to establish closeness between the
reseércher and the interviewee. Long and personal dialogue is constitutive of this qualita-
tive methodology. This approach distinguishes from previous research on the EC, which
has been limited to the application of éne model of semi-structured questionnaire to all the

firms under examination.

3. Schoenberger (1991) highlights that the employment of this technique was rare in economic geography.
However, this situation has changed as evinced by research undertaken in financial institutions based on the
application of in-depth interviews.




The advantagés and disadvantages of this methodology ﬁave been widely discussed
(Schoenberger, 1991, 1992; McDowell, 1992; Clark:1998). By and large, as Clark (1998)
highlights, in-depth interviews can be very useful to document and assess the process of
decision making in the firm, as well as provide the basis for understanding conceptual and
theoretical innovations. fn—depth interviews also reintroduce the diversity of local and his-
torical circumstances that have been left out by siatistical data, standardized questionnaires,

and the effort towards generalization in economic geography.

However, the application of in-depth interviews in economic geography has been
called into question because of difficulties in generalizing information, the subjectivity
imposed by close dialogue, and the reliance on the interviewees’ interpretation of the pro-
cesses (Clark, 1998). Some scholars, like Schoenberger (1992) propose to minimize these
problems with thé application of interviewing strategies, and by using the triangulation
technique. Other scholars argue that data obtained through in-depth interviews are not jus't

complementary to quantitative methodologies. In this sense, McDowell (1992) suggests
that close dialogue reveals underlying processes that are unapproachable through quantita-
tive methodologies. As a consequence, according to McDowell, it is impossible to check
the validity of this information by contrasting it with data obtained through numerical

means.

I interviewed ten entrepreneurs involved in the EC. Nine out of the ten interviews
were in-depth interviews. The main difficulty was the need to travel large distances because
firms are spread across the country. Considering this problem, one entrepreneur was inter-
viewed with a written questionnaire. As a way to avoid the rigidity of written question-

naires, I told this entrepreneur not to feel obliged to answer all the questions.




Interviews were scheduled with each of the entref)reneurs, and taped with their con-
sent. Except in the case of one firm, which was moving to a new office, éll the interviews
were carried out in the firm’s office. Both the place and the time at which interviews were
conducted led me appreciate part of the firm’s life. Despite being taken up in thé firms’
offices, interviews were not formal. All the entrepreneurs were engaged by the interview,
which were only interrupted in some cases by phone calls. Interviews were conducted with-
out limitations on their duration neither by entrepreneurs nor by me. They took between an

hour and two hours and a half.

Some entrepreneurs, who had been intervieWed by other researchers, indicated the
advantages of open-ended interviews as compared to written questionnairés. They men-
tioned not being afraid of answering in an inaccurate way, finding it easier to express them-
selves orally than in a written form, and establishing a personal contact with the
interviewer.* All interviews were initiated with a very general question about the history of
the firm. This was a useful way to initiate the interview because it let me see how the entre-

preneurs relate the firm’s life to the EC.

Personal histories of entrepreneurs were also sought, focusing on individuals’ career
paths, participation and attachment to the FM, and background in the business. Such infor-
mation also brought light to the motivations of entrepreneurs in joining the project. Pseud-

onyms are employed for both entrepreneurs and enterprises to preserve conﬁdentiality.5

4. Two entrepreneurs had been interviewed by other researchers who used written questionnaires. These
entrepreneurs told me that despite having looked at the questionnaire several times, they never found enough
time to answer all the questions.

5. However, some entrepreneurs expressed that they would like to be represented with their real names.
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Regarding the way of reading and textualizing the interviews, I decided to let
respondents speak through the transcription of fragments of their interviews. I see this strat-
egy as a way to avoid the appropriation of the interviewees’ knowledge. Nonetheless, I rec-
ognize that, as England (1994) points out, ‘giving voices’ to respondents implies a sort of
appropriation in the sense that the researcher is the one that decides whose voices to include

and leave out.

- In addition to the interviews, | examined the magazine of the movement ‘New City’,
published in several languages, and the magazine ‘Economy of communion. a new culture’,
published in Italian. Both magazines publish several articles focusing on EC, news about
the project, and stories of firms joining the EC in different countries. I also examined the
magazine ‘Apuntes’6, published in Argentina during the early 1990s for members of the
movement, which has information about the first Argentinean enterprises joining the

project. I also looked at documents written by the founder of the movement, Chiara Lubich.

I examined these magazines as an additional source of information to the interviews.
I aimed at contrasting and triangulating data obtained through magazines with information
obtained’through the interviews I conducted. However, 1 later realized that information
published in these magazines was either too general or also based on entrepreneurs’ stories.
As a consequence, my research lacks of triangulation and only offers entrepreneurs’ per-
spective of the EC. I recognize that the triangulation of entrepreneurs’ stories, and as a con-
sequence a more critical analysis could have been taken up by interviewing other agents
involved in the firm, such as employees, clients, and firms related to the enterprises inter-

viewed.

6. ‘Apuntes’ is the Spanish word meaning ‘notes’.




ECONOMY AND CULTURE

Economic geography has recently experienced a “cultural turn” as described by
Crang (1997), meaning that cultural aspects within economic geography have acquired an
increasing significance (Barnes,1995; Barnes,1998). The “cultural turn”, however, is not

found only in the discipline of economic geography. As David Chaney points out,

culture, and a number of related concepts, have become
simultaneously both the dominant topic and most productive
intellectual resource in ways that lead us to rewrite our
understanding of life in the modern world (quoted in: Crang,
1997: 3)

The rise of the cultural dimension within economic geography not only implies a
process of widening the research agenda, but also a process of calling into question the con-
ceptualization of culture and economy as two separate realms (Thrift, 2000). Culturally
minded economic geographers have argued for é rethinking of the distinction between eco-
nomic apd non-economic practices to redefine what counts as “the economic”. More gen-
erally, the cultural turn calls attention to the significance of the cultural in the understanding |

of economic processes.

By and large, there are two theoretical accounts that provide different frameworks
to analyze the economy: the orthodox approach, and a culturally oriented one. My usage of
* the concept ‘orthodox economics’, refers to classical economics (late 1770s), and its later

formalization, neo-classical economics (late1870s).” Overall, the orthodox approach

7. Though some scholars also used the term “mainstream” economics, I follow Martin and Sunley’s shgges-
tion to restrict its usage to neo-classical economics (2001).
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makes three main assumptions. The first assumption is that in a world of scarce means all
individuals seek fo make the best choice, defined as the maximization of an individuals’
ends. The second, is that the functioning of both society and the economy is the natural
result of the action of a large number of producers and consumers, all of them embodying
the logic of economic rationality; individually none have the power to influence markets
operation. Asa cénsequence, the third core assumption of orthodox economics is that there
is a tendency to achieve a state of equilibrium such that society is in the best possible posi-

tion it can attain.

In contrast, the cultural approach draws on economic sociology, institutional eco-
nomics and organizational sociology. In broad-brush terms, the cultural approach is defined
by the conceptualization of economic action as socially constructed and situated. Accord-
ingly, it considers a. broad spectrum of actors within the economic realm, beyond the indi-
vidual. In contrast to the orthodox approach, the cultural view identifies several types of
rationality, besides instrumental rationality, in the economic realm. Therefore, the cultural
view recognizes the diversity imposed by history and space, meaning with this that human
actions are grounded on the unique history and conditions of a particular place making sub-
stantial differences in the economic realm. The cultural view of the economy is concerned
with institutions (Hodgson, 1988), gender (McDowell, 1997), social networks (Grabher,
1993), culture (Schoenberger, 1997), and performance (McDowell, 1997;-O’Neil and
Gibson Graham, 1999). The argument is that each of these different aspects of culture bleed

into the economic realm, making the notion of a separate economy impossible to sustain.

This chapter is divided into three sections. In the first section, I contrast the orthodox

and cultural accounts along three dimensions: the conceptualization of the economic actor,

11




the logic of economic action, and the conceptualization of markets, as well as, the results
of the economic action. In the second section, I compare in a more explicit way how culture
is considered in both orthodox economics and ﬂle cultural approach. I demonstrate that
while orthodox economics leaves culture out of the economic an;llysis, the conceptualiza-
tion of both the economic actor and the economic action held by the cultural approach,
opens several entries to culture in the economic realm. The chapter concludes by Bringing
together these arguments to focus on the firm, which is the unit of analysis of this thesis. |
~ illustrate the three dimensions analyzed by cqmparing the orthodox conception of the firm

to the cultural one.

2.1 Two alternative approaches: orthodox economics
and the cultural approach

In this section, I contrast orthodox economics and the cultural approach. In Table 2-
1, I summarize the categories applied in order to contrast both approaches. It must be kept
in mind that both bodies of inquiry are much more complex than my brief ;:omparison
would suggest.® Even so, contrasting these approaches enables me to delineate the main

elements of the theoretical approach I want to pursue in this thesis.

8. In the case of orthodox economic view, although the core assumptions remain controlled, many condi-
tions have been criticized and changed. In this sense, Martin and Sunley (2001) remark that mainstream eco-
nomics is less static than generally represented. Yet, as Smelser and Swedberg (1994) point out, classical
and neoclassical economics have had a certain dominance within economics. Regarding the cultural view,
the complexity is marked by its diversity.
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Table 2-1. Alternative approaches to economic processes

Approaches Orthodox Economics Cultural view
Conceptualization of | -Atomized individual - Actor in relation
the economic actor -Group/community/institutions
‘ Embeddedness
Logic of Economic | -Rationality/ Maximization -Rationalities
Action -Instrumental rationality
Economic action as something given by | Economic action as social and
human nature socially situated
Markets and results | - Price-making - Markets as socially embedded.
of economic action | -Equilibrium " -Anti-equilibrium

Sources: (Smelser and Swedberg, 1994); (Hodgson, 1994); (Coleman, 1994);(Hollis and Nell, 1975);
(Hirsch et al. 1990), (Swedberg and Granovetter, 1992).

2.1.1 Conceptualization of the economic actor _
In orthodox economics the individual constitutes the unique and privileged unit of

analysis. Neo-classical economists argue that “all social events are fully explained by
reducing them to the beliefs and actions of individuals...” (Barnes, 2000: 501). As J. S. Mill |

states:

The laws of the phenomena of society are, and can be, noth-
ing but the laws of the actions and passions of human beings
united together in the social state. Men, however, in a state
of society are still men; their actions and passions are obedi-
ent to the laws of individual nature... Human beings in soci-
ety have no properties but those which are defined from, and
may be resolved into, the laws of the nature of the individual
man (quoted in: Hollis and Nell, 1975: 264).

This view more generally is known as methodological individualism, and is defined
by Hodgson as “a doctrine within which all explanations of social phenomena have to be
couched in terms of statements about individuals” (1988, 53). Methodological individual-
ism assumes that each entity possesses qualities regardless of its relations with other enti-

ties. For orthodox economics, individuals, defined by a unique set of preferences and
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desires, are viewed as the fundamental unit for analysis. Accordingly, orthodox economics
argues that social phenomena should be explained by reducing them to individuals and their
preferences and desires. As Britain’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher once said, “there

is no such thing as society, only individuals”.

Orthodox economics identifies two types of individuals, making up economic pro-
cesses: owners ot; firms that produce goods and offer services, and consumers endowed
with income and property. All economic processes are determined and explained By the
actions and.desires of both owners and consumers. It is in fhis sense that individual and pur-

L

poseful action constitutes the bedrock upon which their economic system is built.

Both consumers and owners are conceptualized as atomized individuals. They are

connected through the market mechanism of buying and selling. As Knight clearly puts it:

Every member of society is to act as an individual only, in
entire independence of all the other persons. To complete his
independence he must be free from social wants, prejudices,
preferences, or repulsions, or any values which are not com-
pletely manifested in market dealing. Exchange of finished
goods is the only form of relation between individuals, or at
least there is no other form which influences economic con-
duct (quoted in: Smelser and Swedeberg,1994: 6).

In contrast, the cultural approach recognizes a broad spectrum of actors operating
within the economic realm, such as individuals, groups, communities, and institutions. All
these units of analysis are conceptualized as socially constructed, meaning that they are nei-

ther abstracted from their social relations, nor from their own history and place.

The individual is also conceived as a socially constructed entity, implying that indi-
viduals are always connected to other agents, whether individuals, groups or institutions,

and to their social context. Furthermore, the decisions taken up by others influence individ-
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uals’ actions. Thus, the individual is viewed as an ‘actor-in-interaction’ or ‘actor-in-soci-
ety’ (Smelser and Swedberg, 1994), meaning that the actor “...always takes other people’s
behavior into account through socially constructed meanings” (Swedberg and Granovet-

ter,1992:8).

Let me just give a few examples within economic geography of the connections and
influences that exist among individuals, groups and institutions. The connections and rela-
tions that exist among firms can be recognized in inter-firm cooperation, strategic' alliances
in high technology, and biotechnology fields, as well as in processes of vertical integration
(Grabher, 1993). The importance of personal connections in the processes of selection and
promotion in labor markets shows that individuals are not isolated ent%ties. For example,
Granovetter (1992) demonstrates in his analysis of labor markets that labor mobility is
influenced by the personal contacts acquired before, and at various stages of their career.

In other words, the larger the reservoir of personal contacts, the more opportunities are

there to move through labor markets.

The cultural approach holds that economic action is socially embedded.9l According
to Granovetter (1985), the embeddedness of economic processes means that economic
behavior and institutions are constrained by ongoing social relations, and at the same time
they support economic actions. To put it more clearly, economic processes and outcomes
are influenced by agents’ relations and by the general network of relations (Grabher, 1993).

As a consequence, as Martin (2000) points out, the economy

9. It must be indicated that cultural approach has been criticized because of its conceptual imprecision, par-
ticularly shown with the term embeddedness, as Martin and Sunley (2001) point out in a short but rigorous
analysis. .
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...has to be understood as enmeshed in wider structures of

social, economic, and political rules, procedures and con-
ventions (Martin, 2000: 79).

From this conceptualization, it follows that abstracting economic processes from
social relations is a mistake. The embeddedness of the economy at the scale of the firm has
beeﬂ pinpointed in McDowell’s analysis of the recruitment and promotion practices of mer-
chant banks in London. In this research, McDowell (1997) brings to light how the increas-
ing importance of face-to-face interaction and comn;unicative skills in tﬁe construction of

a successful client and customer are predicated upon the domain of social, educational

background, and gender that inform the processes of recruitment and promotion.

Zukin and DiMaggio (1990) éuggest that the embeddedness of economic actions can
be analyzed as consisting of four types: cognitive, cultural, social and political embedded-
ness. Cognitive embeddedness refers to the limitations to economic rationality imposed by
uncertainty, complexity, and the costs of information. For example, despite the existence
of new information technoldgies, the scale of corporations’ action (national-international
scale) imposes difficulties and limitations on the agents who have to define strategies, the
ways in which they are implemented, and the control of the impler;lentation in all the sub-
sidiaries.

Cultural embeddedness pointé to how culture sets limits to economic rationality,
shapes economic strategies and goals, and at the same time constitutes market societies. For
example, Schoenberger (1997) analyzes, at the scale of the firm, corporate culture and how
it establishes a particular way of doing things and selecting strategies that mark out the suc-

cess of the firm. Following Schoenberger’s argument, corporate culture may constrain or

enable a successful performance of a firm. In this sense, Zukin and DiMaggio noted:
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....culture has a dual effect on economic institutions. On the
one hand, it constitutes the structures in which economic -
self-interest is played out; on the other, it constrains the free
play of market forces (Zukin and DiMaggio, 1990:17).

Political embeddedness alludes to the ways through which economic practices are
conditioned by the struggle for power. The economic growth of business groups in Argen-
tina in the 1980s constitutes an interesting example of how government policies, as well as
political relations, play a key role in the economic success of some firms.'® Azpiazu, Basu-
aldo and Khavisse (1989) show that the economic gromh of some local business groups
and multinational corporations during the 1980s was directly associated with their strategy
of diversification. The authors argue that the economic diversification taken up by business
groups and multinational corporations allowed them to take advantage of the different pol-
icies of the government. In this sense, both local business groups and multinational corpo-
rations reoriented their core economic activities from industry to agricultural and livestock
production, and oil exploitation only after the national government gave up the policy of
industrial protectionism. The same economic actors reoriented their core activities to finan-
cial services seizing the financial de-regulation implemented by the government. In other
words, economic diversification gave them the opportunity to reorient their central activity
according to tile profit margins that could be obtained with éach policy implemented by the
government. Obviously, political connections of both local business groups and multina-

tional corporations were a crucial factor in determining the successful reorientation of the

firms’ activities.

10. Granovetter (1994) defines a business group as “...a collection of firms bound together in some formal
and/or informal ways”, such as by personal or operational ties.
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Structural embeddedness emphasizes the interpersonal relationships as a compo-
nent, as well as, a context of economic processes, particularly informal relationships. This
dimension of the concept of embeddedness is well developed in research carried out on the
role of ethnic and immigrant networks and social bonds in the performance of ethnic busi-
ness, and on the role of informal relations in the labor market (Granovetter, 1992; McDow- .
ell, 1997). Ethnicity constitutes an example that enables the recognition of personal
relations in the economic realm. By connecting members of an ethnic group to one another,
ethnicity encourages trust. Therefore, ethnicity becomes a mechanism of economic solidar-
ity. It is sufficient to note how immigrant entrepreneurs not only specialize in economic
activities that tend to solve problems for immigrants caused by the strains of settlement and
assimilation, and mainly hire immigrants by drawing on family and ethnic connections

(Thrift and Olds, 1996; Waldinger, 1990).

In sum, the concept of social embeddedness emphasizes the relational dimension of
economic processes and the concept of the individual as an actor-in-interaction. Social rela-

tions are a necessary condition for economic processes.

2.1.2 The logic of Economic Action
At the deepest level, neo-classical economics is based upon the assumption of ratio-

nal choice, or, as it is known, “economic-man” or “homo-economicus”. Because individu-
als have unlimited desires, and the resources available to satisfy them are limited,
individuals must make choices. It is assumed that the “economic man” maximizes his ends

given his limited means.

Orthodox economics conceptualizes economic action as something given by human

nature. As Wolf and Resnick (1987:39) put it, for neo-classical economics “...innate human
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nature determines the economic outcomes”. It seems as if individuals are naturally called

upon to participate in economic processes whether as buyers or suppliers.

A number of assumptions about individuals’ nature characterizes the logic of eco-
nomic action in orthodox economics. The logic described is that of economic rationality.
Firstly, individuals’ actions are assumed to be motivated by getting the most for the least
(Barnes, 2000). Individuals are defined as maximizers: consumers purchase final goods
maximizing their utility, and firms purchase factors setting prices and quantities so as to

maximize their expected returns.

Secondly, neo-classical economics assumes that individuals are naturally egoistic in
the sense that firms and households choose the means that maximize self-interest. As rec-
ognized by Adam Smith, the first economist, individuals act in a self-oriented way in the

economic arena.

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer or
the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to
their own interest, we address ourselves not to their human-
ity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our neces-
sities but from their advantages (quoted in: Etzioni,1988:
28).

Thirdly, neo-classical economics assumes that individuals have limited means to
achieve the ends propose.d. This is a classic assumption, which asserts that means are
always scarce and limited. Finally, as Smelser and Swedberg (1994) note, individuals are
assumed to have a given and stable set of preferences, and information that make them able
to choose the best alternative line of action given the constraints imposed by limited means.

Therefore, individuals are shown as naturally able to make rational choices:

...human beings possess within their own given natures the
inherent rational and productive abilities to produce the max-
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imum wealth possible in a society (Wolff and Resnick, 1987:
39).

Thus, rationality is a central concept in the orthodox view, and considered an innate
condition of individuals. Rationality also homogenizes the diversity of social action, leav-
ing out particularities imposed by history, culture, and space. This point is stressed by

Wolff and Resnick,

Each and every human being, regardless of his or her cultural

setting, gender, race, class, or political position, is assumed

to conform to this neoclassical view of the rationality of
human beings. We all have one characteristic in common:

we are all rationally motivated, choice-making machines, no

matter what differences may separate us (Wolff and’
Resnick,1987: 51).

Only one kind of rationality is taken into account: the rationality conceptualized
within a means-ends framework, as the choice of the most efficient means for the achieve-
ment of given ends (Hargreaves Heap, 1989). Known as instrumental, formal or functional
rationality (Barnes, 1987), economic rationality is concerned only with the selection of the
means that ensure the fulfillment of individuals’ ends. This definition assumes a clear dis-
tinction between means and ends, which is not found in the real life. Let me give an exam-
ple raised by Hodgson (1988) showing how difficult it is to make this rigid distinction. In |
the capitalist economy, money constitutes an example of a means. Noﬁetheless, while
money’s value is defined by its quality as a means to obtain commodities, the acquisition

of money becomes an end in itself. As Simmel emphasizes,

The inner polarity of the essence of money lies in its being
the absolute means and thereby becoming psychologically
the absolute purpose for most people (quoted in: Hodgson,
1988: 94).
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Means and ends become, thus, indistinguishable. More generally, an instrumental
rationality leaves out of the economic account many social practices that are not encom-
passed by the means-ends scheme, yet they ha{/c economic impact. For example, the
means-ends scheme leaves out the attitude of consumers who decide to purchase a product,
despite its higher price, because it has been produced according to environmental regula-
tions. A similar example is raised by consumers who reject purchasing some goods, in spite
of their cheapest prices, in order to call attention to the exploitation of the labor force

involved in their production.

As indicated in the previous section, the cultural view considers economic action as
‘socially situated (Swedberg and Granovetter, 1992). Economic action cannot be under-
stood by reference to individual motives alone, but as embedded in systems of personal and
social relations. Hence, from the cultural perspective, economic actions are not a natural

“consequence of individuals® conditions. On the contrary, economic actions are a result of

social relations, values, beliefs, and norms.

This conceptualization of economic action opens the notion of rationality in the eco-
nomic realm. The cultural perspective recognizes the existence of a variety of rationalities.
in the economic arena. As Swedberg, Himmelstrand and Brulin (1990) point out, Weber
identifies the existence of another type of rationality in the economic arena, substantive
rationality. Substantive rationality acknowledges guidelines such as communal loyalties,
shared and moral values. In relation to this concept, Weber coins the term of ‘economically
oriented actions’ to include those actions concerned witﬁ the attainment of economic util-

ity, but also including other coexisting motivations (Wuthnow, 1994).
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Hargreaves Heap (1989) also widens the concept of rationality by pointing to the
existence of procedural rationality and expressive rationality. For Hargreaves Heap, both
procedural and expressive rationality make up the economic realm as well as instrumental
rationality. They are not analyzed as some kind of intrusion in the economic arena. As a
result, practices that were traditionally classified as non-economic, and accordingly
excluded from economic analysis, are being taken into accouﬁt to understand economic

processes.

.Procedural rationality refers to actions based on the use of procedures or rules of
thumb, and constituted as social conventions when they are shared. In the economic realm,
gift exchange can be considered as an example éf procedural rationality. The pérsons
engaged in this exchange relationship should know and share conventions about gift
exchange practices so that good results .can be achieved. The knowledge of conventions
such as what should be given or received, when this relationship should take place, and the
ways in which exchange should occur, become the base upon which gift exchange is taken
up. All these elements of an exchange relationship are social conventions, and therefore,
vary according to culture, place, and time as illustrated in Hsing’s study of Taiwanese direct
investment in China. Hsing (1996) suggests that the cultural and linguistic affinity that
exists between Taiwanese and Chinese assures the knowledge of Chinese social and insti-
tutional conventions, such as the characteristics of gift exchange practice. The understand-
ing of the procedures socially accepted in this practice has played a key role in the
establishment of interpérsonal networks between Taiwanese investors and Chinese local

officials.
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Expressive rationality alludes to those actions that are carried out to express things
about ourselves. Hargreaves Heap indicates that expressive rational acts are ends in them-

selves, and stand above ordinary self-interested preferences:

There are many situations where people seem to act in ways
that can only be explained by allowing some sort of moral
principle or allegiance to something other than self-inter-
ested preferences to motivate action (Hargreaves
Heap,1989: 170). :

As commodities represent not only their literai,or physical properties, but also a way
of communication, the consumption of goods brings forward the expressive rationality in
the economic realm. By consuming particular goods, people express their ideas of what is
good or bad. Likewise, by using particular places of consumption people express their iden-
tities.

In sharp contrast to the narrow concept of rationality proposed by the orthodox
approach, the cultural view recognizes a diversity of rationalities constituting the economic
realm. The orthodox conceptualization of the logic of economic action not only leaves out
of the economic arena many practices that have economic impact, but also suggests a uni-
versal type of economic action. On the contrary, from a cultural perspective, multiple and

even contradictory types of logics can coexist within the economic arena.

2.1.3 Markets and the results of economic action
Orthodox economics tends to identify the economy with the market (Zukin and

DiMaggio, 1990). Markets are conceptualized as sites of social interaction between sellers
and buyers, each one looking for the maximization of their utilities. Through the interaction

between human beings’ desires and productive abilities, the price of all goods is determined
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(Wolff and Resnick, 1987), demand and supply are equated, and excessive profits elimi-

nated (Hollis and Nell, 1975). As Marshall (1919) puts it:

In all its various significations, a ‘market’ refers to a group
or groups of people, some of whom desire to obtain certain
things, and some of whom are in a position to supply what
others want (quoted in: Swedberg, 1994: 260).

According to Adam Smith, it is assméd that individuals, following their own inter-

ests, maximize collective interest through the market mechanism. Orthodox economics

asserts that the existence of a huge quantity of buyers and sellers precludes the control of |

the market by any single individual. As a consequence, markets assure the achievement of
collective interest. As Hodgson (1988) emphasizes, markets are seen as a kind of natural
order, which enables the development of the best environment for individual choice and

competition.

Sheppard (2000) notes that according to neo-classical economics a perfectly com-
petitive market is defined by four features that guarantee a stable equilibrium. Competitive
markets are defined by: 1) free entry, 2) the presence of a great number of buyers and sell-

ers, 3) equal access to information, and 4) the absence of any sort of state regulation.

These conditions déﬁne markets as price-making and self-regulating. Conversely,
non-market institutions are regarded as obstacles to the natural working of markets (Hodg-
son, 1988). Equated with efficiency, markets are conceived not only as the central mecha-
nism of resource allocgtion in the economy, but also as one which brings the best rgsults. It
is assumed that a general equilibrium is automatically reached, one in which society as a

whole gains, and all parties gain proportionally to their productive contribution.
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, Neoclassical economists argue that competitive markets give rise to a stable and har-
monious outcome for capitalist production, an equilibrium in which no one can improve his
or her wealth position without also making someone else worse off (Pareto optimality). As

Sheppard stresses, for neoclassical economics:

The market ensures that competitive and self-interested eco-
nomic action produces the desirable if unintended conse-
quence of a socially beneficial economic harmony
(Sheppard, 2000: 174).

A last point with respect to orthodox economi;:s is that the market is shown as an
autonomous unity, totally separated from society. As mentioned, detachment from non-
market institutions, such as the state, is one of the conditions that delineates the presence
of a competitive market. From the neoclassical perspective, all sorts of norms, conventions

and institutions should be removed in order to assure the natural functioning of markets. |
On the contrary, the cultural view argues that markets are:

...constituted by ongoing relationships among concrete
actors rather than by the maximizing responses of atomistic
sellers to impersonal market signals (Zukin and DiMaggio,
1990: 9)..

As a result, the autonomous status of markets is lost. From the cultural perspective,
markets are institutions not only affected by ongoing social relations, but also constituted
by them. Hence, as Hodgson (1988) argues, markets have to be defined in relation to a wide
set of institutions beyond the establishment of property rights. For the cultural view, mar-
kets are not only regulated by prices but also by legal and government stipulations, and per-

sonal relations of trust. In addition, from the cultural view, markets should be analyzed by

taking into account that they are grounded in a particular place and time. Therefore, there




is an explicit rejection of the claims to universality that characterize the orthodox view

(Barnes, 1996).

Interactions in the economy are not as harmonious as presented by orthodox eco-
nomics. On the contrary, economic procésses imply struggle and unequal power among
agents. There is a recognition that dominant economic agents, such as corporations easily
manipulate markets (Hirsch et al.1990). Neither wages nor profit rates are determined only
by economic forces (Sheppard, 2000). As Granovetter (1985,1992) argues, acquaintance-
ship, social bonds, kinship, and political power play a key role in the markets. As a conse-

quence, for the cultural approach no general equilibrium exists in the economic system.

Markets are not isolated from non-market dimensions, such as the system of social
values and beliefs. On the contrary, values and beliefs play a fundamental role in the con-
sﬁtution and development of markets. Zelizer (1992) provides one interesting example of
how values and beliefs influence markets. By analyzing the historical process of the market
for life insurance in United States, Zelizer argues that cultural and religious beliefs con-
strained its de;felopment during the first part of the 19th century. The problem is that two
value systems -an economic one and a cultural one- came into conflict. The economics of
the life insurance business is ba.sed on the economic valuation of death. Such a value, how-
ever, is contrasted by Western culture that rejects the valuation of life in monetary terms.
American law protects human life from commerce. It is in this sense that life insurance
challenged a system of values and norms that rejected the materialistic assessment of
human life. Therefore, dwing a period, this system of values discouraged the constitution
of this market. As Zelizer puts it “Life insurance was rejected as a sacrilegious enterprise”

(1992: 297). Yet, during the later part of 19th century, the commodification of human life

26



was transformed into a ritual, the ritual of the “good death”. Life insurance was presented
as a mechanism to eﬂsme the economic provision of relatives, and therefore as one of the
duties of a Christian. This transformation of the economic assessment of life into something
sacred was the key for the successful developmént of a life insurance market. What this
shows is the pervasiveness of cultural values within the very constitution of economic mar-

kets.

To sum up, the conceptualization of markets as socially embedded implies a shift in
the analysis from simplification to complexity, because it takes into account the influence
and constitution of several dimensions traditionally viewed as non-economic in the eco-

nomic arena, such as social relationships, values, social structure, and power.

2.2 Culture in orthodox economics and the cultural
approach

Let me now turn to contrasting in a more explicit way how culture is considered in

both the orthodox economics, and the cultural view.

Culture seems almost absent in the orthodox approach to economic action, and to
the firm. As DiMaggio (1994:29) puts it, “most modern economists do not worry much
about culture” although, “culture lurks near the surface of neoclassical thought”. Going
over the concéptualization of the economic agent and the economic action held by orthodox
economics, it is possible to notice that there is not much space open to culture. Within this
framework, tastes and preferences constitute the only gate through which culture can enter
the economy. However, both tastes and preferences are conceived only under the domain
of an individuals’ sphere without considering the influence of history, place, social struc-

ture and social relations. Moreover, the understanding of preferences and rationality as

27



givens and as natural conditions of human beings, closes the possibility of bringing forward

the role of culture in the economy.

DiMaggio (1994) suggests that the low pfoﬁle of culture in economic analysis con-
stitutes a strategy aimed at maintaining deductive models, and abstraction, as well as avoid-
ing the fuzziness that culture introduces. Culture is excluded from _the analysis in order to
maintain the status of economics in positivist terms as a science with explanatory and pre-

dictive qualities.

Furthermore, DiMaggio (1994) stresses that when orthodox economists take culture
into account, they only make out the regulatory actio‘n of culture over the constitutive func-
tion. In other word;s, orthodbx economics stresses the constraints and influences imposed
on economic processes by culture. In this way, culture e;(plains the practices in' which the

means-ends scheme is not completely pursued.

In contrast, the cultural view ﬁrovides several points of entry to culture in the eco-
nomic arena. Firstly, a cultural approach does not conceptualize economy and society as
two separate entities without interaction or any sort of relation. As already indicated, the
economy is understood as socially embedded, and therefore, influenced and constituted by
social relations. Culture provides the values, norms, meanings, rituals and schemes, to

allow for social embeddedness as Zukin and DiMaggio (1990) have pointed out.

Secondly, there is a recognition that economic processes have an irreducible ‘cul-
tural component’ (Thrift, 2000). Culture does not only complement the economic account
but also brings to light aspects which cannot be reached through an economic reading
alone. The cultural dimension has been increasingly identified in the processes of produc-

tion, consumption, and exchange. The literature on organizational culture has focused on
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the effects that culture has on the productive capacity of firms and employees, and on the
role played by a ‘suitable’ culture in the successful performance of the firm (Schoen-
berger,1997). Culture in the process of production has also been analyzed in studies about

!

cross-national variation and in the organization of work.

In the process of consumption, culture is at stake when determfning whether some-
thing can be Subj ected to the process of commodification. Culture is also fecognized when
commodities are valued for their intrinsic use value, and for the meaning that systems of
representation and identity assign to them. As mentioned before, research done on financial
markets (McDowell,1997) brings to light how culture permeates financial and labor mar-
kets with the increasing importanée of face-to-face interaction. In sum, many scholars have

called attention to cultural influences on economic structures and practices.

Finally, the conceptualization of the economic agent, whether an individual or a
group, as connected and related to others, opens another entry to culture. As Peet (1997)
indicates:

In creating economic forms agents do not act freely, as

though motivated entirely by personal will, but act as

socially constructed or culturally produced identities (Peet,
1997:37) .

Culture mediates the interaction among agents, providing the norms, values and sig-
nals that make possible not only the reciprocal understanding, but also the generation of

trust, one of the crucial aspects for economic relations (Granovetter,1985).

To conclude, I would like to stress that the conceptualization of the economic agent
and the logic of the economic action delineate the role that culture has in the analysis of

economic process. By conceiving the economic agent as an individual without any relation-
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ship with others except for business relations, and identifying only one sort of logic in the
economy, orthodox economics leaves culture out of the economic arena. Conversely, the
cultural perspective takes culture into account as partly constituting the economy, defining
both the economic agent and the logics of economic act.ion,,and as establishing restrictions

to instrumental rationality.

2.3 The orthodox and the cultural view of the Firm

Since the unit of analysis of my research is the enterprise, in this section, I look at
how the three features previously examined, inflect the conceptualization and representa-

tion of the firm.

My starting point is the conceptualization of the economic actor through the analysis

of the firm. Orthodox economics defines the firm as a rational agent, despite the recognition

of its complexity. Firms are supposed to be naturally skillful and well informed so that they

are able to determine their best strategies of action under the constraints imposed by the
scarcity of means. Therefore, as Hayter (1997) argues for neo-classical economics, the firm

is represented as an Economic Man,

who has the perfect information and perfect rationality nec-
essary to compute an ‘optimal’ location in the sense of min-
imizing costs or maximizing profits (Hayter, 1997:111).

Instead, the cultural perspective conceptualizes the firm as an embedded agent
(Gfabher, 1993), meaning that its actions are shaped by the relations with other firms and
social agents. Interaction among agents contribute to the establishment of interpersonal net-
works, and relations not only of competition but also of cooperation. It is important to note

that from the cultural perspective the existence of these personal relationships which gen-
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erate trust and long-term cooperation within and beyond the firm is regarded as a condition

for the functioning of the firm (Hodgson, 1988).

The firm is also embedded in an institutional and political context, which sets the
legal aﬁd normative boundaries within which firms can operate. In other words, the strate-
gies and actions of the firm are socially and territorially grounded. In fact, as Grabher
(1993) stresses, firm’s actions ar‘e embedded in such a way in the social, cultural and polit-

ical context that the boundaries separating the interior and the exterior of the firm are not

constant, but continually updated.

The cultural view of the firm recognizes different representations of the firm taking
into account the firm’s practices, its organizational culture, and the networks of relations in
which it is embedded. As a consequence, the firm’s success depends not only on economic
factors but also on non-economic ones such as the culture of the firm (Schoenberger, 1997),
aind the networks in which the firm is inserted (Grabher, 1993). In this way, Schoenberger
(1997) highlights the significance of corporate culture, considered in the traditional per-
spective as a non-economic feature, for business success. Schoenberger argues that the cul-
ture of the firm, basically analyzed through the managers’ discourses, frames the
understanding of external and internal environments. Hence, corporate culture becomes a
crucial dimension in the definition of corporate strategies. It is important to note that the
culture of a firm, from this perspective, is not considered as something that is fully homog-
enized. Moreover, while individuals are shaped by the culture of the firm, through their

activities, individuals also modify and produce that culture.

The second point is how orthodox economics and the cultural perspective theorize

the economic action of the firm. For orthodox economics, the firm has a unique and central
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logic: maximize profits (Smith, 1971). In order to achieve the goal of maximization, as
Smith (1971) clearly states, firms have to choose the best association of three related fac-
tors: scale, techniques, and location of production. The adequate selection and relation of
these factors, as a result of the entrepreneurial skills that characterize the firm, determines
the success of the business. In fact, for orthodox economics, only enterprises that achieve
the intended consequence of economic action- maximization of economic utilities- are
qualified to maintain themselves in the market. In other words, the better the entrepreneur-
ial qualifications of the firm, the greater the chances that the firm will survive in a compet-

itive market (Sheppard, 2000). However, since the institutional structure and the tastes of

. the firm are considered as givens, the firm’s behavior turns out to be the result not only of

the interaction between supply and demand, but also of its ability to make good decisions.

Conversely, in the cultural perspective, the firm has complex goals and multiple
logics besides the maximization of profits. Furthermore, as O’Neil and Gibson-Graham
(1999) argue, firms constitute sites of multiple and contradictory processes. As an example
of the co-existence of multiple logics, O’Neil and Gibson-Graham (1999) point to the dif-
ferent and contradictory motivations that managers of the same firm have such as the
achievement of corporate goals, the maximization of their own benefits, or the achievement
of a promotion. Therefore, it is not possible to state that firms are directed only by the logic
of maximization. On the contrary, the firm constitutes a social organization characterized

by the multiplicity of its logics.

Regarding the conceptualization of markets, orthodox economics represents firms
as autonomous agents. According to this framework, there should be a large number of both

independent firms and consumers to enable the mechanism of competition to function.
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However, the relationships established among firms and consumers are restricted to eco-

nomic transactions.

On the contrary, the cultural perspective identifies the involvement of firms in non-
market arrangements with other firms and agencies. This involvement refutes the image of

the firm as an isolated entity in market relations. As Hodgson points out:

They [the firms] will often, for instance, make use of tradi-
tional ties of loyalty and use personal exchanges of goods
and resources, rather than going to the open market and seek-
ing one-off competitive deals (Hodgson, 1988: 209).

Therefore, the firm operates in a network of relations and contracting bonds consti-
tuted partially as a result of its own action. Furthermore, the cultural perspective recognizes
that building a social and e,conomic context, which promotes the interaction of people
inside and outside the firm, constitutes a crucial factor in the success of the firm. Relation-
ships of reciprocity, cooperation, interdependence, and power are established among firms,
as can be seen in the cases of inter-firm cooperatioﬁ, strategic alliances, and regional net-
wori(s. At the same time, Grabher (1993) suggests that these close relationships can gener-
ate a common world view and interpretation of information which precludes seeing the
challenges imposed by the transformation of initial conditions, and the strategies to cope
with them. In other words, the embeddedness of the firms can set limits to instrumental

rationality.

In short, the orthodox economics represents the firm as a rational economic agent
without internal contradictions and relationships with other social agents. Conversely, the
cultural view holds the firm as a social and embedded agent with a variety of logics and

rationalities. These various logics are socially and territorially grounded. Furthermore, the
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cultural perspective brings forward different representations of the firm, recognizing the
incidence of ‘non-economic’ aspects not only in the organization of the firm, but also in its

performance.

2.4 Conclusion |
The purpose of this chapter was to delineate the main elements of the theoretical

approach applied in this thesis. I contrasted the conceptualization of the economic actor,
" economic action, and markets held by orthodox economics and the cultural perspective. 1
argue that the conceptualization of both the economic actor and econémic action frames the
role assigned to culture in each approach. Orthodox economics leaves culture out of the
economic arena by conceiving the economic agent as an individual without any sort of rela-
tionship with other social agents, and identifying instrumental rationality as the only logic
operating in the economy. In contrast, in the cul|tural perspective, culture makes up the con-
ceptualization of the economic actor and its action, and at the same time sets limitations to

instrumental rationality.

The chapter argues that the orthodox approach limits the analysis of economic pro-
cesses in general,‘ and the firm in particular. Firstly, orthodox economics reduces human
beings’ action to the unique logic embodied in Homo-economicus. All the actions of human
beings, as well as of firms in the economic realm, are reduced to a means-ends scheme. As
a consequence, a gap emerges between the actions that are considered as constituting the
economy, and those actions that, despite their economic impact, are excluded because they

do not fit into an instrumental logic.

Secondly, culture as well as other dimensions of social life are ignored or marginal-

ized from economic analysis. From an orthodox perspective, culture is characterized by a
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different logic that does not operate in the economic realm. Finally, the analysis of the firm
is limited because firms are considered as givens, rational and isolated agents that possesses
all the abilities to survive in the market. The only thing to analyze is how to combine the

conditions in the firm so that the best decisions are reached.

To finish, I would like to point out some of the advantages of analyzing economic
processes, particularly my case study, from the cultural perspective. The cultural view
offers a more realistic image of human beings and of the ﬁrm because it challenges the tra-
ditional dualism between economic/non-economic actions. As a consequence, the cultural
perspective recognizes several types of raﬁonalities functioning and coexistiﬁg in the eco-

nomic arena.

The second advantage is that with this recognition, the cultural perspective opens
the inquiry to questions such as: what defines these different logics? How do different ratio-
| nalities operate in the same economic realm? And in which ways do they conflict or nego-
tiate with instrumental rationality? Finally, for the cultural perspective there are no
“givens” or “closed boxes” that cannot be opened. Just as the assumption of oﬁe type‘ of
rationality in the economic arena is challenged, so the firm itself is conceived in terms of

its multiple logics, and its culture subjected to analysis.

My empirical research was motivated particularly by one of the ideas proposed by
the cultural approach: the existence of different rationalities within the economic realm.
This idea of multiple and co-existing economic logics motivated me to analyze whether
entrepreneurs involved in the EC could be enacting a different logic of action from instru-
mental rationality. Iﬁ this sense, the interviews I conducted were shaped by this thesis since

they were oriented to make entrepreneurs describe and analyze their logic of action, as well
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as to compare it with instrumental rationality. In other words, the cultural approach pro-
vides the appropriate theoretical framework for my case study in that it recognizes logics
of action within the economic arena, which are not even considered by the orthodox

account because they do not follow the means-ends scheme.
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THE FOCOLARE MOVEMENT AS A
SOCIAL MOVEMENT

The question that guides this chapter is: What defines the FM as a social movement?

Drawing on Escobar’s conceptualization of a social movement, I argue that by launching

i

the EC, the FM engaged in a process of challenging received meanings about the economy,

and as a consequence became a social movement.

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first section outlines differing defini-
tions of a social movement to delineate when a collective action becomes a social move-
ment. In the second section, I look at the history and practices of the FM through a
periodization thlat contextualizes its constitution, firstly, as an ecclesiastical movement, and
secondly, as a social movement. The chapter concludes by describing the development of

the FM, and the EC in Argentina.

3.1 Conceptualizing a social movement
- In Marxist analysis, social movements are defined in relation to the system of pro-

duction, and by their goal of social transformation (Scherer Warren: 1989). Class mediates
social relations, and control of the means of production is the primary terrain of struggle.
The existence of a direct linkage between collective action and the structural position of
individuals is, thus, assumed. Social movements are defined as class-based movements,
and the working class is viewed as the active agent of structural transformation. Yet, as
David Slater states, the conceptualization of social movements has recently “moved

beyond the centrality of class” (1994:12), in the sense that class is not viewed as the only
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source of social movements’ identity. The emergence of social movements whose identity,
and beginnings “do not spring automatically from structural class tensions” (Della Porta
and Diani, 1999), calls into question the direct relationship between class éﬁd collective
identity. Examples include movements against the violation of human rights; movements
sﬁuggling to recover their ethnic and cultural identity, urban movements claiming housing,’
~ public health and education, and the improvement of social life in their neighborhodds.
These, and other social movements, call attention to other sources of identity (Buechler,

2000).

As the identity of a social movement is not considered as given by the structural
position of individuals, the constitution of collective identity becomes the main dimension
of é.nalys’is. ‘Social movements are defined as “systems of action” (Melucci, 1996) which
means that all their goals, strategies of action, and meaning are produced, negotiated,
shaped, and shared among interacting individuals (Melucci,1989). This conceptualization
has a cultural ground, as C'astells (1997) points out, because the social movements’ collec-
tive identity is not automatically defined. Instead, the movements’ identity implies a pro-
cess of defining the meanings of their actions. Social movements are seen as raising cultural

challenges, focusing on everyday life and individual experience.

In this sense, Escobar and other Latin American scholars argue that by challenging
cultural meanings, social movements are also struggling over material conditions (Baierle:
1998; Grueso, Rosero and Escobar: 1998; Diaz Barriga: 1998; Corréa Leite Cardoso:
1

1992). Drawing on the conceptualization of culture as a process of producing meamings,1

Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar (1998) state that social movements take up two processes:

11. In chapter 5, I outline this conceptualization of culture.
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cultural politics, and politics of culture. Cultural politics refers to the processes of unset-
tling “dominant cultural meanings” (Alvarez et al. 1998: 7), and redefining received
notions such as citizenship, democraicy, economy, and identity. The second process, poli-
tics of culturé, calls into question what is generally understood as political. It is important
to note that in this framework people’s practices make up culture, and as a consequence the
level of daily life constitutes one of the sites of a social movement’s struggles. Although
according to Escobar social movements enact these two processes, 1 will focus on the cul-

tural politics of the FM because it is a more relevant notion to my case study.

- Escobar argues that social movements should be undgrstood “...as economic, polit-
ical, and cultural struggles” (1992: 64). Therefore, the action of challenging notions that
revolve around politics, culture, and economy defines the constitution of a social move-
ment. According to Escobar (1992), the conceptualization of social movements should
explore both the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ of a social movement. The ‘how’ of a social move-
ment refers to thé construction of collective identities. The ‘why’ takes into account not
only the structural and political settings of social movements, but also the cultural meanings

involved in their emergence, and development.

There are alternative ways of analyzing social movements. I chose Escobar’s theo-
retical proposal because: i) it constitutes a framework that recognizes the importance of
class in social process but does not reduce analysis to class relations; as a consequence ii),
it opens the opportunity of énalyzing how social movements can both struggle over mate-
rial conditions and challenge dominant meanings and notions with a cultural base; and
finally iii) it offers a more realistic theorization of Latin American social movements, based

on an extensive research on Latin American social movements, which contrasts with the
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“stereotyped images” of these movements constructed by Western literature (Slater, 1994:

20).

3.2 From ecclesiastical to social movement
In this section I present a periodization of the FM to support my argliment that the

FM is a social movement, following Escobar’s conceptualization. The periodization ana-
lyzes the origins, development, and practices of the FM, focusing on its social activities. It
must be noted that constructing a periodization is a methodology created by the researcher,
and therefore it can change according to the goals of the research. My aim is to examine
which practices define the FM as a social movement, focusing on how it enacts cultural pol-
itics, defined as a process of challenging and re-defining cultural meanings and assump-

tions.

3.2.1 First period: becoming an ecclesiastical movement (1943-1991)
The FM started in 1943 in Northern Italy although it was formally approved by the

Catholic Church as a lay movement by Pope John XXIII almost twenty years later. It was
initiated by an Italian young woman, Chiara Lubich, together with some of her friends, all
of them between 15 and 25 years old (Veronessi et al.1993). 12 The Second World War was
the context in which the movement emerged in Trent. Surrounded by the destruction caused
by thé war, this.group of young women started living, in a radical way, the commandment

of Christian love. Lubich recalls how the idea began as she questioned her own Christian-

ity:

12. The formal name of the movement is “The work of Mary”, although it is more common to use the name
“FM?”. Lubich and her friends were called by the Italian word “focolarine” which means “those people who
maintain the fire in the fireplace”. The “focolarine” live in small communities called “focolare” which are
the main centers of the movement.
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Why is it, I asked myself, that the faith of us who call our-
selves Christians is often reduced to this: going to mass on
Sundays, and that’s all; mass on Sundays if we go?[...] Isn’t
God the God of every day, of every moment of our day? [...]
I asked myself: isn’t the apostolate to which we dedicated
ourselves for only one hour a week, too little, like one activ-
ity alongside many others? [...] Isn’t it strange that when we
visit a Christian nation we do not find it to be notably differ-
ent from non-Christian nations? [...] We will radiate Christ
around us not only once a week but the whole day long,
always (Chiara Lubich,1999).

Lubich and her friends were calling into question the traditional way of being Chris-
tian, which narrowly Qonceived of Christian activity as, for example, going to mass. In con-
trast, every week this group of young women lived by a particular word of the Gospel in
their everyday life whether with their parents, friends, neighbors, or in their workplace,
blurring the distinction between religious, and secular spheres (Lubich, 1992). Members of
the movement currently attempt to act on in their everyciay life a moﬁthly commentary on

a phrase taken from the liturgy of the month, called “Word of Life”.13

It was precisely this idea of not separating Chriétianity from everyday life that
increaséd the spaces in which the movement’s spirituality could be spread: every place and
situation became an opportunity for living by the Gospel. When the war was over, touched
by the novelty of not reducing Christianity simply to church, five hundred people joined the
original group of young women (Veroness:i et al.1993). As one of Lubich’s first friends

recalls:

One day Chiara told me: ‘Many Christians behave like
actors. They put the make-up on, they go to church, and then
when they go back home, they take the Christian make-up

13. This monthly commentary, written by Lubich, is translated into 85 languages. It is estimated that it
reaches 14 million people through print, radio, television and internet (Information available at: www.foco-
lare.org).
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off. Yet, if Jesus were living in this century, he would be
Jesus all day long. He could even be an electrician like you’.
(quoted in: Gallagher, 1998: 85).

During the late 1940s, Lubich and others started travelling to other Italian villages
and cities such as Milan, Turin, Genoa, and Rome, spreading the ideas of their community.
Neither thich nor her friends thought they were initiating an ecclesiastical movement,

:thus, they did not have a formal structure nor rules. However, following Archbishop of
Trent’s suggestion, Lubich started writing the first articles of the movement in this period
(Gallagher, 1998).

In 1956, three thousand people participated in the annual meeting of the movement
called “Mariapolis”,“ in which the movement’s beliefs were introduced. A newsletter was
started, which later became the magazine of the mo;/ement, “New city’, now published in
twenty four languages. In 1959, almost twelve thousand people participated in the Mariap-

olis. After that year, the annual meeting of the movement was also held in other countries

(Gallagher, 1998).

The 1950s were the years of expansion of the movement to other countries in
Europe, North and South America, and Africa (Lubich, 1986; Zamboni, 1991;Gallagher,
1998). The arrival and development of the movement in each country was spread by estab-
lishing personal relationships with a small number of people, who afterwards passed the
word to others, bringing in more pe(;ple to the movement. Most of Lubich’s followers

helped diffuse the movement’s ideas to other countries.

14. Mariapolis means city of Mary. These meetings started as a sort of holidays for people of the movement,
arid afterwards they became an annual meeting in which the movement, and its style of life was introduced
to other people.
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The expansion of the movement to other countries, and the openness of the move-
ment, enabled it to initiate relationships with Christians in other churches such as the Ortho-
dox, 1’ Lutheran,16 and Anglican Church,” as well as people of other religions, for instance
Islam,'3 Buddhism,!? and Judaism.2® The ecumenical dimension of the movement has

been important throughout the movement’s history.

During the 1960s, the structure of the movement and its rules were defined. Realiz-

ing unity in all the different dimensions of human life became the goal of the movement,
including the achievement of unity among people of diverse cultures, countries, economic

conditions, and beliefs. As the founder, Chiara Lubich put it,

It [the FM] is on the march in order to contribute towards
building the civilization of love, towards attaining the goal of
a more united world [...]. Our aim then would be unity, put-
ting into practice the testament of Jesus: “That all may be
one” (quoted in Gimenez Recepcion, 1997).

As for the geographical structure of the movement, it increasingly was divided into

regions articulated by an international center located in Rome.?! In this first period, initial

|

15. Lubich got in touch with Athenégoras I, the Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox Church who enabled the
FM to develop within the Orthodox Church (Veronessi et al.1993).

16. In 1961, during a trip to Germany, Lubich was invited to speak to a Lutheran community. After this
meeting the style of life of the movement started being spread within the Lutheran Church (Gallagher,
1998). ‘

17. After participating in 1965 in an ecumenical meeting organized by the FM, Lubich was invited to speak
to Anglican communities in England. Many Anglican people were interested in the movement and started
participating (Gallagher, 1998).

: 18. With the expansion of the movement to the Middle East some members of the movement started estab-
lishing friendship with Muslims. In the USA, members of the movement also started a relationship with the

Muslim American Society. Lubich was the first white woman who spoke in the Harlem’s mosque (Gallang-
her, 1998; New City, 1998; 2001).

19. The relationship with Buddhists started when members of the FM living in Japan, USA, and Italy got in
touch with members of a Buddhist lay movement called ‘Rissho Kosei-ka’(Veronessi et al. 1993).

20. The first contacts with Jews started in an individual way between members of the movement and Jews
not only in Israel but also in different countries of Europe, Latin and North America (New City, 1999).

21. The FM makes a demarcation of the territory, setting regions which according to the number of mem-
bers of the movement can be constituted by part of a country, a whole country or more than one country.
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villages of the movement were created in Loppiano (Mariapolis Renata-Italy), O’Higgins
(Mariapolis Andrea-Argentina), Fontem (Mariapolis Maria Mai-Cameroon), and Sdo
Paulo (Mariapolis Aracelli-Brazil), called by the Italian word ‘citadellas’.?? Such villages
contained houses, schools, and écoﬁomic activities, and their purpose was to show; through
material expression, the style of life and spirituality of the movement. The villages have

permanent residents, and constitute the main centers of the FM being the sites of meetings.

From the beginning, the FM was involved in activities which aimed at finding pos-
sible responses to economic problems experienced by people close to it. Lubich and her
friends shared their material possessions with people who lived in their neighborhoods. As

Lubich says,

The goods shared, were distributed among those that were
hungry, those that were naked, those that were homeless,
those that were ill (quoted in: Quartana, 1992:17).

In addition, Lubich recalls that in the first community they started sharing their sur-
plus with almost thirty people who had extreme economic problems (Lubich, 1992). The
FM, therefore, recovered the practice that had characterized Christian communities of the

first period of Christianity, but which was lost afterwards within the Catholic Church, and

finally became restricted to convents and monasteries (Aratjo, 1998; 1999).

In general, the sharing of material goods performed by members of the movement
operates as follows. All members of the FM share freely their personal possessions. For

.instance; they make a personal assessment of their clothes in order to determine the ones

22, Currently there are 20 ‘citadellas’ located in the five continents. Each village has a particular character-
istic. For instance, the villages Aracelli and Andrea are more oriented to the development of the EC, the Ger-
man village “Nueva Ley’ is characterized by how Catholics and Lutherans live together, and the village
Luminosa in USA is characterized by the relationship established among different cultures and ethnic
groups (Information available at www.focolare.org).
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they do not use, or to which they are particularly attached, and share them with other mem-
bers of the movement. When participants or somebody close to them, have material diffi-
culties, the person communicates his or her‘needs, which are then satisfied witlh those goods
and funds that have been freely joined by members of the movement. The movement has

also carried out several actions at the global scale in order to help people in critical situa-

. tions, such as raising funds to provide assistance in Cameroon, Lebanon, Panama, El Sal-

vador, and Kosovo among others (Veronessi et al.1993; New City).

In this period, the charitable function of the movement could be described as a sort
of ‘band-aid’ activity, in the sense that actions were carried out as means of finding out
immediate solutions for economic problems that both members of the movement and
people close to it were experiencing. The communion of goods was restricted as a response
to concrete material needs. In more general terms, the FM extended religious values to sec-
ular spheres, challenging the traditional meaning and practices of being Christian. How-
ever, By examining its practices, and drawing on Escobar’s conceptualization of social
movements, I will argue that, at this point, the FM did not constitute a social movement.
The FM coped with material needs - by practicing the communion of material gobds- but
it did not call into question the economic system that originated them, nor did it challenge

the traditional separation between economic and religious spheres.

3.2.2 Second period: becoming a social movement (1991- present)
In 1991 the founder of the movement launched an economic proposal entitled

“Economy of Communion”. It consisted of setting up firms with profit objectives that
freely share their revenues. However, the goal is to share these profits, which are divided

into three parts: one is shared to help those in need, starting with those among the members
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of the movement who are experiencing the greatest economic problems;23 the second is
used to develop the structureé involved for spreading the culture of giving, aﬁd the third is
re-invested in the firm (Aragjo, 1998). Despite the formal beginning of the EC in 1991, its
history is rooted in a series of historical events that go back to FM’s origins in the 1940s.

Lubich’s proposal was influenced by the following elements:

« the practice of the communion of goods which had been performed by the members of
the FM since its beginning (Boselli, 1991);

« the creation of a cooperative, by members of the movement, that came to define the
characteristics of those enterprises adhering to the EC. The functioning of this Italian
cooperative - Loppiano Prima- is considered as the prototype structure of the EC
(Boselli, 1992);

« a conference about economy and work that was held in 1984. It established an interna-
tional bureau of economy and work with the main objective of achieving a more global
vision of the economy from a Christian perspective (Ferrucci, 1998);

- the publication of the encyclical Centesimus Annus, which opened a space to rethink
the economic models within the Catholic Church;?*

e Lubich’s trip to Brazil in 1991 in which she was particufarly moved by the difficulties
that many members of the movement faced in order to cover their basic needs, and by
the concentration of wealth in Brazilian metropolitan areas.

With the idea of setting up firms whose owners freely share the firms’ profits, the
commitment to perform the communion of goods acquired a new dimension and orienta-

tion within the EC. As Lubich puts it,
..I realized that we were unable to' cover even the most
urgent needs of our members, notwithstanding the intense

23. According to the movement’s statistics, 10000 members of the movement are currently experiencing
economic problems, who receive assistance from the funds shared by firms joining the EC as well as funds
raised by members of the movement.

24. The encyclical Centesimus Annus criticizes both Capitalism and Communism as economic systems.
Although it does not provide a proposal of economic model, the encyclical asserts private property as fair
and legitimate but at the same time, asserts the social and universal aim of property (Aratjo, 1992). The
main problem is that it does not go into the possible ways to achieve both principles simultaneously.
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communion of goods. It seemed to me, then, that God was
calling our Movement to something new. Although I am not
an expert in economic problems, I thought that our people
could set up firms and business enterprises so as to engage
the capabilities and resources of all, and to produce together
in favor of those in need (Lubich, 1999).

The EC goes beyond the communion of goods that previously occurred, implying a
shift from ‘defen;ive’ to ‘offensive’ activities, to lxse Castells (1983) categorles. This shift
-implies that whereas the communion of goods was restricted to the distribution of material
goods previously shared, by setting up firms with profit objectives, the EC operates directly

within the process of production. As Lubich says:

Taking up a charitable action is not enough, or doing some-
thing with benevolence. We need firms, whether big or small
firms, which share freely their profits (Lubich, 2001).

Furthermore, it must be stressed that the aim of the EC is not only to produce a
greater amount of profits to be shared, but also to introduce new ways of organizing the pro-

cess of production (Sorgi, 1991). As one of the entrepreneurs involved in the EC put it,

it [the EC] would be an economy based on a commitment to
grow together rather than the survival of the fittest: risking
money, inventiveness and talents to share with those that the
current economic system tends to exclude since they are
‘non-productive’ (Alberto Ferrucci, quoted in: Gimenez
Recepcion, 1997).

In addition, the EC is not exclusively viewed as a way of fulﬁlling concrete neéds.
With the EC, the FM started enacting cultural politics as it attempted té demonstrate that
the economy can lze organized differently tharl mandated by the dominant system of capital
accumulation. In this sense, Lubich emphasizes that with the EC, the FM offered alternative

solutions to economic and social problems:

We understood that our charisma also has a social dimen-
sion. It has a social background. [...] It is a charisma, which
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can help to find a solution to social problems (Gallagher,
1998:197).

I return to Escobar’s conceptualization of social movements to de.lineate‘ what
defines the FM as a social movement. Escobar (1998) states that a social movement is
. defined by its action of calling into question established notions and assumptions revolving
around economy, culture and politics. In this sense, the FM started enacting cultural pblitics

with the EC because it challenged some dominant assumptions about the economy.

Firstly, the cultural politics of the FM is .shown in how the EC unsettles the bound-
aries b.etween public and private spheres of action. "fhe EC calls into question the assump-
tion that values, beliefs, and ethical orientations are outside the economic dpmain by
suggesting that behavior in a public productive organization should be consistent with thatl
in the private sphere of moral action (Lubich, 2000). That is, if a firm is run by Christians,
then it should be operated along religious and spiritual principles. As one of my respon-

dents put it:

With our personal and entrepreneurial experience, we try to
show that an efficient enterprise can be run upon religious
beliefs (Lucio).

By introducing the possibility of acting as Christians within the firm, the EC chal-
lenges the separation, as asserted within orthodox economics, between seculaf sphere of
action- made up by the economy- and the private domain- constituted by spiritual or reli-
gious dimensions. The cultural politics of the FM consists of blurring the boundaries
between private and public domains. by conceiving the firm, in particular, and the economy
in general, as spheres in which religious beliefs can be applied. As one Brazilian entrepre-

neur adhering to the project points out:
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...[the EC] makes me believe that it is possible to act in the

“ world of the economy in the same way as in my personal life
(Armando Tortelli. Quoted in: Economy of communion: a
new culture. Nov.1999).

For the entrepreneurs I interviewed, it appears that the firm is not conceived as a sep-
arate sphere from personal life. Instead, the firm also becomes a place in which religious
beliefs and values are put into practice.25As explained by one of the entrepreneurs inter-

viewed:

I think that the novelty of the EC is the possibility of estab-
lishing personal relations in the firm, in the labor context,
traditionally viewed as a sphere in which distance should be
kept. Furthermore, the EC challenges the traditional idea that
if somebody wants to do something good or nice it must be
done outside the firm (José).

This idea is similarly pointed out by another entrepreneur interviewed when I asked

which particular aspect of the EC captivated her attention:

One of the things that drew my attention about the EC was
the idea of seeing everybody, including all the people partic-
ipating in the economic activities, as neighbors. Therefore,
you should respect and treat each person according to this

principle (Nancy).

Although an economic entity, the firm also acts in accordance to religious beliefs,
and therefore the boundaries between secular and religious spheres of life are blurred. As a
consequence, the FM calls into question the separation established by orthodox economics

between economy and culture as different domains of action.

Secondly, the FM engages in cultural politics by calling into question the assump-
tion of the existence of an exclusive economic logic of action. The EC challenges the

assumption held by orthodox economics about the logic of economic action embodied in

25. This idea is re-worked in chapter 6, in which I analyze the logic of action of firms joining the EC. -
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the homo-economicus (Bruni, 2000). The goal of profit maximization, despite the fact that
firms are proﬁt-orientéd, is not the main objective of enterprises within the EC. Entrepre-
neurs testify that firms actually have other goals besides economic ones. The main objec-
tive of the enterprises examined was creating labor opportunities.26 Most of the firms
interviewed were set up as a means of providing labor opportunities to people who had lost
their jobs. For instance, one of the entrepreneurs interviewed set up the firms because some-

body close to him had lost his job:

One of my friends in the movement lost his job during 1992,
some time after the EC was launched. At that time I didn’t
have a firm, I was working independently as an architect. He
started looking for a job and during some months he could
not find one. With my wife, we thought to share part of the
work that we had. [...] we started working together and after
some time we set up the firm (Lucio).

By sharing profits, entrepreneurs also enact cultural politics in that they challenge
the assumption that individuals are naturally egoistic as the homo-economicus model states.
The cultural politics of the FM consists of showing that rationality is a cultural construction
in that it illustrates that there is not a natural way of behaving within economics, as asserted
by orthodox economics. In other words, by indicating that there are alternative ways of
acting within economic arena, the FM not only indicates that rationalities can be grounded
on cultural values, such as religious principles, but also that every behavior practiced within
the economic domain is chosen, learned, and therefore culturally constructed. In this sense,
EC entrepreneurs described the decision of sharing profits as a mark that distinguishes their

enterprise from similar based activities.?” As one entrepreneur puts it,

26. It must be noted that the unemployment rate in Argentina has raised from 8.1% in 1989 to 16.4% in May
2001, only measured in the biggest urban centers. The constant growth of unemployment has become one of
the biggest problems in Argentina. :
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An enterprise adhering to the EC is more than an enterprise
that generates labor opportunities and intends to be fair.
There is an additional feature that characterizes the enter-
prise of the EC: it is that profits are shared for the people in
need, and to spread the culture of giving (Luis Dandan.
Quoted in: New city. July 1996).

In sum, following Escobar’s conceptualization, I argue that the FM became a social
movement with the project EC because i) it re-defines the boundaries established by ortho-
dox economics between private and public domains of action by conceiving the firm as a
place in which religious beliefs can be applied; ii) it challenges orthodox economics’
assumption of a unique logic of action dperating within the economic realm; iii) in chal-
lenges the separation between economy and culture by showing that religious values can
not only operate within the economic realm but also constitute it; and as a consequence iv)
it shows that homo-economicus is a cultural construction by de-mystifying ifs natural
imderpinnings. The EC has not engaged the FM in the process of political culture because |
with this project the FM is neither pushing for a re-definition of what should be considered
as political nor trying to translate its agepda into policy. In other words, with the EC the

cultural politics of the FM is not involving institutionalized fields of action.?8

27. However, [ show in chapter 5 that entrepreneurs started re-defining the features characterizing firms
- adhering to the EC.

28. Although this issue exceeds the scope of my thesis, I must address that members of the FM have pushed
for the constitution of a world-wide organization whose participants are politicians. This organization
attempts to redefine political space by entering religious values in this “public domain”. The process of
political culture could be analyzed by focusing on how EC is viewed by this organization and considered in
its agenda.
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3.3 The focolare movement and the economy of
communion in Argentina

3.3.1 The beginnings of the focolare movement in Argentina |
The history of the FM in Argentina starts in the early 1960s with the arrival of some
of its first Italian members. Before going to Argentina in the late 1950s, Lia Brunet, one of
the young women that made up the first group of the movement in Italy went to Brazil and
stayed during a short period in Recife, and Rio de Janeiro. Sdo Paulo became the first city
in Latin America in which the FM was established. During this first trip to Latin America,
one of the aspects that drew Brunet’s attention was the overwhelming social difference

between poor and rich people (Brunet, 1989). From S&o Paulo, Brunet made other trips to

Montevideo (Uruguay), Buenos Aires (Argentina), and Sanﬁago (Chile).

After the initial trip to Argentina, the first Latin American center of the movement

was opened in Buenos Aires city (See Figure 3-1) in 1961. An Argentinean group of young

people shared part of their salaries so that the “focolarines’ could pay the deposit to rent an
apartment. Brunet recalls that with this group of young people they divided the city into five

areas, and started spreading their view and practices (Brunet, 1989).

An incipient community had already started in a city located in the north-west of
Argentina- Santa Maria de Catamarca- 2000 kilometer from Buenos Aires. A priest who
had been touched by the life of the movement when he came to know some of its members
in Italy, began spreading and organizing on its behalf in the northern Argentina. During
1962 two Mariapoli‘s were held in this town, in which 300 Argentinean participated. People

who came from other Argentinean cities stayed in the houses of local people. The move-

ment had started, and quickly spread to other cities of Argentina through people who par-
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ticipated in these Mariapolis. Brunet (1989) highlights the expansion of the movement to

Cérdoba carried out by a group of young people who participated in the first Mariapolis.

In 1962, other members of the movement arrived from Italy and stayed permanently
in Argentina. Duringv the 1960s, new centers were | opened in Parand, Cérdoba, and
Tucuman (See Figure 3-1). In the following years more centers were opened in Mendoza
(1980), Neuquén (1990), Bahia Blanca, Resistencia, and Salta (1993). The magazine of the
movement, which was first published in Argentina in 1963, became one of the means

through which the movement’s news was disseminated to its members.?’

The founder 6f the movement visited Argentina in three consecutive years-1964,
1965, 1966- establishing direct contact with communities that were growing in the country.
. In her second trip, the construction of a bigger center was started on land donated by an
Argentinean friend of tile m(;vement in José C. Paz, a city in the province of Buenos Aires

(Brunet, 1989; Lubich, 1998).

The first steps in establishing a village for the movement were taken during 1966
and 1967. The Capuchin Friar donated 50-hectare property to the FM, localized in O’Hig-
gins, province of Buenos Aires, 200 kilometers from the city of Buenos Aires (See
Figure 3-1). A year later, the village “Andrea” was founded, and its construction initiated.
The residents of the village, most of them young people, started some small scale produc-
tive activities such as in agriculture, carpentry, clothing industry, and the production of

sweets and jams (Brunet, 1989; New City, 1998). Besides the practical fact of being the

29. Within the FM communication technologies, such as e-mail and conference calls, are widely employed.

33



center in which the biggest meetings are held, the village was thought as a prototype of a

city in which all its residents live as Christians.

Andrea village currently has, in addition to the initial 50 hectares, 34 hectares part
of which is devoted to housing. The village has some small industries, a church, a center
fér sports, some schools, retreat houses, houses for the permanent residents (almo‘st 200 res-
idents), a center for meetings, and some shops for the commercialization of goods produced
in the village. The village is visited each year by more than 25000 people who participate
in different meetings of the movement, or who just visit the village with the purpose of

knowing more about its life (New City, 1998).

In Figure 3-1, I identify the current centers of the FM in Argentina. There are,
though, members of the movement in cities that do not have a formal structure, and they
are not represented in this map. The centers of the movement are classified in three catego-

ries and exist on three geographical scales (national, regional, and IOCél):

« “Citadellas”: these villages constitute the biggest centers of the movement with perma-
nent residents. They have an infrastructure to hold meetings, and to provide schools for
the movement. Argentina only has one village- Andrea- located in O’Higgins (Buenos
Aires).

« “Mariapolis Centers”: these are houses in which meetings and retreats are held. In
Argentina there are three centers in José C.-Paz (Buenos Aires), Alta Gracia (Cordoba)
and Parana (Entre Rios).

» “Focolare”: they are the smallest centers of the movement, small communities made up
by consecrated women or men. There are focolares in several cities as well as in the vil-
lages of the movement.
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Figure 3-1. Centers of the FM in Argentina
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In sum, this section highlights the beginning of the FM in Argentina. It is important
to note that the movement was spread in Argentina by only few of its first members. In a
period of forty years, the movement has spread across Argentina. It sfarted with two zones,
and currently the movement has five regions: Mariapolis Andrea, Cérdoba, Buenos Aires,
Rosario, Bahia Blanca. Nine Mariapolis are held each year with 7000 participants. The
infrastructure of the movement also developed during this period, particularly with the
increase in the number of its ceﬁters — 32 focolares, 3 mariapolis centers-, and with the

growth of Andrea village.

3.3.2 The economy of communion in Argentina
The initiation of the EC in Brazil had an immediate impact on the members of the

movement in Argentina. Vera Aratjo, a Brazilian sociologist and member of the move-
ment, introduced the EC in a meeting devoted to the analysis of social issues from a Chris-
tian perspective in 1991. Many members of the movement, as well as other people

interested in social and economic issues, took part in this meeting (Apuntes, 1992).

This meeting, called the social school, had a significant influence in the develop-
ment of the EC in Argentina, as many entrepreneurs interviewed stressed. The first enter-
prises adhering to the principles of the EC in Argentina were established following this
meeting. This is the case for Ricardo and José, two entrepreneurs interviewed, who were

‘moved to join the project with their firm after this meeting:

When the EC was launched in the social school we identified
with it. It was what we were looking for...After launching
some products, our clients started asking us to increase our
production and develop other products. We launched other
products and felt that we had the ability to develop new prod-
ucts, organize the firm, and obtain profits. But we didn’t
want to live a life full of ambitions. So, we rejected the
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chances to keep growing because we couldn’t find any sense
in working just to have more than we needed. It wasn’t com-
patible with our style of life. When the EC was launched, we
found out that we could not keep our qualifications, potenti-
-alities, and ideas for ourselves. We felt that we had to share
them. [...] The firm started growing when we discovered the
social meaning of the profits with the EC (Ricardo and José).

After this meeting, members of the movement started raising funds to buy a property

close to the village Andrea so that the firms adhering to the EC could be opened there. The
" firm UNIDESA, constituted by seventy-two shareholders, was set up, and with the capital
raised, bought a 34-hectare property to begin an intensive production in greenhouses. This
was the first activity adhering to the principles of the EC in Argentina which after some
years closed down. Two families of the movement took up the production and marketing

(Apuntes, 1992; New City, 1994).30

During the last few years the essential services-water, electricity- were added, and
the property was divided into lots. Some of them were sold and a neighborhood was con-
structed.3! Currently, there is a project to construct a center, a sort of exposiﬁon, in which

ehterprises joining the EC could be dispiayed to the visitors of Andrea.’?

Other meetings about the EC have been held since 1991 which have contributed to
widening the knowledge of the project in Argentina, and provoked adherence to it. For
instance meetings with the Italian entrepreneur Alberto Ferrucci, who is the director of the
International Bureau of the EC, and the school of EC held in the Andrea village in 1999.

The EC was introduced to a broader group of people, beyond the members of the move-

30. Eduardo, one of the entrepreneurs interviewed, and his family took part of this activity, as it will be
pointed out in chapter 4.

31. Economy of Communion: a new culture, July 1998.
32. Economy of Communion: a new culture, June 1999.

57



ment, through a series of meetings with entrepreneurs, politicians, and students of econom-

ics in Cordoba (1997), Rosario (1998), Tucuman (1999), and Buenos Aires (1998/2000).

By the end of 1992, national and regional committees - one in each region- were cre-
ated with the goal of giving support to the firms adhering to the EC, and communicating
the needs of each zone. The regional committees have a direct relation with the enterprises

in order to back them up, though they do not have authority over the firms.33

Since 1991 the number of enterprises adhering to the EC, although small, has
increased (See Table 3-1). However, these figures may be over-estimated because they
include enterprises or activities that have expressed the wish of joining the project, but not

actually joined it.

Table 3-1. Enterprises and activities adhering to the EC in Argentina for the period 1992-
2000

Enterprises - Activities® Total
1992 24 24
1993 25 14 39
1994 11 40 51
1995 12 30 42
1996 40 , 9 38
1997 36 10 46
1998 36 10 : 46
1999 35 10 45
2000 38 ' 10 48

a. The category “activities” includes micro-economic activities which
are not formally constituted as enterprises, and independent profession‘-‘
als who participate in the project with their economic activity although
they are not constituted as a firm.

Sources: Statistics provided by the International Secretary of the Economy of Communion and infor-

33. However, the successful development of this function was called into question by two of the entrepre-
neurs interviewed by indicating the lack of support provided by the FM to firms.
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mation obtained from New city 1992, 1995, 1996; Economy of communion: a new culture 1998.

Two main conciusions can be drawn from these figures. Firstly, it is possible to note
the number of firms adhering to the economy decreased in 1994, and 1995. Two interpré-
tations can be offered: these firms gave up adhering to the project, or they closed down. The
information obtained from ‘New city’, and from interviews suggests that these firms closed
down.3* Lack of experience in the Business, tax increases, and the de-regulation imposed
by the government to imported commodities affected the firms’ performance, especially -

firms producing commodities.?’

Secondly, the number of firms adhering to EC has not increased since 1997. It can
be asked whether this is a phenomenon peculiar to firms adhering to EC, or if it is a broader
and structural process. Recent statistics suggest that a high number of small and medium-
sized firms in Argentina closed down during the first five years of life, and that a small

number of firms are opened each year.3® Therefore, the limited growth in the number of

34. Some of the firms that closed down were dedicated to the production of bikes, clothes, synthetic fabrics,
and meals packing. Many of these commodities started being imported at a lower price than the ones pro-
duced locally.

35. In chapter 4 [ outline the Argentina’s economic context during the 1990s. Suffice to say now that in the
1990s Argentinean government initiated a process of economic ‘de-regulation’, or ‘new economic regula-
tion’. By and large, it consisted of financial openness and liberalization on goods’ importation. It was pre-
cisely the liberalization on goods’ importation, aggravated by a context of national economic recession, that
had direct impact on domestic manufacturing industry. Lacking protection, domestic industry had serious
difficulties in competing with imported commodities.

36. Clarin Economic Journal. 11 March 2001.
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firms adhering to the project reveals structural restrictions imposed on all small and

medium-sized firms in Argentina.

Table 3-2. Number of EC enterprises and activities in 2000, according to the FM's zones

Region Enterprises Activities Total
Mariapolis Andrea 4 _ 4
Bahia Blanca 2 1 3
Buenos Aires 13 3 16
Cordoba 11 6 17
Rosario 8 _ 8
Argentina 38 10 48

Sources: Statistics provided by the International Secretary of the Economy of Communion.

In sum, this section suggests that the EC had an immediate impact among the Argen-
tinean members of the movement after it was launched in Brazil. Although the number of
firms joining the EC has increased since 1991, the development of the EC has been gradual
within the context of an economic recession that has mainly affected small and medium

|

sized firms.

3.4 Conclusion
In this chapter I have analyzed whether the FM constitutes a social movement taking

into account Escobar’s conceptualization of social movements as political, economic and
cultural struggles. I argue that the FM is a social movement because it started i) redefining
the boundaries between private and public domains of action, ii) challenging the existence

of a unique logic of action, iii) questioning the separation between economy and culture

held by orthodox economics.

With the EC, the FM calls into question the appropriateness of maintaining a dual-

istic conception of actions and practices, as well as the assumption of economic rationality.
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Enterprises adhering to EC demonstrate that the firm constitutes a place in which values
and religious principles can be introduced, and as a consequence different logics of action
enter into the.economic realm and the firm. The cultural politics of the FM consists of call-
ing attention to the cultural grounds of the concept of rationality. By showing that there are
alternative rationalities, the FM suggests that there is not a naturally determined behavior
within the economic domain. Instead, the FM evinces that every kind of behavior practiced
is chosen and learned, thus, it is culturally defined. In sum, the cultural politics of the FM
can be seen as i) fostering an alternative way of conéeiving and organizing the firm, ii) blur-
ring the boundaries between economy and culture as it shows that religious values and other
rationalities can be operating in the economic realm, and iii) showing that homo-eco-
nomicus is a cultural construction as it evinces that there is not a natural kind of behavior

in economics.

Finally, the chapter delineates how the Italian origins of the movement spread to
Argentina forty years ago, and how the EC spread after it was launched in Brazil. The
number of enterprises adhering to the project in Argentina is limited. However, the period
of its development has been short. Besides, what should be stressed and analyzed is that this
group of enterprises, de;pite its number, is dembnstrating the possibility of enacting

another logic within economic sphere. The next chapter introduces the entrepreneurs who

participated in my research, and their firms.
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THE ENTREPRENEURS AND THEIR
FIRMS

This main purpose of this chapter is to introduce the entrepreneurs I interviewed. It
begins by outlining the economic context in which the firms interviewed are operating. The
second section provides a general description of the firms that participated in my research.
I then introduce €ach firm by examining the activities they carry out, as well as how they

apply the sharing of profits. I also address how and when firms joined the EC.

4.1 Argentina’s economic context during the 1990s
Since the late 1980s Argentinean governments have implemented a neoliberal

restructuring process. Neoliberal reforms were not only applied in Argentina, but also in
most of Latin American countries. However, Argentina’s neoliberal reform constitutes a
very particular case in Latin American context because neoliberal restructuring i) coincided
with the process Qf democratiiation, ii) was taken up by a political party whose political
base is constituted by popular sectors of society such as the working class, and iii) was
applied in the most orthodox way as mandated by international financial organizations,

such as World Bank and International Monetary Fund.

With the debt crisis of the 1980s, the ability of Argentina, as well as other Latin
American countries, to repay their loans became one of the most urgent international con-
cerns. According to international financial organizations’ analysis, Argentina’s govern-

ment needed to achieve a surplus in its budget'in order to assure the repayment of a growing
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. external debt. The steps taken up by the Argentinean government to accomplish interna-

tional requirements were the following:

« monetary stabilization by pegging the value of the national currency to US dollar.
« restructuring of the tax system by increasing value added tax.
 economic liberalization as a way to attract foreign investors.

« state’s withdrawal to its minimal functions (previously collective goods have become
individual problems)

* privatization of state-owned enterprises (i.e. electricity, gas, water, and telecommunica-
tions) and state-administered services (for example, pension funds).

The success of this neoliberal reform is highly controversial both in economic and
social terms. Neoliberal reform has neither produced growth nor a more equitable income
distribution in Argentina. Instead, neoliberal policies have increased the number of poor
and extremely poor, and widened the gap between rich and poor. In this sense, according
to a World Bank’s report in the late 1980s the richest 10% of the population was paying
27% of its total income taxc;s, while the poorest 10% of the population paid 29.3% of its
earning (Santiere, 1989). Furthermore, recessive trends have been reinforced by depressing
the purchasihg power of large sectors of Argentinean population and reducing middle class
incomes.’ 7 The unemployment rate has broken its historic record since the 1990s - 16.4%
of unemployment in May 2001. In addition, by transferring highly profitable monopolies
.(previously state-owned enterprises) to private firms and by de-regulating economic pro-
cess, the Argentinean government increased the bargainipg power of privileged collectivé
actors, such as transnational companies and dominant Argentinean economic groups. Even

a World Bank research paper recognizes that the result of the privatization of state-owned

37. Unlike other Latin American countries Argéntina has been characterized since the 1930s by its large
middle class. However, this trend has been changed by neoliberal reform.
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enterprises was the concentration of 90% of the capital in the two highest income groups

(Chisari et al, 1997).

Small and medium- sized firms have been disproportionately affected by the appli-
cation of neoliberal reform. First, small and medium-sized firms were affected by the lib-
eralization of imports. Local producers found many difficulties in coping with the better
quality and lower lpriced imported goods. Secondly, increasing interest rates made more
difficult the access to loans to small and medium-sized firms, and as a consequence, they
did not have financial support to take up the necessary operational changes to compete with
imported goods. In addition, the Argentinean government did not implement policies to
enable small and medium- sized ﬁnns to adjust to the changes imposed by the economic
de-regulation. Finally, the depression of the purchasing power of large sectors of the pop-
ulation in Argentina (caused by a regressive tax system) affected small and medium-sized

firms that were oriented to the home market.

As it can be seen, the economic results of the application of international financial
organizations’ “suggestions” are not only very poor bﬁt also have had a great social cost.
Neoliberal reform has provoked an internal economic recession, and the financial sources
of the Argentinean government have been completely reduced by the privatization of state-
owned enterprises and state-administered services. Currently, almost 12 years after neolib-
eral restructuring started, Argentina’s economy is n'isking internal and external default.
Although neoliberal policies have been introduced in other Latin American countries,
Argentina seems to have suffered its strongest impact because it was the only country in

which neoliberal reform was applied in such a strict way.
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4.2 General characteristics of the firms
The ten enterprises interviewed are small- and medium- sized firms defined in terms

of their number of employees, structure, and organization. Eight of the ten firms inter-

viewed had less than 21 employees (Table Table 4-1).

Table 4-1. Enterprises interviewed classified according to the number of employees

Number of Number of enter-
employees prises
1-7 3
7-14 | 1
14-21 4
21-28 1
28-32 1

Source: Interviews conducted during September and October 2000.

The EC firms are economically marg’inal, a characteristic common to small and
medium- sized firms in Argentina since the early 1990s. Seventy percent of the small and
medium- sized firms in Argentina closed down within the five first years of life (Clarin
Economic Journal, 2001). They §vere adversely affected during the 1990s by: i) de-regula-
tion of imports, ii) lack of credit facilities, and iii) difficulties in financing operational and

technical changes, and iv) period of economic contraction, as explained in previous section.

The organization of the firm consists of a weakly developéd management hierarchy
with the owner-entrepreneur in chérge of decision-making, and also invol\lled in all the
© activities and operations of the firm. The exchange of information occurs in a direct and
personal way between entrepreneurs and employees. Five out of ten firms can be described

as farﬁily firms.

Most of the entrepreneurs interviewed did not have a business background, and they

emphasized that lack of experience constituted the main disadvantage during the first years
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runhing the firm. This drawback is demonstrated in how entrepreneurs had to adjust their
original idea about their firms after setting them up in order to maintain the firm in the mar-
ket, or to improve its performance. For instance, one entrepreneur changed the selling area,
and other entrepreneurs re-oriented their productiQn. What this‘ shows is that lack of knowl-

edge of market conditions constrained firms’ initial development.

All the entrepreneurs interviewed take part in the FM. In fact, for those members
interested in the realm of economy and work, participation in the EC allows them to live
out their beliefs within a private- enterprise. Though EC is not restricted to members of the
movement, it has not induced participation by entrepreneurs beyond the FM. In fact, all the
entrepreneurs interviewed were part of the FM before joining the EC. Attachment to EC is,

thus, still limited to the FM.

When I asked entrepreneurs about the firm’s history, I noticed that they started talk-
ing about their decision to adhere to the EC. Taking into account the importance attributed
by entrepreneurs to the moment in which their firm joined the project, and aiming at intro-
ducing each firm, I have categorized them in three broad groups: i) firms established at the
same time as the EC; ii) firms established before the EC but later became members; and iii)
firms that joined the EC after it was initiated. In Figure Figure 4-2, the geographical loca-

tion of the enterprises interviewed is shown.
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Figure 4-2. Location of the enterprises interviewed
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4.3 Enterprises established at the same time as the EC

4.3.1 Eduardo- “Our fruits”

This firm specializes in agricultural activities, particularly the in;ensive production
of tomato and pepper (almost 90% of the production) in greenhouses, and its direct com-.
mercialization. This is the only enterprise that is located close to the main center of the
movement, in O’Higgings (See Figure 4-2). The activities of the firm began in 1992,
shortly after the EC was launched in Brazil. Motivated by the idea of sharing proposed by
the EC, Eduardo and his wife decided to start business. As a result, they sold their house
and the land they had in other province of Argentina, and used the money to invest in their
business in the village Andrea. They had produced crops before, yet they did not have a

background in commercial agriculture.

Many members of the movement subscribed capital for this firm, and Eduardo
jointly with another family was in charge of the activity. However, the firm closed down in
1994. After that, Eduardo kept on working alone. Eduardo did not speak too much about
the failure of this first firm, and only spoke about advefse natural problems such as poor
conditions and a flood in 1994. In contrast, two shareholders of this firm I could interview,
suggested that the firm failed because of problems in its organization, lack of experience in
the activity, and impossibility of reaching a profitable scale of production (whereas the ﬁrm
always had 2 greenhouses, it is considered that 3 greenhouses is the minimum quantity to

achieve a profitable scale of production).

In 1999, Eduardo devoted himself to selling farming products. Eduardo took the
products to different grocery stores, and one supermarket located in nearby cities (Junin and

Chacabuco, province of Buenos Aires). Currently, there are four employees whose wages
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are calculated according to their productivity. Employees do not know that Eduardo and his

wife adhere to the EC.

,Eduardo and his wife lacked experience in commercial agriculture. Besides, insta-
bility in their business, mainly associated with climatic variations,?3 has also imposed seri-
ous limitations on the»ﬁrnAl’s growth. Only after several years did Eduardo find out that
there were better poss_ib‘ilities for selling his products at the local market than in Buenos
Aires, where he previously sold them. Though the volume of produétion has grown during
the last two years, the activity hardly allows them to cover their costs of production. Both
the scale of production and amount of profits obtained define their operation as a subsis-
tence agriculture. As a consequence, Eduardo has not been able to share profits. However,

Eduardo intends to share 30% of the profits obtained when the firm becomes profitable.

4.3.2 Miriam and Ana- “Unison”
This is the only enterprise constituted as a cooperative, which is made up of six

m;:mbers. It is located in Junin, in Buenos Aires province (See Figure 4-2). The enterprise
was set up in 1998, after the last Lubich trip to Argentina. Yet, founding members knew
about the project since it was launched in Brazil because they participated in the ﬁrstlm.eet-
ing about the EC in Argentina. The cooperative was created to raise funds so that new EC

enterprises could be established and supported.

The founder members, Miriam and Ana, are members of the movement. Miriam was
more involved during the initial period of the cooperative. However, nowadays she is more

dedicated to her firm, which does not adhere to EC and prodﬁces the cosmetics sold through

38. The production was affected by flood in 1994, and a violent storm in 1999 that destroyed the green-
houses.
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the cooperative. Throughout the interview it was possible to identify her enthusiasm and

engagement in the cooperative.

The activity of the cooperative is to sell products, mostly cosmetics. It also sells
some of the handicrafts produced in Andrea village. Selling is carried out by almost one
hundred distributors in different cities across the country, who each receive 61.5 percent of
the sales, and do not have t(; mai(e an initial investment.>? Nonetheless, taking into account
that there is a high rate of turnover in distributors, the advantages of the high percentage
obtained from the sales are questionable. As there is not any contract of employment
between the cooperative and the distributors, the cooperative has small variable cost of pro-
duction. In fact, it currently has only one employee. The distributors do not know that the

_cooperative practices the EC.

The first years of the cooperative were described by interviewees as a period of
growth, as shown by the increasing number of distributors and amount of the sales. Now,
it is not growing, but maintaining its position in the market. The cooperative has been con-
stitute& as a non-profit organization. As a consequence, prbﬁts go to the FM. The cooper-
ative has made the first donation for the construction of an exposition center in the lands
néarby the village Andrea to promote EC firms. The cooperative also bought a lot in the
lands nearby the village where it plans to initiate another activity. This last project is still

in the assessment process, though, and capital must still be raised.

The relationship between the cooperative and the firm owned by one of the members

of the cooperative- Miriam- was not clearly defined throughout the interview. On the one

39. The percentage assigned to distributors in other firms does not exceed 35 percent of the sales. -
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~ hand, when I asked directly about the relation between the firm and the cooperative, they

¥

were depicted as different and separate organizations linked to each other by a business
relation. On the other hand, they were also represented as the same productive organization,
with the firm in charge of production, and the cooperative selling the products.40 Therefore,

despite constituting different firms they operate as a single enterprise.

4.3.3 Lucio -“Studio”

The firm carries out design, direction, and construction of buildings in Buenos Aires
(Seé Figure 4-2). Lucio, a self-employed architect, and his wife, members of the FM, felt
that they could share part of the work they had with a friend, also a member of the move-
ment, who had lost his job. This friend, Hugo, with background in industrial activities, had
been looking for a joB for some months. When Hugo found a job it was in another province,
forcing his family to move and settle down in another city. So Lucio suggested to his friend.
that they start working together, and after some time they set up the enterprise. According
to Lucio, practicing the EC within the firm was a natural consequence of living l')y his

beliefs. Besides running this firm, Lucio is in charge of the EC of the region of Buenos

Aires.

The firm currently has nine permanent employees including the two owners, and
between ten and fifteen temporary employees. Although Lucio emphasized . that firms
adhering to EC should be open beyond the movement’s sphere, all permanent employees

are members of the movement. As a consequence, they know that the firm practices the EC.

40. Almost 98% of the products commercialized by the cooperative are produced by Miriam’s firm. In addi-
tion, the place in which economic activities of the cooperative are carried out is shared with Miriam’s firm.
Sale promotion’s catalogs do not mention the cooperative which commercializes cosmetics, but the ﬁrm that
produces them.
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Lucio evaluates the firm’s growth taking into account how both the number of employees

and work projects have increased.

Since its beginnings, the firm has shared profits. Due to instability during the first
years of the firm’s bperation, sharing was determined after each construction was finished.
Afterwards, the owners stafted calculating and sharing prdﬁts twice a year. This is the firm
with the clearest internal policy for sharing. Profits are currently distributed in the follow-
ing way: fifty percent is distributed within the firm among employees and the two owner-
entrebreneurs, twenty percent is re-invested in the firm, and thirty percent is destined for

the EC.

4.3.4 Oscar and Santiago- “Technical services” :
The enterprise offers technical and mechanical services to other firms. It is located

in Neuquén (See Figure 4-2). This type of firms has experienced grdwth in Argentina
during the 1990s because big companies began transferring, and sub-contracting secondary
activities to smaller firms in order to reduce their costs of production. Therefore, this firm
deals with companies wilth more economic power, weakening its position when it negoti- |

ates with them.

The firm was set up in 1998 after Oscar lost his job in a similar firm. He did not have
any business background, however. The enterprise was set up with the idea of adhering to
the EC as Oscar and his family are members of the FM. The accountant for the firm, San-

tiago, who also participated in the interview, is also a member of the movement.

The firm currently has ten permanent employees, and also employs intermittently
ten temporary workers. Oscar tried to make explicit the firm’s adherence to the EC to the

employees, but the negative reaction of some of them made him decide not to speak about
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it again. Although Oscar did not explain fully what provoked this sort of reaction, it seems
that employees did not agree with the idea of sharing profits with people that were not part

of the firm.

Oscar thinks that the firm is not sufficiently growing to warrant the sharing of prof-
its. Furthermore, he has had to make invesfments in buying equipment, vehicles, and an
office for the firm using short-term loans and a mortgage loan. All these investments are
made to obtain new client firms. The firm lacks stability because its client firms can rescind
contraéts at any time, and generally they put economic pressure on the firm 'by delaying
- payments. Oscar establiéhed economic stability as a pre-condition to start sharing profits.
However, given the nature of the firm it seems difficult that it will achieve the desired sta-
bility.

4.3.5 Esteban and Andrea “EAConstruction”

The enterprise operates in the construction sector in the city of Mendoza since 1996
(See Figure 4-2). Esteban and Andrea, his wife, both members of the movement, had been
thinking about the poséibility of setting up a firm within the EC since it was first launched. |
Esteban had a background in the construction area, but not as an entrepreneur. The firm has
twelve permanent employees, and six temporary ones. With some employees they have

spoken about the EC, and the adherence of the firm to it.

According to Esteban, the firm has grown since it was set up, despite experiencing
periods of contraction associated with the economic crisis in national and provincial con-
texts. The growth of the firm is characterize(i as slow and difficult. Nonetheless, the firm
shares its profits. Esteban described the amouﬂt of money shared as small, and justified the

impossibility of sharing more by the firm’s requirement for internally- generated invest-
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ment. However, making money for investment is a requirement at all stages of a firm’s

existence, and as a result does not seem a compelling rationale for not sharing profits now.

4.4 Enterprises established before the EC.

' 4.4.1 Ricardo and José -“Light”

The firm designs and manufactures indoor and outdoor lamps in Pilar, BuenoslAires
province (See Figure 4-2). It has recently started producing lamps for professionél use,
such as for medical treatments. Two brothers, Ricardo and José, set up the firm in 1980. In
the late 1980s, the enterprise became the national market leader in lam.ps.41 The firm had
opportunities for growth because market demand was increasing. But Ricardo and José had
earlier defined the limits of growth for the firm: it would grow up to the point allowed by
the size of their small factory because they did not want to have more than what their fam-
ilies needed to sustain themselves. In 1991, Ricardo and José, both members of the move-
ment, participated in the meeting in which the EC Was launched in Argentina, and decided

to join the project.

The firm experienced periods of expansion and contraction directly associated with
national economic changes. The de-regulation implemented by the government for the
importation of industrial goods affected the development of the firm in 1992. To adjust to
this policy and to improve the quality of its products, the firm started implementing tech-
nical and operative changes, such as setting up a private laboratory to test the products’ per-
formance. In addition, it began designing and manufacturing new prdducts - professional

lamps- that because of their high costs of transportation could not be easily imported.

41. Ricardo and José explained that this success was possible because some of the firm’s products were
characterized by its low price, good quality and design.
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Now, the firm has fourteen permanent employees who have some knowledge about
the EC. The firm has a network of distributors of its products ‘throughout Argentina’s terri-
tory. Profits are shared yearly after assessing the economic situation. Last year, the owners
decided to make a contribution to the EC despite low profits. There is not a fixed percentage
to be shared. Instead, after assessing the firm’s balance, each of the entrepreneurs deter-

mines the amount of money to be shared.

4.4.2 Nancy- “Nantours”
The travel agency was set up in 1990 by Nancy, who had worked previously in

another travel agency. It is located in Buenos Aires city (See Figure 4-2). She is a member
of the movement, and has always been interested in its social and economic dimensions.
After participating in the meeting in which the EC was presented in Argentina, Nancy

decided to join the project.

Currently, the firm is in a period of economic contraction because the number of cli-
ents has declined. The firm has three employees, none of whom know about the project of
‘EC, nor the firm’s adherence to it. In many parts of the interview, Nancy highlighted some
factors that caused the poor current economic situation of the firm: i) the national economic
crisis, which has become worse over the last three years, ii) the difficulties in accessing |
loans for small and medium sized enterprises; and iii) the tax system, which heavily taxes

small- and medium- sized enterprises.

When the interview was conducted, the firm had recently moved from the province
of Buenos Aires to Buenos Aires city in order to gain new clients, and to avoid paying new
taxes imposed on travel agencies in the province of Buenos Aires. Currently the firm is not

sharing profits. Despite this, Nancy believes that sharing profits is only one aspect of the
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EC justifying in this way her firm’s adherence to the project. Nancy believes that she will
share ten percent of the profits, which is the percentage she receives from ticket sales, when
the firm becomes profitable. However, taking into account that selling tickets is not the
exclusive economic source of a travel agency it seems that the reason given to juStify the

percentage to share is not entirely persuasive.

4.5 Existing enterprises that later joined the project.

4.5.1 Liliana and César- “The home”
The firm is an old people’s home providing geriatric services in Buenos Aires (See

Figure 4-2). César and hié wife Liliana, both members of the movement, set it up in 1985.
Cééar worked during seventeen years in a multinational corporation, and reached a mana-
gerial position. At this point in his career, fle decided to resign feeling that by accepting the
firm’s policies he would not act according to his 1:>‘rinciples.42 César’s decision had a pro-
found impact on a family who knew César’ story in a ‘Mariapolis’. This family suggested
César and Liliana to join their old people’s home which was providing services to a public
institution. They ran that old people’s home for a short period and in 1985, they left it and
opened a new one not related to public institutions. Since César got sick, Liliana has been

in charge of the firm.

Initially, César and Liliana did not joined the EC with their old people’s home.
Instead, they set up another economic activity to adhere to EC which was not successful
and finally closed down. Liliana explained that initially they did not adhere to the EC with

the firm that they were already running- the old people’s home- because they did not realize

42. Although Liliana did not explain. which particular policy of the multinational corporation was contrary
to her husband principles, she did mention that in order to.maintain his position within that firm, César was
forced to do things he did not want to accept.
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that they could adjust their firm to the principles of the EC. However, it seems that by join-
ing the project with a new activity César and Liliana attempted to avoid risking their main

source of capital, the old people’s home.

Now, the firm has thirty full-time and part-time employees. Whereas most of them
do not know about the EC, some of the families who have their relatives at the old people’s
have been informed about the firm’s participation in the EC. Liliana clearly suggested that
for families assessing an old people’s home the adherence to EC generates trust about the

firm.

The enterprise has high fixed and variable costs due to building rent, taxes,*> and
the number of employees. Liliana emphasized that the firm is not growing, and it has
reduced its costs by limiting improvements to its infrastructure. As a firm policy, the costs
have never been decreased by breducing the number of employees because it would have
direct consequences on the quality of the services offered. The firm has established a fixed

amount of money to share that depends on the quantity of people that live in the house.

4.5.2 Evelyn and Osvaldo- “Uniforms”
The firm was set up the same year the EC was launched. The firm manufactures

school uniforms, and costumes for children in Tortuguitas, Buenos Aires province (See
Figure 4-2). The experiences of two friends, Evelyn and Osvaldo, were the main motiva-
tion behind this enterprise. They wanted to run a firm in which humans would be the prior-

ity. Evelyn had worked in a firm dedicated to the cloth industry, and Osvaldo in a fast- food

43. Since 1992 old people’s homes started paying taxes.
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firm. They did not have previous experience as entrepreneurs. Only Evelyn was member of

the movement at the time the firm was set up.

During the first two years, both Evelyn and Osvaldo kept their old jobs, while also
starting to work for their own new firm. Initially they produced children’s clothes, but as
some of the schools of the region started asking for school uniforms they re-oriented their
production towards this demand. In 1997, the firm j pined the EC after the two owners par-

ticipated in a meeting about the EC with Alberto Ferrucci.**

The workshop is in the house of one of the entrepreneurs. The school uniforms are
sold either by the entrepreneurs or by the schools. Currently, seven people work in the firm
including the owners. Four of them are temporary employees. Erriployees know that the

firm adheres to the EC, and were invited to participate in a meeting about the EC in 1999.

The production of the firm has not increased .during the last two years. The owners
do not have a fixed salary, it depending on the sales each month. The firm has had an offer
of capital by a German investment organization, which gives economic, technical and man-
agerial support to firms within EC. Nonetheless, this financial support was not accepted
because the firm had to be constituted as a limited corporation, and which would have
increased the firm’s costs. Instead of sharing a percentage of thé firm’s profits, they share

a fixed amount of money. each year.

4.5.3 Angela and Roberto- “Marchetti Real estate agency”
The real estate agency is located in Mendoza city (See Figure 4-2). Angela and her

husband Roberto set up the firm in 1991. Both Roberto and Angela are members of the

44, Alberto Ferrucci is an italian entrepreneur who is in charge of the International Bureau of the EC.
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movement. Whereas Roberto had experience in real-estate, Angela started business by
offering to sell a lot nearby her house because she wanted neighbors. In this way the real
estate agency started. Between 1992 and 1993, their three sons started working in the enter-
prise. In 1997, one nephew also joined the firm. In the same year, the enterprise adhered fo
the EC after Roberto and Angela participated in a meeting about the project that made them

think about the needs of other people, and spreading the culture of giving.

Now the firm has nine full-time employees and five temporary workers who main-
tain properties that are being sold or rented. Roberto described the situation of the firm as
incipient growth. The firm has been making some investments particularly in the infrastruc-
ture of the firm. They have finished the construction of the firm’s new offices. Roberto and
Angela hold that the firm did not obtain profits because of the investments it had made. As
a consequence it only established a fixed amount of money to be shared once a year as a
contribution to the EC. However, the percentage of profits that each family member
receives suggests that profits have not been shared, but rather concentrated among mem-

bers of the firm.*>

4.6 Conclusion
This chapter aimed at providing a general description of the firms interviewed, and

the motivations of the entrepreneurs who joined the EC, the activities carried out by each
of the firms, the number of employees, as well as how the sharing of profits is applied

withjn firms.

45, 20% is assigned to Roberto and Angela, 20% for each of their three sons, and 10% for their nephew.
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Firstly, it is worthwhile remarking that the firms interviewed are small a;nd medium-
sized enterprises in terms of the number of employees, structure and organization. Most of
them are economically marginal. Yet, this is not a characteristic inherent to firms adhering
to the EC per se, but a common characteristic of small and medium- sized firms in Argen-

tina. Therefore, the EC firms operate within one of the most vulnerable groups of enter-

-prises. Secondly, the fact that all the entrepreneurs interviewed are members of the FM

demonstrates that the attachment to the EC is still restricted to the FM.

To conclude, I would like to indicate that beyond the different activities carried out
by the firms interviewed, there aré differences among them in(terms‘ of how they share prof-
its. Only one firm established a fixed percentage, assessed yearly, to be shared within the
project of EC. In addition, this firm also shared profits with its employees. Although all
entrepreneurs eipressed their willingness to share profits, there are some firms that are not
sharing. The main reasons raised to justify this decision were that the firm did not have
profits, or that it wasina period that required making investments. Nonetheless, these rea-
sons seem to bve less convincing in some casés than in others, such as in the case of the real
estate agency- Marchetti-. However, the most widespread model among the entrepreneurs
interviewed is to share an amount of money, which is not fixed in relation to profits. The
preponderan;:e of firms applying sharing in this way seems to suggest that .for entrepreneurs
this is the most suitable strategy to maintain their adherence to the EC without risking the

firm’s profitability. In the next chapter, I examine how the ‘culture of giving’ is conceived

within these firms.




THE CULTURE OF GIVING AND THE
ECONOMY OF COMMUNION

The Economy of Communion is envisaged by its proponents to be in an inextricable
relationship with the “culture of giving”.46 Since the EC was launched, the culture of giving
has been viewed as the necessary condition for its successful development.*” As Lubich

puts it,

The golden rule of the EC is living by the culture of giving.
It is the only way that the EC will work out (Lubich’s speech.
8/13/1999. Quoted in: Economy of communion: a new cul-
ture, July 2000: 3).

The culture of giving is conceived as the basis lipon which the EC is constructed
(Araujo, 1997). In other words, the EC is rooted in the culture of giving because it requires
a cultural change in people’s mind, a ‘new culture’ which prov:ides a different framework

for c‘onceiving of goods and capital.

The first question that guides this chapter is: How is the culture of giving defined by
the FM, and by entrepreneurs joining the project? After analyzing the concept of culture,
the second section attempts to answer the first part of this question by looking at the formal
conceptualization of culture of giving found in literature of the FM. In the third section, I

identify and analyze the meanings attributed to the term ‘culture of giving’ by the entrepre-

46. The title of the journal about the project- “The EC: a new culture”- evinces this relationship, and even
makes the EC the same as the culture of giving.

47. New City, 1991; New City, 1992; New City, 1994; New City, 1997.
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neurs interviewed, pointing out differences between the concept as it was originally pro-

posed and how it is practiced.

Following Friedman’s idea of culture as a “highly instable product” (1994), I con-
clude the chapter exploring two questions: How is the culture of giving re-defined in the
process of running firms?, and as a consequence what does this re-definition suggest about

the EC?

5.1 Conceptualizing culture |
The polysemy of culture makes it necessary to define how it is framed,*® and to how

it is understood in this research. According to Friedman (1994), éulture has been concep-
tualized in two broadly different ways.49 On the one hand, culture is concei.ved as a “quality
that is speciﬁc to human behavior” (Friedman,1994: 73), which consists of its organization
into schemes of attributed meanings. Culture is viewed as the natural capacity that distin-
guishes human beings from other ‘species’. On the other hand, culture is undeystood as “a
set of behavioral and representational” (Friedman, 1994: 73) characteristics of a particular
group of people. Culture becomes a set of attributes that differentiates one population from

another in terms of its system of values and meanings.’ 0

Despite the differences that exist between these two definitions, Friedman (1994)
argues that they both have a common assumption: culture is conceived as an object, as an

entity internally coherent, and unvarying. In contrast, Friedman suggests the need for an

48. As Crang (1997) pointed out when trying to define culture, it is common to cite Willams’ description of
the concept “as one of the two or three most complicated words in the Enghsh language”.

49. Although Friedman analyses the usage of this concept within anthropology, following Crang (1997) 1
will extend his argument to social sciences in general.

50. Friedman argués that with this conceptualization the characteristics of a group’s member can be derived
automatically from the properties of the group that the person is making up.
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open-ended interpretation of culture in which meaning has a central role because it is not
simply present in the world, but it is constructed. Culture can be defined as “the social con-
struction, articulation, and reception of meaning”.”! Furthermore, the attribution of mean-

ing varies even within a group or community.5 2

Culture, thus, becomes “a relatively instable product of the practice of meaning, of
multiple interpretations...” (Friedman, 1994:74), and is re-defined as a process through
which meaning, signification, and identity are constructed. In the same way, Marcus points

out that in anthropology there has been a shift in culture’ s definition:

From a sense of a whole, integrated, self-contained social
group and way of life to a sense of an entity, that while still
defining a coherent group or community, is highly mutable,
flexible, open to shaping from many directions at once in its
changing environment, and, most importantly, a result of
constructions continuously debated and contested among its
highly independent, even unruly membership (1998: 6).

In sum, I support the definition of culture, put forward by Friedman and Marcus.
Culture is not only as a complex of meanings, values, and representations but also the pro-

cesses through which they are constituted, resignified, and even called into question.

5.2 The Focolare Movement’s discourse on the culture of
giving
Analysis of movement’s documents shows that the culture of giving is intertwined

with the EC. The latter cannot be defined nor grasped without making some sort of refer-
ence to the former. In fact, the EC is represented as the result of performing the culture of

giving in the economic realm.

51. Held et al. 1999: 328. !

52. Though not fully analyzed, Friedman suggests that the distribution of cultural meaning depends on
social position.
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Lubich defines the culture of giving as “the culture of the Gospel” because it follows

the Gospel’s invitation to give:

Give and it shall be given to you. Good measure, pressed
down, shaken together, running over will they pour into the
fold of your garment...(Lubich’s speech. 7/21/1995. Quoted
in: Economy of communion: a new culture,1997: 3).

According to Lubich, the invitation of the Gospel to give includes all the spheres of
human life beginning with giving oneself to others, including our sﬁrpluses and our neces-
sities (Journal New City,1992). Aratgjo (1999) distinguishes evangelical giving from an

egoistic and interested giving by characterizing it as:

o gratuitous: “The gift you have received, give as a gift” (Mt 10:8). That is, a true giving
requires the absence of any interest.

 joyful: “There is more happiness in giving than in receiving” (Acts 20:35). An evan-
gelical giving is characterized by the joy of the giver for whom a possession does not
represent a tie. Therefore, it is a free giving. '

 generous: “For the measure you measure with will be measured back to you ”(Lk 6:38).
To give is not measure.

In this sense, the culture of giving is conceived both as a new type of mentality or
worldview, and as a style of life defined by a particular behavior: sharing spiritual and
material possessioné (Aragjo, 1999). Both worldview and life-style come about when
human beings put at the center of their existence not themselves but others. But what moti-
vates such a decision? Aratjo argues that the first motivation is to open ourselves up to the

relation with God, who is constantly giving. As described by Gregory of Nazianzus:

Let us imitate the supreme first law of God, that makes the
rain fall on the just and on the unjust and lets the sun rise
evenly on everyone; for all the living creatures. He freely
spread out the earth, the springs, the rivers, the forests and
the air to the birds, the water to all the aquatic creatures. He
distributed abundantly the means of livelihood to everyone
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without subjecting them to anybody’s dominion, nor limiting
them by any law, nor separating them with boundaries. He

put everything at everyone’s disposal, whether they be in
want or not, honoring their dignity with a gift of equal value
and manifesting the richness of his benevolence (quoted in:
Aratjo, 1999: 1. My emphasis).

This quotation calls our attention not only to God’s giving but also to the potential
of giving within everyone. In this sense, Aradjo suggests that the second motivation comes
when the person feels the gratuity of God’s love, and is opened to God’s invitation of giving
in two dimensions. One dimension of giving is Ithe gift of self, meaning that each person

can be a gift to others in everyday life. As Lubich states:

I felt that I had been created as a gift for the one beside me,
and the one beside me had been created by God as a gift for
me (quoted in: Aratjo, 1999: 5).

Lubich (1992) explains that there are many ways of taking up this spiritual giving.
For instance, sharing personal necessities is viewed as one way of self-giving, as one of the

practices that makes up the culture of giving:

Let us give always. Let us give a smile, understanding, for-
giveness. Let us listen, give our knowledge, our effort, our
willingness. Let us give our time, our talents, and ideas, our
experiences (New City, 1992: 25).

The giving of material goods is the other dimension.>? Rossé (1995) suggests that
by feeling God’s love, and conceiving each person as a brother or sister, a person necessar-
ily will provide for those who lack material goods. As a consequence, personal possessions

are assessed in terms of the needs of others. As Lubich indicates,

53. The sharing of material goods is considered as a consequence of the sharing of spiritual goods. In other
words, sharing material goods becomes an expression of self-giving. In this sense, material and spiritual giv-
ing are not dissociated through focolare’s documents.
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Nothing should be set aside and left unused while others
await a piece of bread, warmth, clothing, an adequate liveli-
hood, comfort, advice... (quoted in: Aragjo, 1999:7).

Here, the culture of giving is viewed by its proponents as a worldview, which comes
out of a personal spiritual experience, and also as a life style characterized by sharing spir-
itual and material possessions. Sharing defines a particular group of people- people who
have heard, understood, and put into practice the Gospel’s words. However, the culture of
giving is also envisaged by its proponents as a genéric attribute, which qualifies all human

beings, as long as everyone has a latent tendency to give. As Araujo puts it:

This is the new person, a giver that has in his being and
instills in his work giving as the fundamental spirit[...] We
can consider ‘Homo-donator’ as the valid definition of the
human being. {...] This is already true as a natural dimension,
as a human quality, without which one cannot live
(Aratjo:1999:3). '

The culture of giving is, thus, defined by its proponents as the assumption that shar-

ing is the essence of human beings, and therefore as Lubich explains:54

This [the economy of sharing] could seem difficult, arduous,
or even heroic. But it is not so, because man, created in the
image of God, who is Love, finds his own fulfillment in lov-
ing, giving. This call is found in the core of man’s living,

-may he be a believer, or a non-believer (quoted in: Aragjo,
1999: 9).

From this assumption it follows that every person will discover that sharing is part

and parcel of his or her existence.

54. This assumption contrasts with orthodox economics, as it was discussed in Chapter 2. Orthodox eco-
nomics assumes that human beings acting in the economic realm are unavoidable egoistic, and therefore
only try to maximize their personal benefits. However, both types of behavior are based upon assumptions
about the natural attitudes of human beings. The question that could be raised is why only one of these
assumptions has lost the status of assumption in economic theories, while the other has achieved the status
of universal truth. '
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5.3 Entrepreneurs’ discourses on the culture of giving
One of the definitions of the culture of giving found most frequently in the inter-

views was as a different way of behaving or acting in the economic realm. To illustrate and
emphasize how different is their way of acting in the economic arena, two entrepreneurs

employed the following expressions:

...it is as if we were swimming against the tide (Oscar).

...it is as a skin graft, as a body which has been badly burnt,
and a piece of new skin is grafted (Eduardo).

This representation is structured “through the narrow eye of the negative” as Stuart
‘Hall (1989) puts it, in the sense that the culture of giving is defined by emphasizing its dif-
ference from the behavior usually enacted within economic realm. Oscar, Ana, and Edu-

ardo clearly defined the culture of giving as a different behavior:

We work in a different way, we are demonstrating that it’s -
possible to act in a different way.[...] We have a different
behavior from other firms to which we provide our services
(Oscar). '

In small things of everyday life we aim to behave in a differ-
ent way. These small things constitute the culture of giving
(Ana). :

It’s another way of using what you have. It’s a different way
of spending the money you have (Eduardo).

When pushed to define how their behavior differs from other firms,> Eduardo and

Nancy suggested that it stems from having a new concept of the person:

55. Not all my interviewees could explain what they meant by “different”. It seemed that for them it was
something to obvious to explain, and that I should have perceived which were the differences. In one case,
when 1 was pushing for a definition of the contrast between the behavior of firms joining EC and other firms,
one of the interviewees told me, in a very polite way, that it had already come out from our conversation.
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When trying to implement the EC, you have all the market’s
regulation, all the people who have always behaved in the
same way, and you have to behave in a different way.[...]
acting in a different way means to realize that each of our cli-
ents is a person, each one is another Jesus (Eduardo).

| Implementing the culture of giving in the firm means to treat
| everyone as your neighbors, it means to respect each person.
| : You start identifying a profound change within the firm. [...]
Before adhering to the EC, everything was done viewing
only its profitability, the person was left outside. [...] Every-
thing becomes different, many things start changing within
the firm particularly the relationship with people whether cli-
“ents, employees or supplier firms... (Nancy).

Some entrepreneurs define this different style of entrepreneurship by referring to
activities carried out by their firms. The definition of the culture of giving was, thus,
directly rooted in the practices constructed by entrepreneurs within their firms. In this way,
entrepreneurs reveal how the firm’s actions were embedded in the culture of giving, and as
a result, their understanding of the culture of giving is itself re-defined. For instance, Edu-

ardo explains in terms of the production and selling of vegetables:

When you are selling these products there are some codes
socially established and accepted. One of these codes is to
put the best products on the top of the crate and the ones that
are not so good on the bottom so that clients do not notice
differences in the quality of the products. We behave in a dif-
ferent way when we prepare the products to be sold. We def-
initely make an innovation when we say ‘all the products that
are not seen must be as good as the products that can be
seen’. We do not use products that have been forbidden in
other countries although their use is not forbidden in our
country. Contrary to the common practice, we wait the
required time to start the harvest after spraying. We do this
though it isn’t perceived by clients. [...] we try to do all these
things in the right way (Eduardo).

In the same way, Lucio, Nancy and Liliana described some of the practices that

defined the culture of giving in firms dedicated to services:




Giving means so many things... within the enterprise giving
may mean to allow, and even motivate employees’ participa-
tion at the time of making decisions, to open the possibility
of putting our ideas into question, to give explanations, to
give a space... (Lucio). : ‘

In the travel agency I intend to deal with the client who
comes to buy a ticket of $50 [in the local money] in the same
way I deal with somebody who buys a package of $10000,
because the person is the priority (Nancy).

I think that the main difference between our old people’s

home and others is recognized in the relation we have with

our employees. In other words, it is recognized in our atti-

tude of respect towards our employees. And as a conse-
- quence, it’s transmitted to people living here (Liliana).

Ricardo defined the culture of giving in the practices of a standarized and mass pro;

duction process - the production of lamps:

Though we fabricate thousands of products of the same type,
we always emphasize that each product is for a person.
Because we think of each person, all products have to be in
good conditions despite the quantity produced (Ricardo).

All the practices used by the entrepreneurs to define the culture of giving as a dif-
ferent behavior in the economic realm, howevér, can be described as good business prac-
. tices taken up by any firm not necessarily adhering to the project. This is the case of firms
which have applied forms of management based on human relations, emphgsizing their eth-
ical and social responsibilities.56 It can be asked, thus, what is the difference between EC

firms and non-EC firms that practice ethical behavior? Although being religious is not a

necessary condition for ethical behavior, for my interviewees their practices came out of

56. Christopher Newfield (1998) argues that although alternative management theories, based on culture as
a more effective production and less hierarchical organization, had hegemony during the 1980s, the ‘human
relations revolution never took place’. Instead, Reagan’s policies, rational-choice theories, and a restricted
participation within the firm characterized this period.
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the culture of giving as long as they were being inspired by the religious principle of help-

ing and serving other persons.5 7 : ,

Though this behavior was identified by entrepreneurs as a constitutive characteristic
of those who have joined the project, Ricardo and Roberto also suggested that this type of
behavior is inherent to all human beings, as in the focolare’ discourse, regardless of the
domain of action considered. From this assumption it follows that any entrepreneur could

take up this style of entrepreneurship:

I think that giving is inherent to the nature of human beings.
Living in this metropolis has contributed to egotistical
behavior. But if we go to small cities or villages we can see
that people behave in a more supportive way. But, social
structures preclude people from behaving in this way, and, as
a consequence, an effort must be made in order to return to
the natural behavior. I think that the proposal is to return to
all the values inherent to human beings. It’s within all human
beings. _That’é why it isn’t something unnatural that should
be forced, even in the economic sphere. I think that the key
is to realize that all these goods things are in all human
beings, and therefore they arise when the economy focuses
on human beings (Ricardo).

In the office we have a frame with Chiara’s [Lubich] thought
on the culture of giving which says something like this:
¢...human beings are the image of God, and God is love’. So,
human beings find fulfillment in giving. Because of this, and
because of our own experience, we think that the EC is the
hope (Roberto).

However, not all entrepreneurs shared this vision. Liliana and Lucio even chal-
lenged the validity of this vision of the culture of giving by pointing out difficulties they

.have in sharing, as well as the personal and collective effort that it required. Liliana and

57. This issue is explored in the following chapter in which I look at the rationality of the firms joining the
EC.
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Lucio showed that sharing profits is neither a natural condition, nor an easy sort of behavior

to take up by entrepreneurs, including entrepreneurs joining the EC:

One of the most difficult things for an entrepreneur, whether
in the project or not, is sharing profits. Because you can
always make up a good excuse, more or less fair, but it is an
excuse to avoid sharing (Liliana).

...In the beginnings we started making balances after each
construction was finished, in general each construction took
between three and six months. We had established a salary
for both of us [the owners] that was a limited amount, at that
time it was $1750 for each of us. After making the balance
we decided the amount to share. And at that moment, it’s one
of the most wonderful experiences I still remember, we
could have established a higher salary for both of us. Instead .
of a salary of $1750 we could have established a salary of
$2500. It wouldn