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Resumen

En este trabajo se examinan las experiencias
laborales adoptadas por un grupo de familias de
los sectores medios en la Ciudad de México,
para compensar la pérdida temporal o
definitiva de sus empleos. Se busca observar el
impacto de la crisis económica de 1994 en este
sector, ya que extrañamente, los sectores más
pobres no resultaron ser los más afectados.
Este comportamiento o efecto particular de
dicha crisis vino a corroborar que los hogares
en donde el ingreso se conforma
exclusivamente por las remuneraciones
salariales resultan más afectados que aquellos
otros hogares con fuentes de ingresos
diversificadas (fundamentalmente ocupaciones
por cuenta propia).
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Abstract

Middle class families in urban areas: the
development of new familiar strategies of
employment

This paper focuses on the new working
experiences that had to be implemented by a
group of middle class families in Mexico City
to cope with the temporal or definite loss of
employments. This study intends to observe
the impact caused by the economical crisis of
november, 1994, on the middle class, when
strangely, the social lower class was less
affected. This behavior or particular effect of
the crisis came to corroborate an hypothesis
supported by other scholars who argued that
households where the income is based uniquely
on wages, as it was the case of the middle class
families studied, the effects of the crisis were
of consideration in comparison to those
households were the economic income had a
varied source (self employment).

Key words: middle class families, economical
crisis, new working experiences, effect of de
crisis, quality of life, self employment.

he welfare level that an economy is looking to generate for the
population can me measured from the performance that some
macroeconomic variables show. One of them is the capacity of

rating  remunerated employments for the population that requires them. However,
in our country, as a result of the globalization policies that have been put into
practice through the last two decades, some productive sectors, and from the
population, have experiences a process which we may as well call "involution".

gene
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What prevails nowadays is the sacrifice of the internal economy which has
made possible the negative effects generation in most of the Mexican households.
Some of the social effects, produced by the restructuring of our economy, may
be summarized in the following points:
1. Incapacity to generate the quantity of employments needed by the

population.
2. Precariousness in the perceived incomes.
3. Deterioration in the saving capacity.
4. Increment of poverty and urban marginalization, which has generated

a profundization of the socioeconomic inequalities.
Similarly, to the economy's aperture policies we have to add the successive

economic crises, which have also contributed to the inequalities and social
differences aggravation, setting serious limits to the social and labour mobility.
It is to the interior of the households where is more clearly observed the
regression in the population's life conditions and quality. For example, the
working stagnation suffered in the mid 1980's and that is still happening has had
as a consequence that many people are incapable of entering to the remunerated
working world and have the benefits from it (Calva, 1998).

Having this context as a background, it is of my interest to present in this work
a description of the new working strategies of a group of families from the middle
class sectors who reside in Mexico City, and who looked for some compensation
for the negative effects of the temporal or definite loss of employment of one
or more of its members and therefore tried to revert the deterioration of their
monetary incomes and quality of life.

Similarly, there is no doubt that the impoverishment processes and ways have
acquired new forms and faces. Therefore, by means of data and experiences
related in this work we look to go deeper in the way former formal employees,
with enough economic income to maintain the life conditions the family
demanded, nowadays have been displaced to uncertain ways of employment
and with precarious incomes, and in order to maintain the previous life level and
not continue descending in the social structure they have to appeal more
frequently to activities on their own and to the multi-small-job situation (this is,
the performance of different precarious economic activities, generally not well
paid and not necessarily related to the worker's working formation). In other
words, it is about deepening in the analysis of the precarization process that
undeniably an important part of the middle class families in Mexico City have
experienced.
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1 For example, from December 1994 to the beginning of year 2000, the minimum wage had accumulated
a loss of 47.2 percent of their purchase power, being placed as the one with the hardest deterioration
in the last 18 years; this is over the 46.5 percent registered during the six years when Carlos Salinas
ruled the country and 44.9 percent reached during the government of Miguel de la Madrid (La Jornada,
May, 1st, 2000).

The interest of studying families from the middle class, in comparison to other
sectors of the population, it was mainly due to a differenced effect in the impact
of the 1994 economic crisis, since oddly the poorest sectors were not the most
affected. This particular behavior or effect from such crisis came to corroborate
the hypothesis sustained by other researchers, who argued that the households
where the income was exclusively formed by salaried remunerations (as the
typical case of many families from the middle class), the effects of the crisis were
resented more severely, in comparison to those other households that had with
a diversification of their income sources (fundamentally employments on their
own), which allowed them compensating the suffered disequilibrium by the
temporal unemployment and the reduction of the salaries' purchasing power,
which, at the same time, have, in the last years, faced a downward trend.1

A particular feature of the 1994 economic crisis was that it put the middle
class families before a situation of more vulnerability since those variables that
were spearhead for their takeoff and its later consolidation would be the most
affected by the establishment of a new accumulation strategy. This is, the
stability reached by the economy in the stage known as the imports substitution,
was transformed in important benefits for the middle class families. In general,
the successful trajectory of the economy was materialized when having better
conditions for the social reproduction of the work force. Those were times when
it was possible to keep the devaluation and inflation ghost away and with this it
was possible to have access to more and better remunerated employments, to
an owned dwelling, and in general, those were years when the families were able
to save and have access to a better quality of life.

However, at the moment these factors external to the families experience
negative behaviors, this, at the end, has an immediate impact, generating a
deterioration of their life conditions. Therefore, in the last years, it has been
extremely difficult for some families to maintain a working stability and an
ascending social and economic mobility, similar to those achieved by generations
preceding the aperture and adjustment of the economic model (Loaeza and
Stern, 1990; Cortés, 1997; González de la Rocha, 1995; Lustig, 1993).
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Middle class families and family life projects

Traditionally, the efforts directed to the search of income increment among the
families of the poorest sectors were conceptualized under the name of "surviving
strategies". The use of such concept was originated by the use Duque and
Pastrana (1973) gave it to refer, in its moment, to the different efforts displayed
by the scarce resources Chilean families to ensure their own survival. These
authors emphasized that the use of such concept was made with the objective
of describing the familiar actions as functions and traditional rearranging models
to the interior of the families and their members. The concept would be quickly
taken up again by different international organisms such as the Proelce, Flacso,
Celade and Pispal. Nevertheless, it was believed that the entailment of such
strategies would be developed only by the poorest families. However, the
survival strategy concept was not exempt from critics and different reformulations.

One of the first critics to the previous concept was made by Susana Torrado
(1981), who formulated a new plan of the initial theoretical proposal. From the
perspective of this researcher, the concept of survival established serious
limitations in its application since the less favored social groups of the society
were restricted. Besides, in the research where the concept was frequently used,
almost indiscriminately, Torrado mentions, the possibility of the existence of
conflict relations among the members of the families were left aside. Similarly,
the existence of a varied series of networks that could link the families with other
groups of relatives and friends were not considered as an important variable.
Besides, the hardest critic to the surviving strategies concept is the one that
assumed that families faced a series of options from which they could freely
choose the best for them.

Nevertheless, in the aspect of the improvement formulations to the concept,
Torrado suggested the use of the family life strategies. For the author it was
indispensable to make an incorporation of basic proposals such as the "constitution
of the own family unit, procreation, life preservation, socialization and learning,
familiar division of the work, organization of the family consumption, working
migrations, residential localization" (Torrado, 1981). Besides, the author proposed
the need of directing the approach of her proposal towards one perspective,
where the differentiation of the social classes would be highlighted, which would
make necessary the revision of determination of a structural nature, so that at the
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same time provide a fundament to the idea of an objective rationality (Cuéllar,
1996; Abonizio et al., 1996).

'Surviving strategies" in the 1980's

Throughout the 1980's and with an economic environment characterized by the
recurring crises and the restructuring processes of the accumulation models, in
some researches they talk about only "subsistence strategies". This term was to
be generalized to make reference to different forms in which households of less
resources faced daily reproduction situations and problem (keep their life and
consumption levels or try to prevent the deterioration in the quality of life) in
situations of crises of economic difficulties. Before this situation, other authors
preferred talking only about "life strategies", and insisted in the need of including
the developed experiences among families from other social sectors, and not only
from the poorest. It was also absolutely important to incorporate the productive
behaviors, integrating also demographic, economic and social aspects in the
analysis of the "daily reproduction" (Cortés, 1990).

However, this last concept was not safe from new revisions and critics. One
of the main ones consisted on doubting the supposed rationality that accompanied
the set up of the family strategies. The critiques, in this sense, can be divided in
the following points:

1. That the implied assumptions in the approach of the strategies about the
rationality of behavior lack of a theoretical and empirical justifications,
in the case of the poorest families. Besides, its was being doubted that
for the poorest groups there were options, and that with that it could be
talked about a rational choice. In any event, the families will be forced
to do what they do, and for that reason, it would lack sense to talk about
strategies or rational action in a strict sense. Authors such as Selby and
others (1994), mentioned that the normal criteria of the rational choice
theory cannot be applied to the Mexican poor families' situation, because
at the moment of lacking information and resources they do not really
choose, but the simply do what they can to survive. According the same
authors, one of the few actions where the poor are able to value and
calculate the pros and cons of a strategy, and therefore make a decision,
is precisely in the decision of migrating, to a city in the country or to the
United States.
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2. That in the studies where the family strategies problematic are
approached, they do nothing more than hypothesizing a fictitious economic
rationality, weakening other rationalities.

3. It is forgotten about the individuals and the complexity. The interfamilial
conflict is tend to be eliminated, in particular those of gender and
generational, and it is tend to suppose that the families, from the
implemented strategies, the consensus prevails. Similarly, it is tend to
loose sight of the importance of the relations with the environment, those
that are decisive to understanding the activities of its members and the
way each family defines even their own cultural profile. In any event,
also the feelings, affects and culture roles are left aside. This is; it is
excluded from the analysis everything that is not "rational" in the family
life, but that is a constitutive part of its existence (Salles, 1992; Cuéllar,
1996).

4. A last critique formulated to the concept of survival strategy is that it
tried to portray families as if they acted according to the series of
suppositions of the rational choice model. In short, it is sustained that
talking about strategies implies that the families determine consciously
which their goals are, from a range of possible actions that should be
performed for their achievement, considering a more or less extended
lapse. But neither the goals nor the mediums are necessarily objects of
conscious presentation and deliberation by the actors; nor do the actions
they perform involve a consistent and methodical application of a long
term planning.

Proposal of a new concept: 'family life projects'

The proposal of the concept "family life projects" was originally formulated by
the Economic Commission of Latin America (Cepal, 1994). This concept tries
to offer an alternative, in relation to the surviving strategy concept. The
theoretical proposal presented by the organism parts from the fact that it is
necessary to develop analytic efforts,

 "in order to identify the necessary conditions for the constitution and consolidation
of familiar structures capable of watching for their members' welfare and, at the same
time, to contribute to an equitable and democratic development" (Salles and Turián,
1996: 139).
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It is important to highlight that these functions may be performed by different
kinds of families. However, in order to do that is essential the existence of family
projects. The concept of family life project implies a "common life plan, where
goals and priorities are established for their achievement" (Ibídem).

The concept of "family projects" rescues the aspect that refers to the
rationality of the decision making, which seems implicit in the very project term.
Nonetheless, different from the concept of "strategy", it introduces in its
definition a more malleable term, that refers to a plan and whose imperative is
less overwhelming than "strategy"; this because the term family project entails
a more relevant and less rigidly fixated, by means of long term previsions. This
is, the families construct and set up certain projects, and for this they use
monetary, familiar, social and symbolic resources to which they have immediate
access.

The success or lack of it, of such projects will depend on the particular
characteristics of the kind of resources each family control. Therefore, if a
project is not successful, it does not invalidate the fact that different kinds of
experiences directed to the income saving as well as the generation of it can be
put into practice. The conditions that would make, or not, each one of the projects
profitable, I insist, depend on the kind of material, monetary, social or familiar
resources each on of the families can control. The existence of a family project
maximizes the characteristic solidarity of a group and channels it towards the
procurement of collective goals and shared by their members, consolidating the
social framework where the family life rests (solidarity, reciprocity, and consensus),
but not forgetting the conflicts and contradictions that are developed in the
construction and set up of the family projects, that are proper of the connivance
among individuals.

The concept of "family project" underlines that aspects of connivance and
social practices in which the construction of a socially validated and comparative
ethos is constructed. This is that way because the stability of the solidarity links
among the members of a family depends on the congruence between its
members' rights and obligations (Cepal, 1994).

Besides, the same proposal of the "family projects" proposal has to be
complemented and enriched with some of the critical plans that in different
moments have been formulated to the "surviving strategy" concept.

At first the capacity each family has to put into practice certain projects
directed to preserve or improve the family and its members' conditions would be
recognized. Therefore, the generation and set up of the different family projects
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2 I use the term habitus in the sense granted by Bourdieu. Talking about hábitus means talking about
systems of transferable and long-lasting dispositions, structures liable to function as structuring
structures, this is, as generating and practice and representation organizers principles that can be
objectively adapted to their goal (Bourdieu, 1991).

are actions that are not only for the poorest families. In this sense, the family
projects may be developed to the interior of the scarce resources families that
are trying to face the labour restrictions, as well as among the middle class
families, who, as we have mentioned, have also seen their life conditions
deteriorated due to the crisis, and even more among the richest sectors, but that
have not been totally exempt from a recession in their quality of life, that has been
present, as small as it is.

In this way, by means of the functioning of diverse projects in some families
it is tried to privilege the generation of larger incomes, as well as the saving of
those. In other cases, what is expected is to maintain the, at all costs, the level
of life and even to obtain and control certain resources that allow them accessing
to better conditions, both in the working area as well as in dwelling, consumption
and feeding. In the analysis I shall be presenting I try to be consequent with the
comments postulated in previous paragraphs. Therefore, in the description of
each one of the projects the families set up we try to highlight the importance
some emerging, at first as little rational, behaviors or actions may acquire.
Behaviors and experiences that for each family have come to be part of what
be called hábitus2  or the family routine, or the repertoire of possibilities that take
part of the family life memory, but that become important practices, where the
memory and the identity of each family are created and reinvented.

This is, it is focused on what it seems and conceives as a rational action, but
at the same time what acquires a non-rational character has to be highlighted, in
economic terms, and that may be present in many of the actions promoted in the
own family projects, but that without a doubt are conceived as central aspects
in the life and development of the own families. Also the collective or multiple
character of the family projects has to be highlighted. Similarly, it is implicit
recognize the solidarity factors as well the conflict factor, which can be seen both
in the families' daily life as well as in the set up of the different family projects.

Therefore, under the particular characteristics of the family project concept,
it is possible to introduce in its analysis actions that go further those that are
determined by an action of an economic character exclusively. In this sense it
is important to take into account the own representations that the involved actor
or actors have in the reality in the implementation of each one of the projects
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promoted by the families. Besides, it becomes very important that the options
they have are taken into account, as well as the capabilities of them set into play.

The projects developed by each family should not be considered as a series
of actions directed to face a series of external conditions, but they have also to
be valued as activities in which the families develop an intense creativity. The
projects should be considered as a series of practices whose motivations of an
economic nature are not the only ones that rule the decision taking, but also may
motivate the actions and the projects of extra-economic nature. In this way it is
tried to avoid easy conclusions where it is only tried to focus and reduce the
character of the family proposals to matters directed to ensure the family
reproduction.

Characteristics of the studied population

The information on which this research is based was obtained in two field work
periods.3 The first one took place during the May to October, 1997, whereas the
second period extended across January to May, 1998. During this time a survey
was raised that included 110 families in total. Besides, the analyzed families were
identified as belonging to the middle class from the following premise: the fact
that the heads of family or those other members who work in non-manual
activities of the public or private sector was privileged, it was also established the
criterion that the spouses had a medium or higher education level and even we
found cases with spouses with a postgraduate level. Therefore, dealing with this
kind of jobs would lead to the attainment of a higher remuneration than the one
received by the workers of popular sectors.

In this way it was mainly worked with teachers, clerks, public or private
servers and independent professionals, only to mention some occupations. The
survey, in the first place, was applied to a total of thirty families in which on of
their members face an overdue account problem with a banking institution or with
a particular. This group of families, at the moment of applying the survey, was
part of two debtor organizations: one was the Barzón Metropolitano movement,
and the other was the Asamblea Ciudadana de Deudores de la Banca (ACDB)

3 The cases presented here were described with more details as a result of the wider research presented
to gain the Ph. D. in Anthropological Sciences degree in June 2004, at the Social Anthropological
Department of the UAM-I. The field research was performed with the economic support of a grant-
loan issued by the Conacyt. The direction of the project was in charge of Dra. Margarita Estrada, CIESAS
Researcher.
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(Bank Debtors Citizen Assembly).4  A second series of surveys was applied
to two groups of high education students: the first one was part of a public
institution (thirty four questionnaires), and the second studied at a private
university (fifteen questionnaires). The third strategy was applying the survey to
a group of families who were living in a housing unit: Villa Panamericana - located
to the South of Mexico City - (thirty one questionnaires). Once the survey was
applied and with the data gathered from it, it was then proceeded to select 40
families, with which a field work phase was performed, from which more
detailed and further information was obtained about their daily life experiences.

The 1994 crisis and its effects on the families

One of the immediate manifestations of the 1994 economic crisis, among the
studied families, was the experience of unemployment.5  The results from the 110
families to which the survey was applied showed that in 31 percent of them, at
least one of their members, lost their jobs temporarily. Besides, the distribution
of the people who lost their jobs happened in the following way: in 17 families the
husband was the unemployed, in other four it was the wife, and in the other 13
families, it was any of the offspring. Most of these actions had a direct relation
with the situation of the deterioration the economy experienced from the so-
called "December mistake" due to temporal or permanent enterprises closing,
and even of workshops or family enterprises and businesses.

Another of the immediate effects of the crisis and the adjustment programs
applied by the economical authorities was the increment in the cost of the
services provided by the government, which would unleash an avalanche in the

4 Scholars of the bank debtors' movements have highlighted their poly-classiest character (Mestries,
1995; Carton de Grammont, 2001). For example, the movement called El Barzón, must be from its
beginning a movement of rural producers, it was extended to turn, with the aggravation of the crisis,
in a movement that integrated business people, professionals and traders. Similarly, other analyses on
El Barzón mentioned that the presence of this organization in totally urban environments had been
as a space that included mainly small and medium entrepreneurs, professionals, public and private
employees, as well as an important part of traders. This is, one of the distinctive and particular
characteristics of the urban population member of the debtors' movements is that they are families
from the middle class (Ángeles, 1997). This situation was confirmed when applying questionnaires to
30 families from El Barzon as well as from the Asamblea Ciudadana de Deudores de la Banca (ACDB)
(Bank Debtors Citizen Assembly), both with headquarters in Mexico City.
5 In general terms, the recession that started at the end of 1994 represented for Mexico a regression
to the levels lived in 1988, product of the closure of almost 15 thousand enterprises, the loss of 1.5
million employments, the collapse of the real gross domestic product in seven percent. The impact
of all those aspects was transformed into the increment of more than five million people in extreme
poverty situations.
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increment of different products of the basic product set. This situation would also
end up having an impact negatively in the members of each family who did not
experienced the loss of employment, but whose incomes would be notably
reduced as a result of the inflation that by 1995 reached 52 percent. For many
more, the crisis was materialized in the problem of overdue accounts, which
represented a very heavy burden, since the interests' monthly payments
increased significantly in a very short time, leaving thousands of families without
the possibility of doing their deposits on time, which led to the jeopardy of the
familiar patrimony.6 This is, the panorama for most of the studied families was
very problematic, the constant for them, despite the natural differences, was the
shortage of income to face the needs such as the service payments (health,
education, telephone, taxes, etc.), and other obligations acquired previously,
particularly debts with their banks.

The families and their economic projects7

Before an economic and labor panorama of open recession, the families have
tried to diversify the strategies to ensure the generation of resources. However,
it is very important to highlight the characteristics and the kind of resources each
family has under their control in order to understand the success or failure of
these activities. From the approach had with the families we could observe in a
first moment that these tried to restrict and control more the expenditure and then
promote the activities directed to the generation of extra income. One of the
resources that was exploited by the families were the different existing relation
networks among relatives and friends, as well as the possessions that they were
able to accumulate in the times of economic bonanza (for example, the fact of
having an education of higher levels, the ownership of one or more houses, cars,
jewelry, electrical appliances, etc.) which were very useful when the members

6 The debtors' crisis was, or is, one more among the several crises that shook the country in a wider
context from the 1994 economic crisis. According to some researchers as part as the sequels it took
an important number of human lives, sadly by suicide, and directly it affected nearly a third of the
Mexican families, and indirectly, to most Mexicans (Calva, 1997)
7 The Multidisciplinary Analysis Center (CAM) from the Faculty of Economy of the National
Autonomous University of Mexico, in one of its reports mentions that the lost employments during
the 1994-1995 crisis have not yet recovered, as neither has the economy been able to generate the
1.2 million employments demanded annually. As a consequence of this, it is affirmed that more than
23 million Mexicans (64 percent of the EAP) performs activities on their own, whereas more than
four million people are totally unoccupied (La Jornada, May, 1st, 2000).
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of the families decided to enter to the working experiences on their own and also
for those who could, despite the crisis, maintain their jobs.

Labor strategies

The first option the families visualized was trying to place some members of the
family in jobs at formally established enterprises to try to secure the attainment
of at least one salary and the access to the social security services provided by
the Mexican Institute of Social Security for all the family, in case that any of their
children or spouses needed specialized medical attention or hospitalization.

For example, in the context of unemployment on a member of a family, the
ones that for the first time entered to the labour market were principally the
children. The survey showed that in 24 families the income of one of the
children's income was regularly perceived was reported. Whereas in seven
families were the wives who had to re-enter (after being married) to a
remunerated activity.

Preparation and sale of comestibles

Another strategy implied activities that had to do with the preparation and sale
of food. This was an activity developed in a space within the house, and in which
basically women took part of, although other members of the families were
incorporated, who intervened in activities such as delivering the packages of food
at the work places or to attend those customers who went to the house to
consume.

Another variant of this kind of activities was the preparation and sale of pastry
products. In these cases the only ones that took part were the housewives. The
preparation and sale of pastry was also performed in the houses and the orders
were made mainly by a relative or friend because of a familiar celebration. To
appeal to this activity took place only when one member of the family, specially
the husband or the wife, were temporarily unemployed. However, there were
also cases when after the unemployment problem had been solved, the housewives
continued doing these activities, even when this meant an important increment
in the intensity of the working hours of the members, but, I repeat, mainly in the
women shifts.
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Similarly, it was found a case of a wife who combined her work as a teacher,
housewife and occasionally regularized students with problems in her subject of
expertise, and that besides dedicated some time to prepare and sell confectionery.
The significant thing of this housewife continued performing all these activities
after her husband re-opened his serigraphy workshop, which had been closed for
several months due to economic problems. Another case was of a university
teacher, who after some months in which she could not find a job, could obtain
temporarily incomes by teaching private Italian lessons, but complemented her
scarce incomes from this activity by preparing selling cookies, mainly to relatives,
friends and neighbors.

We have to highlight that the economic investment the families made to set
up the projects was minimal since they already had the domestic furniture and
other necessary instruments for their preparation. In the same way, they had the
necessary knowledge for the successful termination of such projects.

Commerce

Another activity that was found was the sale of articles such as: clothing,
footgear and cosmetics. This was developed within the house as well as outside
it. In order to perform this activity, the main tactic was to visit the possible buyers
in their own domicile. Even there were specific cases when the husband or the
wife went to a tianguis to sell the articles the family had previously selected. In
those cases, it was the wife who was in charge of the sale when it was about
cosmetics, and as in the confectionery, it was visiting relatives, friends and
workmates.

Another strategy in the commerce sphere was the opening of family
businesses such as grocery stores and a stationery; in both cases the businesses
were attended by the couple and occasionally with the help of the children. When
this was done inside the house, it meant an important saving since this way they
do not spend money in rents or salaries of people working for them.

It is important to mention that experimenting with new strategies implied for
most of the involved the necessity of adjusting their lives to the managing of new
schedules, new routines and at the same time to face the uncertainty the
exploration of unknown activities and situations form them implied. In these
cases it changed from the regularity of having an established and constant salary
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to the variability and trends of the market. This means, today the sale was good,
tomorrow, who knows.

Offering of services

A third kind of family projects that were the most numerous and varied among
the studied families were those were different services were offered. Among
these we found the following:

Prepare spaces of the dwelling to rent them. In these cases, the
informants detailed that from experience they changed from being a
family who lived alone to one who had the need of sharing the house with
other residents. This brought along the loss of privacy. For example, in
one of the cases, one of the family rooms was leased to a university
classmate of one of the children, and in others to very close friends to
the family, looking the way of not introducing total strangers to the house.
The medical consultations out from the hospital they used to work at,
private lessons out of the schools or the public institutions where they use
to work were also another alternative implemented by several spouses
and offspring who were not unemployed, but indeed in the necessity of
extra incomes to complement those attained formally. As in most of the
previous activities these ended up being implemented in the house, which
represented a saving and such activities found their main support by the
service demand from close friends and relatives.

Presentation of specific cases

Rose a single mother, holder of two degrees and a Masters in Hispanic Studies,
besides she speaks and writes three languages; Spanish, English and Italian. With
this level of preparation it would seem that obtaining a job would not be difficult.
However, thing turned very complicated. Everything started when she lost her
job. Before this situation, she started to look for a job that offered security for her
and her son, as well as the possibility of getting professional training. However,
for almost a year the search was not successful; the salaries offered were lower
to the one she had perceived in her previous job. During the time she could not
get a job she gave Italian lessons, but the incomes she obtained for doing that
were lower than the one she obtained as a teacher. Besides, during that time she

1.

2.
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started preparing and selling cookies. However, after eight months of searching
she finally could obtain a new employment at a private university. This new
employment was paid three thousand monthly. However, she considers that is
not a payment that goes according to her level of preparation and professional
experience, but it was "the best" she could get. This salary was 40 percent less
than in the previous one.

Estela is 32 years old, she lives with her parents. She lost her job as an
executive secretary; cause: personnel cut. In that job she earned three thousand
pesos per month, with a 10-hour working days five days a week. She has got
unfinished higher studied at the Iberoamerican University, besides, she speaks
English. After she lost her job she has not been able to find another one.  She
comments that she has received job offers, although with lower salaries than the
one she earned in her previous job. In some places she has been offered positions
with salaries from 1 500 to 2 000 pesos a month, which she has rejected because
they are simply not enough to afford covering her expenses. She mentions that
she has not had the opportunity to apply for a position at a bank because the top
age for the new employees is 28 years, whereas in some other places is of 30.
Estela spends several hours a day delivering resumes and attending to and
endless number of interviews without any satisfactory results.

Carmen and María Luisa are sisters, and since they were students at the
Faculty of Architecture from the National Autonomous University of Mexico
they started a successful career. Carmen, since she was in her second year,
managed to enter to the work team of the well-known architect Pedro Vázquez;
whereas María Luisa got a job as a school inspector in the country for a state
organism, although she had not finished her studies yet. As a result of these
successful careers, and some others, within some time they managed to establish
a construction company, of which both were the proprietors. Once the company
was established, the contracts were always there and had a great facility to get
jobs. For example, after the 1985 earthquakes, her construction company got the
concession to install camps for the thousands of affected citizens.

All this has as result the stability and economic raise of both sisters. For many
years, having a sure source of work allowed them having life conditions
characterized by the access to real estate, travels and other luxuries. However,
as a result of the 1994 crisis, the contracts of the construction company started
to become less common. This situation went for more than a year and a half.
Seeing the difficulties for the company, one of the sisters decided to give chance
a try and opened a food establishment. This business was a failure and ended up
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closing it in a short time. This situation convinced her to move to Baja California
Sur. From being a successful professional there was a time when she did not have
any clear job option to generate incomes. She even thought of selling her house
to, with that money, start another business. Whereas that in the construction
company bonanza, both sisters and their families were able to travel to Europe
and to the United States constantly. Nowadays, one of them barely makes
enough money to pay her business trips to Baja California. All this, as the
informants mentioned, was a consequence of the economic crisis.

Ana María is a single mother of two, works as a secondary school teacher.
At the moment of the interview she was living with her parents. The main
problems of the family were of the purchase power. Now, in comparison with
previous years, "the cheques run like water". The informant makes a comparison
with the situation experienced by her parents, and comments that her father has
always been a free-lance jeweler. From his work, her father was able to give is
children a professional education, besides he could afford buying a place to build
a two-floor house. In those times, he gave two of his children a car when they
turned 18 years old. The family frequently traveled and made some reparations
to their house. Now she compares her current incomes and states that they are
not enough to keep up with the family's consumption as when she was single. She
mentions that with her salary she has not been able to get a car. The one she uses
is his father's, and, obviously, she has cannot afford a department. This aspect
is very significant since currently is a full-time secondary school teacher, she has
not been able, under the current economic situation, to provide them an ascending
consumption level and quality life, as her father did with his family, when she was
a child.

Currently she stills receives help from her parents. Despite it all, she continues
studying. However, she comments that with the limited salary and the fact that
she is a single mother her preparation is very deficient. The latter is due to the
lack of economic resources to acquire consultation books because she has to
decide between getting books and feeding her children. She mentions that despite
the experienced restrictions in some aspects, she was able to pay her debts using
credit cards, there was a time when she has four of them, but after what
happened from January 1995, with the increment in the interest rates, she
decided to keep only one.

In conclusion, she considers that despite her professional preparation and the
exhausting of her working days, her conditions and life quality, and particularly
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of her children, are lower than those she could experience when she was part
of the family nuclear group. The luxuries and privileges she once was able to
enjoy she cannot offer to her children.

As it can be seen, the possession and control of certain knowledge and
belongings was a factor that contributed in some occasion to put some families
in a privileged situation, in comparison to other poorer sectors that did not have
similar abilities and knowledge as the middle class families. Nonetheless, also
having working trajectories, in some cases, is not enough to accessing to better
jobs and getting better salaries to set equilibrium to the situation of quality of life
deterioration.

For some of the families we presented, the fact that most of the spouses had
a profession became the main resource on which the options of setting up family
projects rested. In some cases, particularly among some women, the profession
and acquired knowledge in previous working experiences, and before a boom
and economic and social mobility context they went into abeyance, and have not
been used during the years of ascent and economic mobility, were used once
more before a panorama that has been characterized by economic conditions
particularly adverse, as the crisis of 1994 and the following years.

This was demonstrated by cases as of some of the wives who during the
mobility and labour stability stage their husbands had achieved decided to retire
from the remunerated job and dedicate exclusively to the house chores.
However, the husband's income, or of other member of the family who worked
started to reduce, and they have no other option but enter once more to the
remunerated, or not, activities.

In other cases there were experiences where the professionals did not have
to experience the temporal loss of their jobs, but a considerable decrement of
their incomes. This is, their situation was not in disadvantage but neither did their
lives experiences significant improvements, in the end their working and
economic conditions were, after some years, being the same. This led that some
spouses had to work, even extra hours, if the economic conditions of the
enterprises permitted it, and offer their services on their own, outside the
enterprises they were working for.

Another aspect that has to be highlighted is that the dwelling also became one
of the resources that were well used by the families, turning in a space where
goods and resources were produced and sold. Parts of the dwellings were
transformed, at certain times, into small restaurants, consulting rooms, small
schools where regularization courses were offered. This is; it was at the families'
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houses where the wide range of working projects was implemented. So, the
house suffered a notable change since it stopped being a space dedicated
exclusively to family reproduction, resting and consumption, to become a space
where new alternatives of work were implemented. This brought along important
restructuring processes of the functions, activities, tasks and family relationships.
In other words, it was a radical change in the family life and in each of its
members and their vital spaces.8

Another important resource was constituted by the parental and friend
networks which turned into one of the main channels or the main receiving
market of the goods and services generated inside the families. For example,
despite the predomination of the nuclear kind residence we found among the
surveyed and interviewed families, this did not mean that we were in front of a
group of families, due to this circumstance, were isolated and did not participate
in large social networks of reciprocal and assistance relationships.

New perceptions of work

In spite of the changes observed among most of the families, the work world is
still, without a doubt, a very important referent in the collective imaginary.
Nonetheless, it is worth highlighting the importance redefinitions the interviewees
made about the way the work days take place in and out of the house. Thereby,
the changes in the conditions under jobs or employments are developed make that
the individuals have different opinions on this matter. This is, to experience with
new routines and to try new occupations shows that a society like ours, where
the institutional supports towards those who temporarily or permanently lose
their remunerated jobs are scarce, makes it practically impossible for the
members of a family may be for long periods without any kind of job. Hence it
is absolutely necessary to work doing something and with this, generating
incomes to meet some of the multiple needs of each one of the family members.

As it has already been explained, many families faced the imperative need of
diversifying the working options, when in the family one of the members faced
an unemployment period, or simply because the incomes started to be insufficient
to cover the expenses and compromises previously acquired, or to satisfy the

8 A similar situation was reported by Bazán (1996), but in relation to the strategies implanted by a group
of the oil industry ex-workers, where also their dwellings experienced a series of transformations and
turn, for a group of ex-workers, in one of the main resources for the families, and at the same time
in a space where it was transcended their character of their previous reproduction and housing functions.
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family's basic needs. Under these circumstances, the immediate option was
intensifying the working activities of those who could maintain their jobs. In this
new context of working adequacy, the families not only privileged non-manual
activities (an important distinctive of the belonging to middle class sectors),
rather, as it has been mentioned, the activities developed on their own were
essential in the families' daily life. This also led to the fact that new working hours
were more exhausting and discouraging than in previous times.9  In some cases,
a kind of frustration was experienced when the people saw how their previous
working experience earned with years of work became obsolete before the
demands of the labour market, or simply the acquired experience was not a
decisive factor to easily access to a new remunerated employment.

Many of the informants considered their current working situation as
repetitive, alienating and without possibilities of reaching substantial improvements
in their work and life conditions, in both medium and long terms. Besides, they
stated that before a situation like this, they ended up adopting a desperation
attitude. It is lived every day and at very moment with the precariousness at the
work places, instability in the labour contracts; apart that many of the goals and
trajectories in the job had been suddenly interrupted. This is, people have to work
to live, but they have to work harder than before, and with the affectations and
adjustments that this has meant for the family nucleus.

For many of our informants, work currently did not represent an option that
allows them, individually or collectively, reach certain fixed goals. For others, it
had only meant being stuck in the same positions for several years without
reaching mobility in the promotion ladder and even less improvements in the
salaries. Nonetheless, there were some other cases where, despite all, did not
experience unemployment, but did not get any of the improvements they wanted
for them and their families either.

Obviously that work, despite the few satisfactions it generated among many
citizens during the last years is still a practice that continues marking the task of
the families' daily life inside and outside the house. Besides, we barely can think
in the disappearance of work for long periods, as a regular practice of the family
life. This is, the families' social reproduction is secured in the extent these enter
to a remunerated, or not, activity. However, what the families have indeed
experiences are several transformations in the conditions the work organization

9 On other aspects, we have to mention that some informants, mainly women, said that their working
hours outside the house were longer than 10 hors a day, without counting the hours spent working at
home.



 164

CIEAP/UAEMPapeles de POBLACIÓN No. 46

is performed. The probability of one day reaching a remunerated job and the
attainment of social benefits is something that many times is reducing to the right
of working for the salary the patrons wish to pay, and in totally unfavorable
conditions.

Something that was evident in the numerous testimonies by our informants,
so it was this way that the hours invested in a job tended to increase, as the
salaries were reducing noticeably; and therefore there were not enough,
resulting in a larger precarization of the families' life quality.

Being heterogeneity in the ways the productive activities developed a
characteristic feature of many of the working activities members of a family
currently do.

 Conclusion

The activities on their own were presented as an option to families went to during
and after the conjuncture crises situations, since the incomes coming from the
teaching of private lessons, leasing one or more rooms of their houses, or selling
different products began to have an important value in the conformation of the
families' total income.

Similarly, it is fact that diversification of working activities from the activities
of their own has stopped being a feature or exclusive activity of the poorest
families in the urban contexts. Also these working activities have stopped being
a mere passing project and become an important project in the daily life of a
growing number of middle class families.

An example of the value these new experiences have acquired was
demonstrated in the fact that many families continued doing them, even when the
person or people who had been unemployed obtained a new occupation, or when
one or more members, who did not work, entered to the remunerated labour
market.

It is worth mentioning that not all the cases of families that appeal to these
activities always had that second option. In some cases the project failed;
nonetheless, this did not stop from looking new strategies.

It was also demonstrated the use and reuse of an important cumulus of
resources obtained by the families in previous times characterized by the working
stability and the consequential constant and permanent entrance of a salary
income.
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So, among these families it was not looked exclusively for the intensification
in the use of the potential resource, as the available work force within the heart
of each family. Normally, when it is talked about establishing comparison among
the functionality of the developed projects by families from popular and middle
class sectors the middle class projects and the situation in general tend to be
characterized in more frailty conditions. It was though of the middle class families
as controllers of scarce resources, which hypothetically set them in a weaker
position, in comparison with the variety of strategies built among the popular
sectors (González de la Rocha, 1995). However, with the cases we have
presented here, as well as those offered in other researches on middle class
families (Molina y Sánchez, 1999), this perception is questioned.

What is noticeable is how the families from middle class could generate an
entrance of extra economic incomes from the wide and varied economic
activities. An aspect that contributed to this was that most of the families had total
ownership of a house, furniture and domestic appliances, which help them not to
depend on the available human work as the only option to set up their projects.
In this way, among the middle class sectors, that at the same time demonstrated
to be wide, flexible and operable, as the ones included in development projects
among the popular sectors.

The increment of the activities on their own, in a wide range families in the
national territory, confirms the importance this kind of projects have been
acquiring, which have been directed to stop the deterioration the quality of life
had suffered among an important number of families from these population
sectors. Neither this kind of behaviors have flourished among middle class
families exclusively from the 1994-1995 crisis, also known as the "December
mistake", but it is also a behavior that has been growing and that had been
detected in previous years (Lara, 1990; Esteinou, 1996), and as it has already
been mentioned, it has been conforming as a project that exceeds what is
associated to a conjuncture crisis stage, to consolidate as a solid and frequent
alternative of a large number of Mexican families' daily life.

Then, we can say that in order to assure their reproduction conditions, families
have to draw upon the application of hybrid forms in their work strategies. I use
the conception of hybrid in to refer the mixtures and the heterogeneous forms by
which families are trying to generate their work opportunities. For example, one
of the categories that are used, and that I myself used to determine the belonging
to the middle class, was considering the occupation of the members of the family
who work doing non-manual tasks. Nonetheless, when checking the strategies
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many of the studied families chose, it was found that nowadays choosing manual
activities is more common.

Similarly, from the cases we presented in particular, it was shown the facility
with which the members of the families change from the activities of the called
formal sector, to the activities on their own. Even it was common to find people
that in the same day were capable of performing activities from the two sectors.
The conception of hybrid work projects demands and implies the overcoming of
the traditional dualist conceptions, as in the particular case of the social sciences
in Latin America, where for many years prevail these attempts to explain the
labour reality of the families who were looking for their social reproduction. In
this case, the conception we present here makes it possible than when analyzing
the labour dynamic of the families the traditional distinction between the world
of the formal and informal work or by their own. Another dualist conception that
is overcome with the proposal of hybrid work projects consists on leaving aside
the traditional division of activities denominated manual and non-manual to
characterize the location of the members in the labour market. From the
presented cases, it is evident the alternation and combination within a family or
inside the projects from one single person, from a variety of arrangements: going
from the public to the private, from the manual to the non-manual and from the
formal to the familiar or on their own, or simply combining both options in one
single person or in one family. Of course that this has also brought a high cost
regarding the internal family dynamics. Projects in the medium and long terms
have to be sacrificed in order to try to solve the immediate problems. Men and
women have to incorporate and try new dynamics they were not familiar with,
and in the long term they have to readapt their own roles inside and outside their
household to face a working reality characterized by a growing uncertainty.
Today we find men, women and children who go to markets and streets, not to
buy anymore, but to offer themselves their products, they have to change and
readapt their routines, they have to learn new vocabulary, new codes. This is the
new reality of thousands of households in Mexico in the present: they have to
change and reinvent themselves daily in order to face labour uncertainty.
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