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Zusammenfassung

In Ubereinstimmung mit drei philosophischen
Traditionen, die den Thesen von Aristoteles, Lu-
ther und Marx folgen, wurde Arbeit unter dem ,,Pa-
radigma des Produkts“ und als ,gegensitzlicher
Begriff“ erklirt: Es gab darin keine philosophische
und anthropologische Definition der Arbeit. Sie
wurde oft als unvereinbar mit der menschlichen Ex-
zellenz erklirt. Der Artikel offeriert eine Definition
der menschlichen Arbeit und folgt dabei den Vor-
schligen von Alasdair MacIntyre, wie zum Beispiel
beim Begriff der ,,Practice” oder der Beschaffenheit
des Menschen als abhingigem und verletzlichem
Wesen. Dabei werden einige moderne, negative
Sichtweisen auf die manuelle Arbeit, kérperliche
Bediirfnisse und die Bedeutung des Alltags auf den
Priifstand gestellt.
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Abstract

According to three philosophical traditions
that follow theses of Aristotle, Luther and Marx,
work has been defined under the “product para-
digm” and as a “shifting notion”: it lacks a philo-
sophical and anthropological definition and it has
been frequently explained as opposed to human
excellence. This study offers a definition of human
work following some proposals of Alasdair MacIn-
tyre, such as the notion of practice and our depend-
ent and vulnerable condition. It also challenges
some modern and negative views on manual work,
bodily needs and the meaning of everyday life.
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Schwerpunkt - Work-Life-Balance

One of the most frequently used words in to-
day’s culture is probably that of “work”. It is likely
one of the least explored concepts in today’s society
as well. This fact points to the word’s problematic
use - which is either quite superficial or simply abu-
sive. In either case, it is difficult to ignore that the
concept of “work” is present in many contemporary
debates related to economics, politics, and sociol-
ogy. It is even found when discussing psychiatric
pathologies such as stress, burn-out, mobbing, etc.
However, the ubiquity of these notions of work raises
the suspicion that many people fail to grasp what is
really at stake. More than a rhetorical concern, this
suspicion s quite serious because it is probably true.
The reason is that in order to deeply grasp some-
thing, philosophy is often, if not always, required.
But philosophy has paid little attention to work. The
scope of this article then is to propose a preliminary
philosophical approach to the notion of work.

What does Philosophy Tell us about Work?

To begin with, in the most serious on-line en-
cyclopaedia of philosophy, the Stanford Encyclopae-
dia of Philosophy, there is no “voice” given to either
work or labour. Similarly, there is no voice given to
either notion in the so-called “Projected Table of
Contents”. This lack of “philosophical existence”
leads us to presume a lack of “philosophical iden-
tity”. If this were truly the case, however, the his-
tory of philosophy should help us to support this
thesis. But it doesn’t.

First of all, we have to admit that work has had
a place in at least three philosophical streams: the
Aristotelian, the Lutheran and the Marxist. The
fact that these positions are historically extended,
socially alive and have been defended by important
thinkers of the 20% century allows us to refer to
them as living traditions that permeate our culture
in their different sociological appearances.!

Aristotle

Aristotle’s description of work, while closely
related to his political vision, is quite precise: Work
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is neither a human activity nor an aid to our flour-
ishing as rational, free and social members of a city.
Work is a private and non-free task, developed at the
oikia (or house) by women and slaves. The “good life”
for man does not mean work; it means leisure, the
contemplation of the truth, the achievement of vir-
tues in an open space where free speech and political
influence can take place. To contemplate the truth is
the highest activity a human being can achieve and
corresponds to the theoretical use of reason.

An important distinction must here be made.
The good life is different from life, although it
depends on it. Life consists of productive and re-
productive actions that bring something into ex-
istence, and which are focused on the satisfaction
of our basic, corporeal and daily needs, at home.
Therefore, explains Aristotle, while the geometer
considers the right angle as a spectator of the truth,
a carpenter looks at it and tries to see if it is useful
for his work.> This kind of work helps us to survive
and, therefore, it forms the basis of the good life.

As a result of these propositions, Aristotle de-
fends a sort of aristocratic humanism - in which
women and slaves are only workers or producers.
They can neither contemplate the truth nor be free
and acquire virtues. The good life is reserved for
the citizen: a full, rational and free man. Leisure
(otium) or the liberal arts make human beings simi-
lar to the gods. But work (nec-otium) or the servile
arts is what distinguishes life at home.

Hannah Arendt and Dominique Méda

Hannah Arendt in the 1960s and Dominique
Méda in the 1990s introduced some of these clas-
sic theses, recalling the philosopher’s interest in
the concept of work. Other notions - such as heroic
deeds and virtue, political action and free speech,
or public space and citizenship - have reinvigor-
ated discussions on Aristotelian topics, too. But in
doing so, little attention has been paid to a basic
distinction proposed by Arendt: the one between
labour and work. According to her, the labour of our
body performed by the animal laborans corresponds
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to the biological processes of the human body and
the preservation of the individual (and of the spe-
cies). For Arendt, examples of labour include feed-
ing and preparing nourishment, curing ailments,
growing, etc. They all aim at metabolic life with-
out leaving any trace behind them. The product of
these activities, as Arendt explains, is consumed at
the very same moment it is produced.

By contrast, the work of our hands performed
by the homo faber entails fabrication, construction
or, similarly, amanual and artistic activity. It differs
from labour because work stems from man’s in-
nate imaginative and creative abilities, producing
instruments that are not immediately consumed.
Work provides an “artificial” world of things, each
with their own dynamics and existence.

The distinctive feature betweenlabour and work
is clearly related to their respective products. Both
activities result in something being produced, but
workis characterized by the fact that its product en-
dures through time. In contrast, labour’s product is
made to be immediately consumed and, therefore,
does not have any cultural relevance, according to
Arendt. Thus, it is work, not labour, that builds a
second environment - an artificial and human civi-
lization with a public space for individuals - within
which political action is possible. Labour is simi-
lar “to [a] daily fight in which [the] human body is
engaged to keep the world clean and to prevent its
decay,” and therefore it “bears little resemblance to
heroic deeds.” In short, animal laborans’ private and
animal life is extraneous to human excellence.

Arendt’s fear is that despite the fact that labour
belongs to a secondary and private sphere, whose
members also have secondary roles, its presence
and its actions - production and consumption
- have invaded contemporary society. Following
this concern, Dominique Méda proposes “to dis-
enchant labour” because the animal laborans and
his consumerist life have usurped the place of the
heroic human being. Méda desires an existence for
man that allows “autonomous time” for beautiful
actions - for the development of virtues - and in
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which leisure can be cultivated. Thus, Aristotle’s
view of aristocratic humanism appears again.

Martin Luther

The other two traditions - the Lutheran and the
Marxist - prolong what can be called “the product
paradigm”. Work, according to these traditions,
continues to be something made or produced, but
more importance is given to this activity than to
leisure. According to the spirit of his time, Luther
supported the supremacy of the “activelife” over the
“contemplative life.” Calvin, too, centred his ideal
on work. Prosperity in temporal affairs would con-
stitute an authentic sign of predestination. A cen-
tury later, Descartes granted a privileged position
to science, arguing for the proposal to substitute
“speculative philosophy that is taught in school”
with another philosophy that is “radically practi-
cal.” Human beings may become “lords and domi-
nators of nature.”s First with the Reformation, and
then with modern philosophers, the entire classi-
cal approach to the division between the liberal arts
and the servile arts changed completely, and a new
model of humanism arrived - that of homo faber.

Max Weber and Karl Marx

At the beginning of the last century, Max We-
ber’s famous research related these theses to the
origin of capitalism.® According to Weber, there
was an original and primitive Protestantism that
did not encourage the enjoyment of life but, rather,
insisted on an austere attitude to labour. This doc-
trine gave rise to an ideal of human beings well-
adapted to developing the idea of capitalism: men
of iron, active and conscientious, rigid, persever-
ing and unusually industrious, who saw in the suc-
cess of their professional life the pre-condition of
their salvation.

Weber’s theory has been supported by other,
more contemporary studies. Christopher Lasch’
(1978) and Daniel Bell® (1996), for example, viewed
the erosion of the “old work ethic” as a transfor-
mation from the original Protestant spirit - with
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its virtues such as thrift and sobriety - into a capi-
talistic culture. A new way of life appeared - a life
that sought happiness in consumerism and in the
purchase of material goods. It is interesting to note
how we find Arendt’s animal laborans and its hedon-
istic life evoked here again.

The Marxist tradition on work also follows
the product paradigm: “[L]abour is external to the
worker, i. e., it does not belong to his intrinsic na-
ture [...] and the external character of labour ap-
pears in the fact that [...] in it he belongs not to
himself, but to another.” The proletarian worker
is considered a piece of merchandise, or capital,
and this is the best sign of his or her alienation.
Herbert Marcuse, one of the ideologues of the rev-
olution of May 1968, carries the Marxist doctrine
of labour to its ultimate consequences and pre-
dicted the abolition of work. The advancements of
technology would represent the end of human al-
ienation and will allow us to “return” to a utopian
ideal of free time, a pale and pathetic likeness of
the classical otium.*

Reason and the Product Paradigm

Let us outline some corollaries of these tradi-
tions in today’s culture. First of all, in the three
philosophical streams mentioned above, work is
defined by the product paradigm which today re-
veals a strong economic connotation. Work is an
unlimited means for the ends of economic growth
and political power. This approach is represented
today by liberalism, in which work lacks a social
dimension and does not include any reference to
moral principles.

Another consequence of modern philosophy’s
proposal on the expanded use of technical reason
was to conceive work as the dominion or transfor-
mation of nature. Best work meant best productiv-
ity, which implied that machines were supposed to
work better than man. Following the principles of
the Industrial Revolution, Taylorism and Fordism
developed this view further and, eventually, blue-
collar jobs, with a greater involvement of manual
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tasks, started to be considered as repetitive, non-ra-
tional and non-free. Assembly line theory on work
facilitated the replacement of blue-collar workers
with machines in order to develop factories that
improved production. Therefore, a more specific
notion of work appeared: in opposition to blue-col-
lar or manual work, white-collar jobs or educated
tasks (such as office or desk jobs) in the so-called
“service society”, later substituted by work in terms
of scientific and technological progress without
human involvement.

However, over the last several decades, this new
category of work - white-collar jobs - has also lost
its prevalence. As Richard Sennett has denounced,
the notion of human work is now more frequently
applied to rational and free professions connected
to the cutting-edge realms of high finance, ad-
vanced technology and sophisticated services."
Human work is identified with extremely rational
and highly intellectual occupations, and is repre-
sentative of the “post-industrial” economy prom-
ised by neo-capitalism.

Needless to say, these cultural approaches have
received some improvements or even rectifications.
Some recent - and extremely shocking - features of
the economic and political world reveal the wick-
edness of thinking of work as mere economic and
individualistic production. As a result, the demand
for corporate social responsibility has increased.
It seems that nobody is going to take for granted
the need for “ethical limits” anymore, which, up to
now, has been one of the most systematically mis-
leading expressions in our economic vocabulary.

Regarding assembly lines and the material no-
tion of work, W. E. Deming’s Total Quality Manage-
ment (TQM) theory revealed a deep confidence in
the human capacities for work, whether manual or
intellectual. All members of an organization were
considered part of the process - whether they were
blue-collar or white-collar workers. All workers
could contribute to processes, and to final pro-
ducts, if they were properly motivated, involved
in the whole strategy and saw themselves as its
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authors. More than simply productivity or quan-
tity, TQM theory saw quality and participation as
central to work, features which are also present in
manual work.

Critical assessments of the neo-capitalistic
theses of human work as the exclusive activity of
a small, educated elite are of special interest, too.
A new insight is the proposal for a “servant leader-
ship”. This expression is quite new because it brings
together two extremes that our capitalistic culture
has always seen as opposite and opposed: power
and service.? Another positive contribution has
been the explanation of manual work as a rational
and free activity that cannot be avoided in our civi-
lization and which has its own human characteris-
tics. All these proposals certainly contain accurate
insights on the notion of work. Nevertheless, while
trying to resolve incomplete theories or even prob-
lematic explanations about the issue of work, they
have not given it a positive definition. The history
of philosophy and contemporary approaches to the
topic reveal a description of work in terms of its
opposition to another reality that, in most cases, is
considered superior and more human than work:
otium vs. nec-otium, the liberal arts vs. the servile
arts, the contemplative life vs. the active life, etc.
Today, as we have already seen, this conceptual
conflict is still present but in a different way: ra-
tional or human work vs. mechanical, industrial or
technological work. Thus, the philosophical inex-
istence of work mentioned at the beginning of this
paper appears as a consequence of a lack of philo-
sophical identity. Philosophical research so far has
explained work mainly as “a shifting notion”.

Who is the Worker? What is Work?

If we pursue this further, we can see that there
are some common theses - related both to the three
philosophical traditions on work and to their later
cultural developments in the 20th century - that are
still challenging. Conditioned by the product para-
digm, these proposals on work are less interested in
the worker. For example, although some new man-
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agement theories consider work as a rational activ-
ity that influences society and includes a responsi-
bility for the common good, they do not necessarily
reflect on essential human dimensions (such as our
corporeal condition or our animal being). If these
streams of thought were to focus their attention on
the worker, we would then discover that they con-
sider him or her only as a rational being. The prob-
lem here, of course, is that adverb, “only”. Most of
the time, isolating reason in this way denies the
body, conceiving it as intolerably imperfect by ra-
tional standards. In doing so, this approach reveals
its dependence on a deep-rooted philosophical tra-
dition: the so-called Cartesian dualism.

Consequences of the Cartesian Dualism

According to his famous declaration, “cogito,
ergo sum”, Descartes characterized human beings
in terms of reason. We are our consciousness; we
are our mind. For Descartes, this immaterial di-
mension had to be clearly distinguished from the
body and all its material parts that could be meas-
ured under the coordinates of space and time. We
are a thinking substance - a thinking thing - and
we have a material substance, which is our body.

At the beginning of the Age of Modern Phi-
losophy, the separation between these new “two
things” was implicit. The real divorce arrived later
and entailed a philosophical battle between mind
and body that, little by little, replaced dualism with
amonist approach. A current example is the mind-
body problem that is commonly seen as the central
issue in the philosophy of mind - which, in many
of its different solutions, reduces psychic states to
physical processes.

The point here seems to centre on the follow-
ing questions: Can we really accept this divorce be-
tween mind and body, or between idea and matter,
or between intelligence and handicraft? If work has
to be performed in a rational way for us to be hu-
man, how can we explain our dependency on, say,
basic needs in order to work better? Or on human
relations (such as caring, confidence, etc.) in order
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to perform well? It is true (and good) that technol-
ogy has eliminated drudgery from work; but is it
possible to eliminate effort itself? Or the fatigue
that comes with work?

If these questions are valid, then we have to
admit that in order to resolve the lack of “philo-
sophical identity” given to work, we probably have
to recognize yet another deficiency. In short, work
has an anthropological deficit* that follows either
Cartesian dualism or current monism. We have to
review modern anthropological theses in order to
make up this deficit.

Three Challenges

One of our first challenges is to propose that we
ought to refuse an isolated body in the same way
that we rejected an isolated reason. This implies the
acknowledgment of a rational dimension in many
of our basic and bodily needs. A second challenge
goes a step further: If there is neither an isolated
reason nor an isolated body, then we have to admit
that we are not autonomous beings and are neither
totally independent nor absolutely free. We have
to accept our limits which are not negative but,
instead, positive. We are dependent on our bod-
ily needs, dependent on our reason (and the way it
knows) and dependent on others in order to achieve
our flourishing as human beings. Implicit to all
this is a relation that can be called of “belonging”
through which our freedom is not egocentric but
related to a community to which we belong. Finally,
a third challenge is that posed by the proposition
that if we are both dependent on others and on our
needs for our flourishing, then our maturity is not
an automatic process. In other words, we can fail or
we can succeed; there are wrong actions and there
are right actions that lead us to our flourishing.
Human work is one of them.

a) More about the Worker

The idea of distinguishing between a life based
on the corporeal needs that take place in the private
sphere of the home from the human excellence or
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good life that is achieved in the polis is not an Aristo-
telian thesis forgotten some centuries ago. Hannah
Arendt identified this life with the metabolic exist-
ence of the animal laborans, which has neither influ-
ence in culture nor any rational dimension. In doing
so - and this is a provocative thesis - Arendt relates
the Aristotelian approach on human excellence and
the good life in the polis to the modern proposal
on work as technical progress. Although Aristo-
tle would not have admitted Cartesian dualism, in
such a way Aristotle coincides with Descartes re-
garding the superiority of rational life above all
bodily activities directed to take care of our vulner-
able conditions. This superiority shows some com-
mon traces with the isolated soul and the isolated
body. The least that can be said is that bodily tasks at
the oikia do not distinguish human life; rather, they
impede the good life at the polis. For Aristotle this
good life mainly consists of contemplation of the
truth and acquisition of virtues. For Descartes and
modern philosophers, it consists of knowing clear
and distinct ideas, and dominating nature in order
to achieve progress. For both of them, our bodily
condition remains in a secondary place.

However, observation can help us raise doubts
about this proposal and other Aristotelian theses
that mitigate Aristotle’s responsibility. The most
common example of basic needs is probably nutri-
tion - which represents an exchange relation be-
tween aliving thing and its environment (for which
the former needs some special organs). This act of
feeding belongs to plants (mainly through roots) as
well as animals (through their beak, snout or simi-
lar organ), and to men and women (who eat with
their mouth with the participation of their hands
and with tools that have appeared along the centu-
ries and which differ from culture to culture). All of
these organs and tools serve the same purpose: to
eatin order to survive. We could attempt to say that
what is really universal is neither the plant nor the
animal nor their organs but, rather, the function of
nutrition, which is present in all levels of life.

In other words, there are some functions or

Imago Hominis - Band 16 - Heft 1



M. P. Chirinos: Humanity in Work: Challenging the "Product Paradigm”

acts, which interact with organs and, in doing so,
reveal two principles called ’soul’ and ‘body’: The
more active this function or soul, the more com-
plex the organs or body present in that being. It
results in an increased being that does not abandon
its organic unity and which is interdependent with
other embodied unities.

Work: A Rational and Free Response to Solve a

Human Need

If we go deeper in observing the act of nutrition,
we can see that while plants and animals always eat
in the same way, human beings, on the contrary, eat
in manifold ways. We are not only omnivorous but,
rather, are the only animal that satisfies its needs
with answers that are not totally present in nature.
Nature always gives the same answers. Human be-
ings discover how to use these different answers
and create or invent human responses that are not
determined by nature. One of them is very simple:
to cook. This reveals that human nutrition is nei-
ther just a metabolic function, nor merely a need
that nature satisfies because we have instincts. Hu-
man nutrition is something more and “this more”
means no opposition, but continuity. Based on
nature, we develop another way of satisfying our
needs that is not a determined but a free one. This
answer reveals a knowledge of nature based on ex-
perience, a know-how that can be taught from gen-
eration to generation, and which also allows for the
possibility of improvement.

In other words: We develop our eating habits
and their satisfaction according to our traditions
and scientific knowledge (gastronomy), our health
(nutritional values) and our customs (religion,
timetables, etc.). We also give different meanings
to the acts of eating and cooking: We celebrate an-
niversaries, strengthen friendships, take care of
family life or preserve health. Furthermore, we
can even reject our need to eat for many reasons
- not only due to aesthetic ones but also as a conse-
quence of deeply held religious attitudes. Our bod-
ily needs - to eat, to dress and even to rest - and
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the answers that satisfy them are involved in our
human world; and while they may seem similar to
those of animals or plants, they are full of rationali-
ty and they manifest cultural and free actions. Body
and soul are neither two enemies nor two isolated
terms. Our reason and our freedom permeate our
basic needs, and are at the origin of all the answers
our civilization has created in order to satisfy them.
These answers receive the name of work.

Now we are able to attempt a first approach to
the notion of human work: It can be described as a
sort of rational and free response that tries to solve
a need. Work is an invented solution that brings
into existence something new that benefits both
the being in need and the community to which it
belongs. This solution is not present as such in na-
ture: Man and woman become aware of their need,
discover a way of satisfying it, test this way and
transmit this novelty to others. Therefore, work can
be learned, improved and, in carrying out this acti-
vity, its result becomes part of culture and tradi-
tion. However, it is important to note that this de-
scription of work does not necessarily identify it
with a “new thing” because work is more than just
the new object or reality. It is a human act.

b) Dependency

Bodily needs do not necessarily imply any nega-
tive dimension of our humanity, either physical or
moral. Our corporeal condition can never be sepa-
rated from our rational being. Vulnerability and
fragility are more than unavoidable and depressing
bodily qualities. They reveal the absolute value of
our being in those moments in which we cannot
show our rationality. As Wendell Berry writes, “the
question of human limits, of the proper definition
and place of human beings [...] finally rests upon
our attitude towards our biological existence, the
life of the body in this world.™s In all these extraor-
dinary moments - but also in ordinary ones - we
need the presence and the care of others.

The recognition of our vulnerability has been a
sort of philosophical taboo for modern approaches
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to theidea of human excellence. It has been difficult
to admit the relation between these two extremes:
vulnerability and excellence. Human excellence
has been always related to happiness, to success, to
freedom and even to virtues, but rarely to fragility.
Yet we have to admit that this dependency can help
us to develop a rich capacity for feeling, for com-
municating, for knowing and realizing the needs of
others, and, in this way, contribute a great deal to
our maturity and flourishing.

Ethics of Care

Our body has the task of reminding us that we
belong both to nature and to human community.
Dependency and belonging are therefore two inter-
esting topics for a new anthropology that takes into
account what the aristocratic humanism of Aristo-
tleand theisolated rational being of Modernity have
both ignored. If, due to our corporeal condition, we
belong to nature and to a community, then sooner
or later we will accept the requirement to care for
others and, also, to take care of others. Feminists
have realized this state of affairs and have developed
the so-called “ethics of care” as an answer to these
anthropological gaps that dominate our culture.”

The new insights which feminism proposes
put into evidence for the first time the significance
of those manual tasks that were reduced to the
private sphere of the animal laborans. These tasks
have always been present in human history, but in
a secondary place. Feminism is trying to develop
a theoretical approach to them in order to under-
stand their anthropological value. This is quite sur-
prising since caring is an activity that, according
to Hannah Arendt, belongs to the animal laborans
and is, therefore, metabolic and non-rational. The
point here is to pay attention to the Aristotelian
origin of Arendt’s approach. In reality, caring tasks
show; in a very fresh way, that manual and material
works - such as work at home - can be expressions
of our rationality and of our freedom”, and can also
be at the origin of human culture.

Belonging to nature and to a community reveals
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another interesting anthropological step. Human
freedom is not autonomous, individualistic or ego-
centric. On the one hand, we are aware of the real
limits of our freedom and one of them is our vul-
nerability. On the other hand, we are aware of the
real possibilities of our freedom and one of them is
our dependency on others for our development as
human beings. One could make the claim that the
idea of freedom that results from these premises
does not have any reliance on external things such
as power, affluence, etc. Indeed, the idea of our
autonomy as rational beings that philosophy, es-
pecially since Kant, has supported for many centu-
ries, has overlooked its relation to our dependence.
As rational animals, this dependence refers to our
bodily condition, to our basic needs, to our belong-
ing to a community. As Alasdair MacIntyre claims,
we humans become “independent practical rea-
soners” because we, first of all, are dependent and
needy rational animals.™

c) The Act of Working: Its Human Dimension

Once we have described the agent of work, it is
easier to offer a more detailed proposal about the
act of working, attending to its various appearan-
ces - from manual and material work, to intellec-
tual work. Although this division is a consequence
of Cartesian dualism and technological progress,
we will here try to show that both kinds of work re-
quire the interaction of body and soul, and of their
organs and functions. Therefore, both of them -
material and intellectual work - can be considered
human actions that contribute to our flourishing.

Which organs and functions intervene in these
works? The answer depends on the particular type
of work that a worker exercises. Continuing the
example of nutrition, cooks have to employ their
senses such as touch, sight, smell, taste and also
hearing; they have to use their hands and sometimes
putinto operation bodily strength; they also have to
know the scientific properties of ingredients and
the know-how of the different dishes; they need to
use their imagination and creativity for the menus;
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they have to work attending to time, prices, etc. An
academic, however, is in totally different circum-
stances that can be quite diverse - especially if he or
sheis a professor of philosophy, teaching university
students or doing research, and has to make efforts
to develop concentration and imagination, and even
use physical labour such as speaking in a loud voice
to explain a subject to a young audience. Quite dis-
similar is the case of a secretary that has to acquire
relational skills, in order to deal with people, and
other abilities - such as organization, quickness
and empathy with potential clients, and efficiency
in completing tasks for his or her boss. Work - hu-
man work - implies the whole participation of our
faculties and our bodily efforts and conditions.

Internal Goods and External Goods

Nevertheless, work is not a univocal reality as
modern philosophy, following Newton’s physics,
hastried to explain. Each work calls to action differ-
ent organs, different capacities - memory, imagi-
nation, feelings - and also different uses of reason.
Skills depend on all these organs and functions. In
addition, in order to accomplish determinate jobs,
the worker has to possess the right aptitudes and
has to learn how to perform them. More important-
ly, this performance implies the achievement of in-
ternal goods as the primary results of the complex
act of working. This is the innovative point that
challenges the notion of work under the “product
paradigm”, defended since Aristotle and extended
into our culture today due to liberalism.

Following Alasdair MaclIntyre’s account on
practices,? intrinsic goods are different from exter-
nal goods. Examples of external goods are power,
honour, money or pleasure, and none of these goods
are connected in any essential way to a specific kind
of practice. They can be achieved through different
methods and activities, and they have a private di-
mension. We refer to them by means of possession.
Once they are owned, they remain private and can-
not be shared without being diminished. On the
contrary, new skills or abilities achieved through
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practices are precious goods because they are not
individualistic. They reflect a know-how that can
be transmitted to other practitioners and which
can give birth to a specific tradition or culture.
Therefore, practice entails a social dimension, an
influence on other practitioners because its skills
can be shared and are common goods. This is also a
challenge for the liberalist notion of work.

Another characteristic of internal goods is that
they ordinarily depend on the type of practice per-
formed; they also begin and finish in the subject.
In the case of manual labourers, skills entail a sys-
tematic contact with the material reality, a respect-
ful dialogue with the natural world, a disciplined
perception, a control of self-movements, etc. Intel-
lectual work shares some of these skills and goods,
too, but develops others - such as the power of con-
centration, the capacity to relate ideas, the ability
of going in depth with a problem and discovering
possible contradictions (and solutions). Quite im-
portant in these intellectual tasks is also the ability
to explain them in a comprehensible language.

Every practice develops internal skills that en-
tail progress in practical knowledge. This progress
is also an internal good. To speak of practical know-
ledge is to distinguish a use of reason that is differ-
ent from theory. Aristotle defined this practical rea-
son’s way of acting as “recta ratio” (orthds ldgos),> or
reason which corrects and is corrected. This means
that, due to the nature of its object, which is always
particular and contingent, it does not always reach
its objective the first time around, and a process of
learning is necessary. According to Fernando Inci-
arte, this ability to be corrected is the most peculiar
trait of practical reason in its general sense.

This peculiar trait makes progress possible. It
involves the ability to reflect upon one’s judgments
and those of others, so that one becomes able to
correct errors. Mistakes are a real and human real-
ity due to our vulnerability. At the same time, the
capacity of correction reveals that every work has
standards of excellence. Thus, although the pro-
duct of a concrete work can be a masterpiece, it can
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be the result of mere chance; it is more important
to produce it through the achievement of the right
skills or the right knowledge. As Matthew Crawford
has written, “the craftsman’s habitual deference is
not toward the New, but toward the distinction bet-
ween the Right Way and the Wrong Way”.»

3. Work and Human Flourishing

Many readers will probably accept the connec-
tion between these two realities. The key question
is to ask if they are thinking of work in the way we
have already examined it, or if they have defined it
under the “product paradigm”. In this second case,
work is related to happiness because, most likely,
work has previously been related to money, power,
influence or pleasure.

Aristotle related happiness to the good life in
the city, where the citizen can contemplate the truth
and achieve virtues; but happiness does not take
place at the oikia, where women and slaves work in
order to satisfy their daily needs. A remarkable cor-
rection of this view is MacIntyre’s proposal on vir-
tue: “The most notable difference so far between my
account and any account that could be called Aris-
totelian is that although I have in no way restricted
the exercise of virtues to the context of practices,
it is in terms of practices that I have located their
point and function.” In simple terms: Practices are
a key element of human flourishing because it is
through practices that virtues can be achieved.

Maybe here we can introduce with a little more
detail the differences between MacIntyre’s notion
of practice and the notion of work that this paper
presents. Firstly, we should ask: What does the ex-
pression “point and function” mean? The answer
could be this: Virtues are related to some activities
that are essential for their achievement, and these
activities seem to be distinctly different from lei-
sure, political speech and social relations. Virtues
are normally acquired when practices take place.
While practices are practiced, virtues are acquired
“around” them.

This is not that difficult to understand. Accord-
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ing to MacIntyres’s examples, a fisherman acquires
specific internal goods that are intrinsically related
to specific virtues. Those skills are connected to
traditions or customs that accompany the concrete
practice the fisherman carries out, but these tradi-
tions and customs are not, properly speaking, part
of that work but part of the practice. Therefore, the
work of a fisherman cannot be totally identified
with the practice. A practice is a richer human re-
ality. However, skills, traditions and other internal
goods of a fisherman are different (neither better
nor worse) from the internal goods that belong to
other practitioners (such as managers or nurses).
According to the type of work that is included in
a particular practice, practitioners will acquire
distinct and identifiable skills and competencies
- and, consequently, distinct and identifiable vir-
tues. This suggests that if, for MacIntyre, practices
are the point and function of virtues, we can then
propose work as the point and function of a prac-
tice. The specific work of a practice is not just a sec-
ondary part but a central part of the practice.

Conclusion

Nevertheless, virtues are not necessarily ac-
quired while working. As it happens, work can
sometimes become a means to acquire vices. Work
can be distorted by the desire to acquire external
goods - money, honour, etc. - and also by corrupt
institutions. This shows that we have to learn how
to respond in each circumstance in order to judge
truly for ourselves. It also shows that help from oth-
ers is necessary. As a conclusion, it should be noted
that although virtues are not automatically the re-
sults of work, work includes a moral dimension. It
is thus never neutral regarding our flourishing - or
our corruption.

Thisapproachtothenotion of work definesitasa
positive and human reality - broader than the action
that takes place at the private sphere, as proposed by
Aristotle and Aristotelian thinkers, and richer than
the product paradigm, as defended mainly by lib-
eral economic theories. The definition of work we
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have considered in this essay - as a human act that
involves bodily and rational capacities (theoretical
and practical), that produces internal goods which
contribute to culture and tradition (which are per se
social dimensions), that develops skills with stand-
ards, and which can facilitate the acquisition of
virtues and the achievement of human flourishing
- can be a first attempt that makes possible its place
in the philosophical debate. Thus, work should be
described with a proper identity based on new an-
thropological premises - which recognize our de-
pendent and bodily rational condition.
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