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Project outline 
MEDEA is an interdisciplinary research project developed under the auspices 

of the 7th Framework Programme. The project addresses the form and effects 

of global flows and the impact of development paths on 

livelihoods in four empirical instances (Argentina, Brazil, Slovakia and 

Spain). It involves the collaboration of anthropologists, sociologists and economists from six partner countries 

(Argentina, Brazil, Italy, Slovakia, Spain and the United Kingdom) to elaborate a detailed comparative study of the 

impact of economic trajectories and development models on work, employment, unemployment and livelihoods.  

Combining qualitative research and comparative methodologies with modeling, the project explores the dynamic effects 

of models and their context-bound implementations.  Taking the steel industry as the central case study, the research 

identifies critical points in the deployment of different development models, and their effects on employment patterns 

and, crucially, on the transmission of skills and knowledge across generations, regions and economic spheres. 
 

 
The project is based on the basic premise that the analysis of theoretical development models and global policies 

must be situated within the complexities of historically unfolding conditions and relationships. Secondly, we propose 

that as different models and policies succeed one another and as different sectors of the economy gain or lose 

prominence within the overall economic structure (nationally, regionally and globally), other industries, forms and 

relations of production and distribution emerge, shaped and reshaped in complex networks of mutual dependencies.  

In order to test this hypothesis the project focuses on the steel industry, which has played a significant role in 

national and regional development plans in Europe and beyond, and has undergone major restructuring since the 

1970s. 



MEDEA aims to contribute to current debates about 

- and understandings of - development and, in 
particular the effects of different economic models 

in local contexts. This includes their implications for 

policy and for entrepreneurial action. We aim to identify 

a range of different approaches to development, 

including those that depart from hegemonic models and 

ideas. We are interested in outlining and disseminating 

alternative models that might recognize the crucial 

dynamics and the complex configurations that emerge in 

the encounters between global and local conditions. 

Specifically, we ask: 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The long-term objective of MEDEA is 
to produce an empirically informed 
theoretical approach 
that will take account of current 
research and make substantive 
policy recommendations. 

 How are ideas about economic development 

conceptualized, transmitted and operationalized 
across regions and within given localities? 

 How do the characteristics of the local affect the 

implementation of economic models and how do 
these impact on the livelihoods of local 
populations? 

 What are the effects of the implementation of 

models on the experiences of work or the 
absence of work and to what extent do these 
experiences relate to differences of class, 
gender, age, ethnicity or nationality? 

 How might changes in national, global and 

entrepreneurial direction affect demand for, and 
availability of, skills and knowledge? 

 What strategies have been deployed by 

enterprises, workers and civil society 
organisations in response to changing 
conditions of employment/unemployment? 

 What might be the effects of different local 

strategies and responses by actors such as 
government bodies, corporations and workers’ 
unions on the particular 
interpretations and implementations of models? 

(i.e. do new models emerge from the 

encounters between different conditions and 

different actors, including global actors such as 

IMF, WB, national actors and local groups)? 



Central concepts 
 
 
 
 

The concept of transition informs much of the writings 

on development and largely encapsulates our own 

approach, to the extent that it refers to systems in 

process - specifically to the transformation and 

redefinition of particular sets of relationships and 

politico-economic configurations. But whereas 

transitions may take place along a continuum, in 

concrete historical contexts there 

are frequently points of rupture, identified in 

structural changes and/or symbolically constructed 

as moments of crisis (for example 

1989 in Europe or late 1990s and early 2000s in parts 

of Europe and Latin America).  We are especially 

interested in these moments of rupture or crisis since 

these dislocations in economic systems and 

livelihoods provide unique opportunities to reflect on - 

and understand - the complex relationships that hold 

between local and global processes and highlight the 

dynamic relations between agency and structure. 
 

 
Ethnographic research provides the detailed and 

nuanced data needed to register potential 

connections and disruptions between lived experience 

and structural events. This research necessarily takes 

place within a historical perspective that is required in 

order to elucidate the process of transition as it 

unfolds, as well as helping us identify possible points 

of crisis and actors’ responses. We therefore 

approach transition at a structural level and at the 

level of local actors, particularly in relation to work 

and professional and class identities, notions of 

livelihood security and ideas and aspirations 

regarding the future. Of particular interest here is the 

issue of generational transmission, and whether and 

how ruptures and crises might have an impact on the 

kinds of knowledge, skills and experiences that are 

recognized and valued and how this might inform 

traditional forms of transmission and education.  We 

are especially concerned with situations in which 

ruptures and 

crises at a structural level produce ruptures at an 

institutional level, such that the resources or 

institutional practices associated with formal 

educational structures accumulated by one 

generation are no longer transmitted or relevant to 

the next generation. 
 

 
Through a focus on the reconfiguration over time 

and space of the relations between actors and 

different levels of determination, we reflect on 

the different unfoldings of global flows of capital, 

ideas and technologies and the localized 

implementation of policies and strategies. The 

concept of reconfiguration allows for the possibility of 

emergence of the unpredictable, the conjunctural and 

the contingent, which we see as emerging in national 

and global conditions as 

well as in the lived experience of social actors as 

workers, managers, or policy leaders. By tracing 

these various re-arrangements we aim to overcome 

some of the limitations of dichotomous 

conceptualizations that inform many analyses; such 

as formal-informal, private-public, industrialization- 

deindustrialization, local-global. 
 

 
The steel industry provides a useful focus to explore 

these issues. This is because of the importance of the 

industry as a strategic sector within national 

development and its transformations following the 

dismantling of Keynesian capitalism and the 

economic restructuring of western bloc and Soviet 

Union and Comecon economies.  An important 

feature here is the changing role of the state as 

principal promoter, investor, producer and consumer 

of steel and steel products. Furthermore, the industry 

illustrates the scale of global restructuring and 

investment strategies, reflected in the patterns of 

mergers and acquisitions in different parts of the 

globe. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Research Plan - 
General Outline 

The project’s research plan is articulated around three foci: 
 

 
1)  The identification of key national and transnational trends and 

development initiatives and their effects. These are explored through 

the comparison of the four case studies, considering the emergence 

and transformations of institutional patterns, development approaches 

and policies. 

 
2)  A theoretical engagement with models and transnational flows. 

This informs the development of a framework for the analysis of global 

processes and for understanding the relationships between local and 

global forces (WP 5) 

 
3)  The comparative analysis of institutional and social mechanisms for the 

transmission of resources. We are particularly concerned with the 

transmission of skills and knowledge (WP 9 and 10). This includes: 

 
a.  The  compilation  of  data  sets  on  firms,  households  and work 

experiences  to enable future research and testing of the 

project findings (WP 8, 9, 11). The data sets include film and 

visual records. 

b. The identification of critical variables and the design of 

appropriate qualitative and quantitative models (WP 6) 

expressed through a range of simulations and reports. 

c.   A  critical  engagement  with  relevant  research  in  related 

fields, from the perspective  of the empirical research and the  

modeling  exercises.  This  will  contribute  empirically and 

conceptually to current debates regarding national, regional and 

global economic trends and their effects. This engagement will 

also provide an important mechanism to evaluate the project 

findings (WP 15). 
 

 
The completed work packages have raised two significant issues that are 

informing  the  stage  of  analysis:  the  significance  of  privatization  and 

enduring effects of logistics and housing on work and households. 



Research plan implementation 
 
 
 

Work package 1 – Project Management (ongoing) is 
concerned with the coordination and management of 
the project. Led by partner No.1 Goldsmiths. 
 

Work package 2 – Knowledge: Theoretical Design and 
Assessment (ongoing), entails the coordination of 
research activities and outputs, and is led by partner 
No.2 University of Barcelona. 
 

Work package 3 - Workshop: Methodology, Ethics 
and Protocols (completed) 
 

Work package 4 – Trajectories I: National Profiles 
(completed) relied primarily on archival research, 
including statistical sources to trace trajectories 
regarding the effects of policy, trade and markets and 
institutional forces on regional economies, in 
particular the steel industry and its ancillary industries. 
Country reports are available through the project’s 
website. 
 

Work package 5 – Trajectories II: Global Flows (in 
progress), elaborated by partner No.6, University of 
Brasilia, stresses the power dimension of 
development and global processes and the 
generational continuities and discontinuities within the 
field of power of development. A preliminary report is 
available through the project’s website. 
 

Work package 6 – Models (ongoing) is led by partner 
No.3 the University of Bologna. Using computer 
simulation models as theoretical laboratories to 
analyse the circumstances in which different social 
processes emerge. This work package feeds from 
work packages 5, 9, 10, 11 and 12. 
 

Work package 7 – Interviews: State, unions and 
stakeholders (Completed). Semi structured interviews 
with representatives of government, civil society 
organizations, trade unions and industry leaders were 
complemented by structured interviews with a wider 
range of informants. Country reports are available 
through the project’s website. 
 

Work package 8 – Workshop: Stakeholders 
(Completed) 
 

Work package 9 – Trajectories III: Generations 
(Completed) concentrates on individual life stories 
and the trajectories of individuals, families and firms. 
Equally important is tracing individual experiences of 
work and skill acquisition across generations, noting 
continuities and discontinuities in the experiences of 
old and young, men and women, in relation to class 
and other hierarchical systems of difference. This 
work package is developed in conjunction with work 
package 10 emphasizing the temporal dimension of 
social phenomena. 

Work package 10 – Ethnography of Livelihoods 
(Completed), focuses on the ethnographic account of 
work, and the multiple connections and relationships 
that underpin work practices, livelihood pursuits and 
other survival and/or advancement strategies in 
specific contexts. This work package complements 
work package 9 emphasizing the spatial dimension of 
social relations. 
 
Work package 11 – Data Analysis I: Work 
(Ongoing), entails the systematic ordering of the 
data, concentrating on the compilation of databases 
on work. The principal objectives however will be to 
advance the analysis of the data, to establish criteria 
for the analysis and, in collaboration with work 
package 6, to identify significant variables and 
significant trends. 
 
Work package 12 – Data Analysis II: Households 
(Ongoing), focuses on profiling household 
composition. The emphasis will be on divisions of 
labour within and between households, relations of 
friendship, kinship and neighbourhood, support and 
solidarity involving households and their members. The 
significant trends and variables identified in the 
analysis of households will be elaborated and tested in 
Work Package 6. 
 
Work package 13 – Film and visual record (Ongoing). 
This work package is organized around two main 
tasks. In the first instance, the selection and collation 
of visual documentation pertaining to the other work 
packages. Secondly, the work package will promote 
the use of visual documentation, including film to 
complement ethnographic research. 
 
Work package 14 – International Conference 
(ongoing). An international conference will provide 
an important opportunity for debate, to share and 
disseminate the findings of the research and to 
engage with theoretical paradigms and perspectives 
derived from the applied field. The conference will 
also provide the basis for the edited volume. 
 
Work package 15 – Final Report and Edited 
Volume 
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Comenius University 
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