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Modernization and

Development Potential
of Traditional Grass Roots

Peasant Organizations

Michael Cernea

Anyone who has observed the formation of a colony of bees has certainh
noticed that before collecting any pollen or starting to produce honey, the
bees busy themselves with building their honeycomb. With wax from the,r
own bodies, they construct a beautifully shaped matrix of little hexagonal
chambers. Only after the colony completes the construction of this delicate.
but strong and indispensable, structure does it feel that it can begin the
ultimate work: producing and accumulating honey. The significant lesson
the bees are teaching us concerns the role of organization and priorities In
order to produce, start first by building a structute for the preductive ac-
tivities. Without such a structure, no productive activity can be cariied out

My chapter will focus on exactly this point: the importance of structure-
building for development-oriented activities. The area of discussion will be
agriculture in traditional peasant societies. More specifically, I will examine
some issucs related to the modernization of the social organization or
agricultural productive activities, under the following headings:

* organizational underdevelopment in peasant societies;
* development potential of traditional peasant economic organiza-

tions;
* rural development projects and peasants' organizations; and
* organization building.

The author is senior sociologist at the World Bank, Washington, D C The views and inter-
pretations in this paper are those of the author and should not be attributed to the World Bank
The initial vcrsion of this chapter was revised and expanded during the author's period ,:
residence as a fellow at the Netherlands institute for Advanced Study in the Humanities an;
Social Sciences (NIAS), Wassenaar, 1979-1980.
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The questions implied under these headings are relevant to the broader
topic of convergence and divergence, more in terms of the dialectics of the
developmental process itself than in terms of the end-model the process will
produce. Can we identify common trends in organization building in the
less developed countries? Our investigation should not be confined to ex-
ploring the extent to which the industrial societies of the world are (or are
not) developing a common socioeconomic system in response to similar
needs. We should also examine whether the less developed nations-par-
ticularly those freed (at least politically) from colonial servitude that are tak-
ing off from a more or less similar starting point-are following a common
pattern of development, as well as whether they are advancing on divergent
paths in terms of the types of institutions and organizations they establish.

1. Organizational Underdevelopment in Peasant Societies

Quite often, modernization of traditional agricultural societies is inter-
preted as if it were reducible to technological progress. Rapid economic and
social progress is expected to occur as an immediate consequence of "in-
troducing" a modern "technical package" into a subsistence type of
agriculture. Yet, no matter how important technological modernization
might be, it does not on its own ensure development, as many technocrats
and bureaucrats naively think. The impossibility of generating genuine
development through technological transfer has been confirmed by
countless agricultural development schemes that have unilaterally channeled
their investments into technology and neglected the corresponding ad-
justments in social organization. Sooner or later the promoters of such in-
vestments had to wonder why the technology was not absorbed by the in-
tended beneficiaries and why it failed to lead to the expected development.

A distinct feature of traditional agricultural societies is what I would term
"organizational underdevelopment." Understanding this concept is crucial
for the general definition of underdevelopment and for conceptualizing the
requirements for modernization. The organization of economic life in tradi-
tional peasant societies can be described, in essence, in terms of two major
dimensions: the technological axis and the structure and membership of
productive units. Other characteristics can of course be added to build a
multidimensional model, but for the purpose of this analysis I will concen-
trate on these two essential dimensions.

The first - the technology of production activities - is rather simple in
traditional peasant systems. It is characterized by a low degree of division of
labor as well as by undifferentiated skills among the producers, and it relies
largely upon human energy for operating many or most of its production
tools. Agricultural activities are performed syncretically, without specializa-
tion of technical tasks, and thus without a strong need for complementarity
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among producers except for specialization along natural lines (sex and age).
As Firth (1951:135) wrote, "the relative simplicity of technology . . means
the lack of a high degree of economic specialization. With it goes also the
lack of allocation of resources to technical development as such. The
economic mechanism is not highly sensitive to the possibility of technical
change, and such change is slight and slow." Subsistence is the essential goal
and self-sufficiency is the condition for the survival of the basic productive
unit.

As to the second dimension, the fundamental feature of most traditional
peasant economies is the absence of specialized and distinct social organiza-
tions created solely for the purpose of production. "Peasant and primitive
societies do not have organizations whose only tasks are those of production,
and there are no durable social units based solely on productive activities"
(Nash 1967:5). This statement may well be too categorical and should be
qualified, but it represents what many anthropologists have believed and
still believe.

Later in this discussion I will attempt to qualify this seldom-questioned
contention, reviewing part of the Immense variety of organizational forms
invented by peasant societies for their productive activities. But it is un-
doubtedly true that the basic unit of production in such agricultural
societies-the family production unit-is in fact a social unit with multiple
functions, and the essential social organization carrying out the making of
goods is derived from, dependent on, and often coincident with other forms
of social life.

Historically, there have been three main types of social structures or forms
of noneconomic organization that have offered a framework for productive
and economic activities in traditional peasant societies:

1. kinship structures (the family entity, or groups of several families,
clans, phratries, etc.);

2. age-graded groups, which provided a relatively loose organizational
structure facilitating some productive or service activities (for in-
stance, the age groups led by the Basumba Batale among the
Sukuma in Tanzania): and

3. political structures, which sometimes served as a matrix for carrying
out certain economic activities as well.

Students of primitive peasant societies have observed that the dependence
of economic units on networks of social relations performing mainly other,
noneconomic functions has a series of adverse consequences on technological
levels, productivity, and outputs. As Nash (1967:6) wrote, "Their economic
activities are only one aspect of the things they do. . . . In these societies
there tend to be many productive units, similarly structured, all doing the
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same sort of work. These productive units are limited to the sorts of person-
nel they are able to recruit, the capital they are able to command, and the
way in which they may distribute their product." More than that, they are
limited in their possibilities for specialization, exchange, improvement of
resources, and increasing productivity. In other words, these small and
discrete units are limited in their capability to grow and to develop economic
activities.

This historical underdevelopment of productive organizations in the
agricultural sector is aggravated by the imbalances resulting from the
relatively accelerated organizational developments in other sectors. Across
the board, less developed countries (LDCs) are characterized by a pattern of
uneven organizational development of the various sectors of their natural
economies, in which agriculture is always losing to the industrial-urban
economy and to the commercial sector. The productive agents in agri-
culture-mainly the mass of small and middling farmers-become more
vulnerable and less able to compete and to defend their economic interests.
Rural poverty is a direct consequence of, inter alia, the opportunities af-
forded for surplus extraction by the better-organized economic sector from
the vulnerable, isolated, weak, and unorganized (as a group) productive
units in agriculture. Justifying and recognizing the implications of this
organizational underdevelopmenr is essential for understanding all the
crucial issues of planned modernization of peasant societies and economies.
For only if the promotion of improved technologies is accompanied by
substantial progress in creating the social organization to accommodate this
technology can any real, self-sustaining development occur.

The dependence of economic activities on noneconomic or on
noneconomically specialized structures of social relationships, however, is
not total and exclusive, even in traditional agricultural societies. A number
of sociological and socioanthropological studies have provided evidence that
many peasant societies have created various informal organizations spe-
cifically to carry out certain productive agricultural activities. This refers, for
instance, to patterns of relationships among cultivators when the establish-
ment of such patterns is favored by territorial linkage and common need, as
in the case of water users' societies not based on family ties, whose members
act in a more or less coordinated way to create and preserve an irrigation
system. Also significant is the expansion of various sorts of informal rural
cooperatives in many developing countries. Yet these still account for only a
limited fraction of the rural producers in the LDCs.

There are, certainly, hundreds of other forms of unconventional organiza-
tions and cooperation for productive purposes that remain unknown or
unstudied. The insufficient interest in-if not the direct neglect
of-economic organization and activities in traditional ethnography ac-
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counts in part for this information gap. The social analysis of forces pressing
for modernity (see Chapter 6) and of modernization mechanisms should
therefore pay adequate attention to the potential of, and the need for,
developing and multiplying such organizations.

II. The Development Potential of Traditional
Peasant Economic Organizations

Social development is essentially a continuous process through which
humanity has invented new forms of social organization. Various groups
have developed their organizations at different speeds, thus achieving dif-
ferent degrees of productive capabilities and cultural complexity. and have
reached corresponding levels of historical progress.

From the statement that organizational underdevelopment is one of the
major constraints on the modernization of traditional peasant economies, at
least two other propositions may follow and should be explored

1. The traditional, spontaneously created forms of organization for
economic activities have had potential for development. Today, this
potential may be either exhausted or insufficient to ensure sub-
sistence and growth within a more competitive and exploitative
socioeconomic environment; or, it may simply be underutilized (and
therefore may still be a resource for development),

2. The patient construction of new forms of organization geared to bet-
ter fulfill productive economic functions is a crucial, indispensable
component of modernization.

A brief look at actual forms of traditional economic organization is
necessary. In addition to the family- and kinship-based forms of economic
organization, which are the most widespread, a multiplicity of informal
groupings and voluntary associations can be identified in all cultures
herders' groups, mutual aid work groups, rotating credit and saving groups,
water users' societies, dancing societies (which are, to a large extent, vehicles
for labor exchange and group self-help), neighborhood associations, and so
on. These may comprise kinship networks as well, but not necessarily so;
sometimes they consist only of neighbors or friends How widespread are
these organizations, and are they still viable in our era of "modernization'" 
Have they fully used their potential, or can they still be a support vehicle for
the further development of productive agficultural activities7

Group Organization for Managing Labor. Countless informal groupings
of farmers have developed around specific work tasks and are linked to
various stages of the agricultural production cycle. Among these, the mutual
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aid groups for labor sharing are certainly the most widespread informal
organizations. They have relatively stable structures and operate under
customarily validated sets of rules, even If their specific memberships vary
from one season to another. Farmers throughout the world have spon-
taneously realized that group work is more productive than individual work.
The large variety of forms of patterned labor exchanges through group
association should not obscure the similarity of most of their ground rules.
For instance, research in just one country, Liberia, has uncovered ninetecn
distinct traditional patterns of shared labor (Siebel and Massing 1976).
These patterns, despite differences in their size, in their permanent or tem-
porary character, in their reciprocal and nonreciprocal obligations, and so
on, follow in essence the same basic principles of group organization for
pooling and managing labor resources.

Although the potential for such groups is virtually limitless, their infor-
mal nature (and the consequences of this informality and loose structure) is
itself a tremendous intrinsic limitation. This informal cooperation in pool-
ing, sharing, and managing labor resources lacks the attributes that a strong
organization, adequately structured and specialized, could supply to
enhance the effectiveness of these resources. These limitations in turn affect
the size and durability of such informal associations. The latter are relatively
small and are usually called into being by an occasional work task, rather
than being organized for performing all or most agricultural activities at
hand. Often, membership may involve Just one joint action before the
group ceases to exist. There are situations in which the boundaries of a
mutual aid group may be quite well defined and the group may elicit a
lifelong commitment arnong members (as in the case of certain "secret"
dancing societies in Sukumaland, for instance), thus empirically suggesting
the potential for more stability and effectiveness.

Group Organization for Managing Water. Historically, where joint irriga-
tnon has occurred, traditional water users' associations have tended to evolve.
I'his is a significant form of farmers' organization for production-related ac-
tivities, one that is not derived from, dependent on, or coincidental with
family and kinship structures. The irrigation system as a physical means of
agricultural production is thus reinforced and backed up by an adequate
form of group organization of those who are using the physical infrastruc-
ture.

The incidence of these water users' societies is worldwide. An inventory of
such water-related social organizations (Radosevich 1977) and numerous
studies (Geertz 1973; Freeman and Lowdermilk 1976; Reidinger 1974; Hunt
and Hunt 1976; Coward 1976; Coward and Levine 1978; and others) have
shown surprising similarity in such organizations created in totally different
cultures, particularly in Indonesia, Thailand, Pakistan, the Philippines, Sri
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Lanka, and in Mexico, Ecuador, and other Latin American countries.

Participation in water-users' spontaneous organizations is conditioned by the
physical layout of the irrigation network I refer here to small units, specifi-
cally, to the smallest collcctivities of irrigators. They are usually based on a
hydraulic principle (the cluster of farmers along a lateral canal that branches
off from the mam canal and carries water to the vicinity of individual fields).
Membership varies according to the size of the lateral canals and is dependent
on the average size of the holding area This usually represents somewhere
between 20-50 cultivators, although they mav contain as many as 150 farmers
cultivating an irrigated area of some 120-150 hectares. Their internal ar-
rangements and informal regulations varv from culture to culture as well as
withm cultures, nevertheless, thetr functions coincide to a large extent For in-
stance, four distinct types of water users' organizations have been identified in
Java alone (Pasandaran 1977).

The primary function of these organizations is the management of water,
especially the equitable allocation of water among members, and the
maintenance of the canals The organization mobilizes the cooperation of its
members in various types of construction work: They rebuild backup canal
banks eroded under the pressure of water, undertake rehabilitation work
against siltation, carry out maintenance work for damages done by vegeta-
tion and animals, and so on.

To a significantly higher degree than the labor exchange groups described
earlier, the water users' associations define a set of distinct roles that have a
direct bearing on the specific tasks involved in creating and operating an ir-
rigation system: construction, maintenance, water allocation and manage-
ment, and conflict resolution The degree of group cohesion is critical for
the persistence of in association and of the phvsical infrastructure for which
the group is responsible; otherwise canals mav fall into disrepair, silt over,
and so on. There are, of course, conflicts among group members (particu-
larly in times of water shortage); hence, mechanisms for conflict resolution
are also critical to the continuing viability of the organization. A leadership
structure is institutionalized. The traditional "water master" is the key to the
effective management of these groups Coward (1976; Coward and Levine
1978) found that an essential condition for the cohesiveness of such groups is
the accountability of the water master to the membership-he must have
their trust in order for the group to function.

The obvious question is whether these spontaneously created water
management organizations, which have convincingly proven their potential
and validity, are being recognized by development bureaucracies and in-
volved in development programs. The proliferation of bureaucratic
engineering agencies in charge of national irrigation systems should not
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eliminate the role of farmers' organizations for water self-management.
Only seldom, however, are there attempts to absorb these traditional water
users' associations into national irrigation systems.

There are many substantial opportunities to systematically use the poten-
tial of such grass roots orgarmzations in development and rehabilitiation proj-
ects in many LDCs. Yet, a thorough study of a large number of irrigation
development and rehabilitation projects in many LDCs, projects sponsored
by national governments or by international and bilateral agencies, has con-
vinced me that it is very rare that such a deliberate approach is taken. Social
scientists may find here a propitious area for which they could provide, in-
stead of the ritual exhortations for more use of social science in develop-
ment, specific advice and social engineering support with respect to
strengLhening and formalizing the grass roots organizations, thus enhancing
their potential and using it in the context of formal irrigation policies and
projects.

Group Organization for AManaging Savings. Development experts are ac-
customed to thinking of modern banks as one of the most complex and for-
malized economic organizations, fulfilling multiple functions for in-
dividuals and for highly diversified macro-economies. Yet, surprising as it
may sound, in certain traditional economies there exist certain informal,
loosely structured groups that have been organized in order to fulfill-ob-
viously on a micro-scale and in a simple way-some typical banking func-
rions collecting resources, promoting savings, and handing out credits to
members. These are the grass roots "rotating credit societies" created by the
participants themselves, which involve the pooling of minimal surpluses
into a kitty to which each member in turn has access (Geertz 1962; Ardener
1964).

During the last fifteen to twenty years, many sociological and rural an-
thropological reports have produced a mass of field information on such
otganizations. Recently, a worldwide synthesis undertaken by Bouman
(1977 and 1979) of the available field data concluded that indigenous
rotating credit and savings associations (RoCSAs) have been identified in
more than forty LDCs. The striking similarity in some of the basic functions
performed by these grass roots "peasant banks"-although they were
established independentlv in many different cultures-is extremely signifi-
cant It suggests that they are similar cultural and organizational responses
to similar economic needs. Of course, the specific forms these groups take
are diverse, varying from country to country and, indeed, from group to
group. Siebel and Massing (1976) have identified stxteen different forms of
RoCSAs i Liberia alone. In Nigeria the women's rotating savings and credit
groups described recently (Okonjo 1979) appear to be functionally and
financially more sophisticated than similar groups described ten to fifteen
years ago.
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Group cohesion in RoCSAs tends to be rather strong, despite their infor-
mal character; they can operate only because their members trust each
other's credit-worthiness. A certain degree of stability and permanence is
built into RoCSAs by the mechanism of rotation itself; each member has to
wait and benefits in turn. RoCSAs may be single-cycle groups, which dis-
band after one full circuit (a single cycle may last from several months to a
period of years, depending upon the size of membership), or they may run
several cycles of renewal. They are able to mobilize small savings as no other
organization can. Pooling these small savings, they create an investment
pool to be used successively by the members for consumption or productive
purposes. Sometimes, the RoCSAs purchase for their members items of
common use, such as corn mills.

In the preceding discussion I have reviewed only a small segment of the
spectrum of social organization for economic activities in traditional peasant
societies. It thus appears that the organizational underdevelopment of peas-
ant economies is not simply synonymnous with the absence of production-
related organizations that do not coincide with other forms of social or-
ganization. There exists a multitude of indigenous, more or less informal,
production-related organizations all over Africa and Asia, they are often of
ancient origin. The organizational underdevelopment syndrome refers
rather to the attributes and the qualitative aspect of the existing organiza-
tions; their low degree of cohesiveness, formality, and structuralization;
their insufficient coverage and interlinkages; and insufficient adaptation
and change with the coming of a market economy.

I would say, to conclude, that there are three interrelated dimensions of
the chronic organizational underdevelopment in peasant economies:

1. The predominance of the family as a nonspecialized, basicallv
noneconornic organization for economic activities.

2. The insufficient spread and coverage of specialized organizations like
those described in this section. Such economic organizations do exist
in a variety of forms, but compared to the ocean of small holders,
their coverage appears limited and they are not mutually intercon-
nected in a system of linkages, exchange, and support.

3. The qualitative weakness in their internal structures, the low degree
of role differentiation and complementarity, and the informality of
their arrangements, all of which diminish their economic effec-
tiveness and capability for autonomous modernization

m. Rural Development Projects
and Peasants' Organizations

Confronted with these organizational obstacles to modernization, many
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policymakers or development practitioners tend to develop either one of two
basic sets of attitudes. The first consists of ignoring or underestimating the
development function and potential of grass roots, production-oriented peas-
ant organizations. This is the well-known attitude of certain national
development agencies that perceive indigenous organizations and culture as
a constraint on modernization, as a remnant of old times, and a nuisance to
be eliminated, in order to really "modernize."

The second consists of idealizing the traditional organizations and culture
and ignoring the historical necessity of changing them too; this is tanta-
mount to not understanding the essence of organizational forms as a cultural
adaptive mechanism to change and as a sociocultural form for absorbing and
utilizing modernized technologies.

I believe that neither one of these two positions can guide, either in prac-
tical or in theoretical terms, an effective development policy. The issuc is,
first, a conceptual one, and it concerns not only development technicians or
government bureaucrats, but also the stand many social scientists take vis-a-
vis the question of traditional and modern organizations. I believe that this
perspective could and should be reversed: Instead of regarding traditional
organizations as a constraint, could they not be utilized as a resource for
development? A sound modernization policy should make the best use of all
available resources, including available social organizations, when they are
amenable to developmental activities. On the other hand, the need to
strengthen, change, and develop these organizations themselves should not
be overlooked.

A forceful metaphor that supports the concept of using the potential
of traditional, grass roots peasant organizations for promoting modern-
ized production technologies was suggested by Siebel and Massing
(1976):

As vehicles for development, these traditional organizations have been slow-
moving because they have been handpushed The motor of technological in-
novation has not yet been built into them This motor originated outside the
Third World and eventually spread very rapidly throughout the northern
hemisphere Institutions in which the motor of technological advancement is
built or assembled-i e, complex organizations, particularly factories-have
been founded all over the world. But in the southern hemisphere the in-
troduction of the motor of development through Western institutions, often
has failed because of an alleged shortage or absence of vehicles, that is, institu-
tional settings, in which the motor could be installed. . . The vehicles, and
their drivers, are there, but they have not been discovered. . . The vehicles
are traditional organizations, among them traditional cooperatives and other
groups with economic goals. Ignorance of these organizations explains, at least
in part, why so few deliberate attempts have been made to implant modern
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production and marketing techniques into indigenous organizations Instead
of placing the motor of technological innovations into these vehicles-the
traditional organizations-and letting them "take off," both motor and
vehiclcs have been imported.

This allegory may be pushing the issue a little bit too far; it is not possible to
simply implant modern means of production into unchanged traditional
organizational forms But the emphasis on the need not to ignore but rather
to use such organizations is valid As Colletta (1975) wrote, "All too often
development has confronted culture as a bulwark of conservatism, infre-
quently looking towards its potential use for positive change An-
thropologists have been quick to document the confrontation between
development and culture . . . [instead of] leading the creative discovery of
how long established cultural pathways of interaction, established roles, in-
stitutions and value incentive systems might be employed as levers for
positive change "

There is evidence that some rural development programs in Third World
countries attempt deliberately to rely on traditional forms of production-
related peasant organizations Other programs sometimes do so more or less
unwittingly. The results of these approaches are not clear-cut and un-
equivocal, but there are significant cases in which the existing development
potential has been thus uncovered and mobilized. To sociologists and social
scientists, however, the possibilitv for building upon the existing grass roots
organizations is more often a merely theoretical issue. Too seldom is it ap-
proached empirically, on the basis of current practices and lessons of actual
experience There is a need to analyze the existing evidence and to define
the premises and the limits of the deliberate use of traditional organizations,
as well as to determine the circumstances under which a structured policy
relying on that approach can be evolved and implemented. A large field of
exploration and development-relevant research lies open here for social
scientists.

In order to assess what the actual "state of the art" is and what lessons may
be derived from current practices of development projects, I initiated an
analysis of the available store of experience with regard to informal
peasants' groups in rural development projects financially assisted by the
World Bank. In a first phase of this analysis, a review of rural development
projects was carried out. The "universe" studies consisted of all World
Bank-supported rural development projects started over a period of four
fiscal years (1973-1977). A total of 164 projects was identified in eighty
countries and their "appraisal reports" were reviewed.i From this initial
number, all projects were to be selected in which the appraisal report

1. considered patterns (existing within the project area) of traditional
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cooperation based on labor exchange, on group management of
water, or on savings and credit;

2. indicated that group action in the form of community "self-help"
would be encouraged by the project; or

3. indicated that farmers' groups related to productive or marketing ac-
tivities or various other types of "pre-coops" would be established
during project implementation.

After the identification of projects with such elements, a more
penetrating analysis was carried out, through the review of documents col-
lected in the project file, particularly supervisory reports on project im-
plementation, and direct and informal interviews with World Bank staff
members, primarily operational staff. About fifty project staff were inter-
viewed about their actual experience, views, dLfficulties, and so on, related to
the selected projects and to other instances in which farmers' organizations
have been involved.

The findings of this review, although tentative and subject to refinements
from the analysis, which is still ongoing, have been quite significant in terms
of the general state of the art. They indicated, among other things, the
following:

1. The design and preparation of most rural development projects is not
guided by a preexisting, explicit, and structured policy and
methodology for identifying traditional, or for establishing new
forms of, peasants' organizations or for incorporating them into the
mechanisms of planned and financially supported development.

2. Nevertheless, an important proportion of rural development projects
suggests the creation (or strengthening) of a variety of quasi-formal
groups for small farmers. More than 40 percent of the 164 reviewed
projects being implemented in thirty-seven different countries werc
found to contain, in one form or another,2 the elements listed above.
This is a surprisingly high proportion in light of the absence of a con-
ceptualized orientation towards the involvement of farmers' groups
and informal organizations.

3. The main reason for the presence of such project provisions, in the
absence of a formal policy, was the intuitive perception or the em-
pirical conviction of the individual staff3 involved in the design or
appraisal of projects that the development process needs to rely upon
and promote the structured self-organization of the small producers
for their own interests.

4. A heavy constraint limiting this trend is the absence of a practical
methodology for carrying it out, of a social technology for building
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farmers' groups, for identifying and effectively supporting (i.e.,
financially and technically) existing traditional organizations Na-
tional governments and national technical agencies are not geared
toward such an orientation, and individual "development experts"
from an outside international agency cannot change that situation by
themselves; moreover, in many cases these experts are not equlpped
with systematic expertise about this particular side of the develop-
ment effort.

5. Provisions relating to farmers' organizations, even when incorporated
in project design and appraisal, generally allow these organi7ations
only a rather secondary function in the overall project effort. In other
words, most (but not all) projects reviewed in the survey appeared to
have a development mechanism not centered around the self-
organization of the producers for attaining their own self-sustained
growth, even when the projects took a relatively open-minded stand
on the potential of farmers' organizations.

6. The follow-up on the implementation of the provisions related to
creating, promoting, activating, reorganizeng, and strengthening
these organizations is often hampered by the lack of adequately
skilled staff (such as social extensionists, sociologists, anthropolo-
gists, or managers and administrators). This lack of personnel exists
primarily at the project level, but also within the governmental or in-
ternational agencies involved Positive or negative experiences in that
respect are seldom systematically analyzed and fed forward into the
planning and design process

Among various -rural development projects particularly rich in lessons
about the relationship between financially induced development and
farmers' organizations and participation is the PIDER project in Mexico. The
provisions in this project regarding, for instance, the development of about
800 livestock units under existing Etdo organizations or groups have been
successful only insofar as the social organizational aspects have been properly
dealt with; but when only the infrastructure of these livestock units has been
constructed, without adequate group arrangements regarding division of
responsibilities, organization, group ownerslip, benefit allocation, and so
on, the livestock units have failed, no matter how large the investments in
physical infrastructure were (Cernea 1979) When the participation of pros-
pective beneficiaries in decision making for investment selection was elicited
through an experimentally evolved methodology, the results have been con-
siderably different.

The survey and analysis of past and current rural development projects,
although still in progress, has yielded significant suggestions for both opera-
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tional activities and social research and practical work. It appears that
elaborating the social methodology and technologies for organization
building should be regarded as a verv hligh priority for social scientists in-
volved in the study and support of the rural development processes.

IV. Issues in Organization Building

Informal peasant organizations are not, of course, the only answer, nor are
they the only concern with respect to improving the effectiveness of rural
development policies Nevertheless, this chapter has attempted to call atten-
tion to the great potential and high urgency of that particular component.
To correct the organizational underdevelopment of peasant communities,
which was posited at the beginning of the chapter, requires the develop-
ment of strong formal operations as well, including formalized cooperative
organizations, various forms of peasant unions, and other action-oriented
organizations. Recent studies suggest an increasing recognition of this factor
and present an extremely interesting array of empirical findings (van Heck
1979; Hollnsteiner et al. 1978; Alexander 1979).

In the final analysis, the difference between informal and formal peasant
organizations is largelv a matter of the degree of organizational complexity
and of the social awareness and social ability of the prospective members to
organize themselves in order to achieve definite production (and other)
goals. The degree of organizational complexity should be regarded as an
essential variable in an organization-building strategy, as peasant societies
may or may not be ready to implement a certain organizational model.
Failure in development may result as well from promoting an inappropriate
(i.e , a too complex) organizational model as from neglecting social organi-
zation altogether. One of the most dramatic attempts in recent history to
build new forms of peasant organizations for production activities was the
creation of agricultural cooperatives in a few East European countries and of
communes in mainland China. Romania was a case in point. Starting in the
late 1940s, the drive for cooperativization in Romania was specifically in-
tended to replace the family as the basic traditional organizational pattern
for farming with a more formal and larger, enterprise-type, state-con-
trollable organization, the agricultural production cooperative. In only thir-
teen years, from 1949 to 1962, more than 3 million peasant families were
shLfted from familv farms into cooperatives (Cernea 1974) If we closely ex-
amine the statistical data as presented in Table 5.1, these thirteen years can
be clearly broken into three phases, which were in fact a succession of
organizational models.

The first phase lasted from 1949 to 1953 During this phase the predomi-
nant model, which was centrally promoted, was a complex agricultural
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TABLE 5.1 Organization Building in the Process of
Agricultural Collectivization in Romania

% of

Total
Number of Arable

Organizational Families En- Land in
Year Model Units compassed Country

1949 Complex Cooperatives I 56 4,000 0.1
Simple Associations 0 0 0

1951 Complex Cooperatives I 1,089 75,400 3.2
Simple Associations 0 0 0

1953 Complex Cooperatives I 1,997 169,000 unknown
Simple Associations 2,026 102,000 unknown

1954 Complex Cooperatives I 2,070 178,000 unknown
Simple Associations 2,833 139,000 unknown

1955 Complex Cooperatives I 2,152 183,200 9.5
Simple Associations 4,471 206,300 4.7

1957 Complex Cooperatives I 2,755 375,100 16.6
Simple Associations 11,853 1,078,200 23.4

1959 Complex Cooperatives II 3,745 842,900 32 3
Simple Associations 11,565 1,775,400 36.7

1960 Complex Cooperatives II 4,857 1,416,600 50.3
Simple Associations 8,828 1,567,200 30.7

1961 Complex Cooperatives II 6,424 2,050,981 70.2
Simple Associations 6,677 1,080,533 22.4

1962 Complex Cooperatives II 5,398 3,294,800 91.0
Simple Associations 1,317 241,800 1.8

1965 Complex Cooperatives i1 4,680 3,409,100 94.1
Simple Associations 120 56,800 0.1

organization (Complex Cooperative I), with common ownership of land,
joint work teams under appointed leadership, enforced working schedules,
and rigid payment systems The peasants were not at all prepared to accept
this model; despite various forms of economic pressure and outright ad-
ministrative coercion this rigid organizational pattern was for all practical
purposes rejected by the farmers

During the second phase, from 1954 to 1959, the predominant organiza-
tional model promoted for peasant production activities was a much simpler
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agricultural association, in which farmers were permitted to maintain in-
dividual property and cattle, each family worked mostly on its own land,
only a few rented agricultural machines were used in common, and some
marketing was done by the association. Coexisting with the traditional struc-
ture (the individual family household as a production unit), this single
organizational mr.odel was much more acceptable to the peasants; it caught
on fast, under significantly less pressure, and surpassed the spread of Com-
plex Cooperative I in terms of numbers of units, total numbers of families
joining, and percentage of the total arable area of country. (See trends for
1954-1959 in Table 5.1.)

The third phase, from 1960 to 1962, was one during which, once again, a
complex organizational model, which could be called Complex Cooperative
II, was imposed by force, politically and administratively, and became
predominant in the countryside. Basically, the pattern of the first phase was
repeated, but this time It was revised and made more flexible and was ac-
companied bv more economic incentives. It was thus made more acceptable
and understandable to the peasants, who had also gone through the ex-
perience of the simpler associations of the previous years. Complex
Cooperatives II, as can be seen from Table 5. 1, gradually surpassed the sim-
ple associations in membership and land area controlled and became the
organizational model accounting for more than 90 percent of peasant
agriculture in Romania.

Interestingly enough, however, this tremendous process of organization
building did not succeed in wiping out completely the function of the peas-
ant family as a production unit (Cernea 1975). The small family plot al-
lowed for the private use of, and management by, the cooperative farm
members is run, in some respects, much like the prior private peasant farms,
only more intensively and at higher productivity levels. This is also revealing
for the survival capabilities and the unused developmental potential of
traditional organizational forms. Altogether, the recent experience of
agricultural development in centrally planned economies is pregnant with
lessons, both negative and positive, about organizational modernization of
peasant societies.

The degree of subjective readiness of a peasant society for one or another
type of formal organization is thus an essential variable to be assessed under
each specific set of cultural, technological, economic, and political cir-
cumstances. There are also other important issues, related as well to
organization building for modernization and development purposes, that
social scientists cannot fully address because of their insufficient involve-
ment in operational development efforts and the lack of empirical research.
These may appear to be challenging research and operational questions for
further debate. For instance:
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* Is it feasible to create linkage systems betweeti the modern, formal,
bureaucratic administrative and regulatory agencies that rapidly
develop in Third World countries, and traditional, informal, soft,
grass roots forms of group organization for economic activities?

* What strategies could be used to strengthen the spontaneous and
traditional organizations that are still alive and to plug them into
structured and planned development programs?

* What should be the proper mix of economic and legal government
support to such grass roots organizations?

* What is the trade-off, under specified circumstances, between efforts
for creating new, modern, formal economic organizations and cfforts
for using existing ones, thus benefiting from their legitimacv and
minimizing the social disruption involved in promoting change?

* What should be the social technology for transferring financial
resources into the software of the modernization processes-the in-
stitutional structures, the "honeycombs" needed to support ex-
panded productive activities-as opposed to investing only in in-
frastructural and technological hardware)

Before I conclude, let me make one last comment on how much the con-
cern with organization-building issues is (or is not) present in government
modernization policies in developing countries. I talked recently to an
economist who had just completed an in-depth study of the agricultural sec-
tors of two developing countries. He told me that in order to increase
resource mobilization, the two governments have used almost all the con-
ventional economic remedies: They have attempted to raise various
agricultural levies; they have expanded the commercial banking and credit
network; they have subsidized certain inputs (e.g., fertilizers) so as to en-
courage their usage; they have invested in road infrastructure; and so on
But in spite of all these efforts, the agricultural economy has remained slug-
gish and obstinately refuses to develop at a steady rate. The only thing the
governments have not paid attention to, my colleague commented sadly,
was institution building in rural areas. They did not at all perceive the
urgency of providing the peasants with more adequate social institutional
structures for increased economic effectiveness, so that the farmers
themselves could achieve a self-sustaining and durable growth

Notes

1. Robert Sanders, summer intern for a period of three months, contributed to the
first phase of this review, which was coordinated by Ben Thoolen and me, his
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assistance is gratefully acknowledged.
2. About 20 projects provided for water users' associations; 14 projects supported

the creation of organized credit groups, primarily as a group guarantee against
dcfault; several projects promoted herders' groups or various group grazing units
(associations), more than 20 projects supported various forms of pre-cooperative
groups (single purpose or multipurpose), about 30 projects counted on the promo-
tion of community labor and self-help for building and mauntenance of productive
and supportive infrastructure; and so on.

3 IThe so-called development community (consisting of professionals with various
technical and economic skills involved in developmcnt activities in LDCs and in inter-
national and national organizations) is by no means homogeneous in that respect; its
members hold a variety of opinions about the mechanisms of development and take
practical positions that are often widely divergent (operationally and politically). A
systematic sociological or socioanthropological study of this community (or com-
munities) would certainly produce highly relevant information for a better
understanding of the praxis of development.
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